Compassionate Conversations & Connections:
Communicating with Your Team During Uncertainty

2020

Topics we’ll explore together
1. Managing and communicating in a time of prolonged
uncertainty
2. Exploring the effectiveness of our communication
with greater empathy for what others need right
now.
3. Providing constructive feedback when there’s
heightened sensitivity.
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Since mid March
Stage 1

Transitioned
to remote
work

Stage 2

Stage 3

Adapted to
new routines

Experiencing
prolonged
uncertainty

The long dark tunnel.
Nervous about our clients and jobs,
about “reopening” and looking
ahead to the “new normal”
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Today’s Tip -- March 18, 2020
Reassure Your Team During Uncertainty

When the news is scary and the future is uncertain, many employees will look to managers for
reassurance — even though you might not have the answers yourself. You can help by first finding
your own sense of focus. Before you start communicating, take a minute to pause and breathe. Then
put yourself in your audience's shoes. What are their concerns, questions, or interests? What do they
need an immediate answer to? You might use language such as, “I know many of you may be
thinking…” The quicker you can address what’s on their minds, the more likely you’ll be able to
calm them down. Seek out credible sources of information, and read fully before distilling it into
clear, concise language. You can confidently express doubt or uncertainty, while still maintaining
authority. You might say, “Reports are still coming in, but what we understand so far is…”
Communicate frequently, even if you don’t have news to report, so that people know you are
actively following the issue. And provide tangible action items. Use language such as, “Here are the
steps we are taking,” or “Here’s what you can do,” to demonstrate action.
This tip is adapted from “How to Reassure Your Team When the News Is Scary,” by Allison Shapira
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Today’s Tip -- May 6, 2020
Be Extra Nice to Your Colleagues Right Now

When you're under constant stress, it's not always easy to be patient and understanding with your
coworkers. But being judgmental doesn't help anyone. How can you find — and demonstrate —
empathy for your colleagues when you’re emotionally depleted? First, accept that we’re all coping
with the coronavirus crisis differently. For example, you may find it helpful to pay close attention to
the news, for example, while a colleague prefers to limit the amount of information they take in.
Also, be generous in your interpretations of others when they send a terse email or look grumpy on a
video call. It’s more than likely that their mood has nothing to do with you or work. Do your part by
being honest about what you’re feeling at the moment and clearly communicating your needs. And
remember that your coworkers are likely suffering in ways that you don't see or necessarily
understand. Don't try to compare suffering. Instead, lean into compassion, empathy, and kindness.
This tip is adapted from “What Your Coworkers Need Right Now Is Compassion,” by Amy Gallo
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Compassion
Remember this is an opportunity for connection.
Assume only positive intent.
Understand the impact of anxiety, lack of control and uncertainty.
Recognize that most have never experienced tough times.
Acknowledge how you’re feeling.
Accept that your coworkers’ home lives are even more relevant to you.
Accept that we’re all coping differently.

Adapted from: “What Your Coworkers Need Right Now is Compassion,”
Amy Gallo, Harvard Business Review
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Don’t assume or project

Work overload or
feeling vulnerable

Home alone
or family overload

Introvert and a listener or
extrovert and loudest voice

Early adopter
Or change averse

Rose-colored glasses
or doom-and-gloom

Missing the office
or prefer working remotely

Untouched by Covid-19
Or too many personal losses
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Extraordinary times
with unprecedented unknowns
related to health, life as we
knew it, relationships and work.
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Emotionally intelligent communication
Personal
Competence

Social
Competence

What I see

What I do

Self-Awareness:

Self-Management:

Self-assess strengths, limits
Understand emotional triggers
Assess confidence in situations
Know how we drive or hinder success
Know what’s within (or beyond) our control
Notice the “tape” you’re playing in your brain

Exercise self control
Focus what’s in our control
Intervene before hijacked
Stay calm even under stress
Take personal responsibility
Minimize negative self-talk

Social Awareness:

Relationship Management:

Empathize
Understand our impact on others
Notice what you’re saying and how
Seek to understand others’ intent and needs
Observe the mood in the room or on Zoom
Notice body language and facial expression
Know which interactions are challenging & why
Be in the moment

Customize relationships
Adapt/respond to their needs
Name what they’re going through with empathy
Persuade vs. impose
Pause, ask more questions
Engage vs. avoid
Align intent with impact
Pick our timing
Take feedback well

Adapted from: Working with Emotional Intelligence and The Emotional Intelligence 2.0
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10 Helpful hints and habits
Lean into your role:
1. Pause.
2. You aren’t expected to have all the answers. And you’re not
responsible for all the changes.
•
•
•

We can’t control everything that is happening around us, but
we can control our response to it and what we project to
others. Our team members are looking for reassurance.
We need to constructively focus on what’s in our/their
control.
“Here’s what we know so far....Here’s what you can do."

3. We need to resist inertia and complacency that comes
from anxiety and help our team members find their way
forward, baby steps.
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Helpful hints and habits
Empathize with others:
4. Check in with genuine interest. “I’ve been thinking about
you.”
5. Don’t assume or project; respect our differences.
6. Listen and try to understand what they need that they may
not have articulated.
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Helpful hints and habits
We still need to share constructive feedback:
7. Communicate clearly (and without vague-isms) re:
priorities, progress, what you/clients need.
8. Don’t avoid giving feedback in a timely way...problems
don’t go away.
9. Mutually problem solve, focusing on what’s in our control
and do-able.
10. Ask how you can help.
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Heightened sensitivity and our communication
“The most important
thing in
communication is
hearing what isn’t
said.”

-- Peter Drucker

“Most people do not listen
with the intent to understand;
they listen with the intent to reply.”

-- Stephen R. Covey

The single biggest problem in
communication is the illusion that it
has taken place.

-- George Bernard Shaw
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Start by listening

Empathy
and
active
listening
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Try asking one-finger questions

What’s one thing that that I could stop doing, or do differently,
that would help you feel more in-control?
Helpful when asking for feedback.

OR
What’s one thing you’ve discovered about yourself during this
crisis that you never anticipated you would be able to do?
Helpful when someone is struggling with self-doubt.
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Conversation starters and fruitful questions
1. "What is one thing about
working from home that was
easier than you thought it
would be?"

6. "What habit did you have to
change?"

7. "What do you know now about
isolation/distancing/working
2. "What about your job has been
from home that you wished you
hardest to pull off from home?"
had known in the beginning?"
3. "What have you decided you'll 8. "What do you do when you
do differently when things go
start to feel down?"
back to 'normal'?"
9. "What part of your job that has
4. "What is something you're
changed do you miss the
surprised you haven't missed?"
most?"
5. "What new habit have you
developed?"

10. "What is the first thing you'll do
when you're finally able?"

Source: ”10 Much Better Questions to Ask Than ‘How Are You Doing?” Jeff Haden, Inc.com
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What questions are they asking you?
•

Think about what they’re asking and why, and what
they need to hear.

•

Reassure and motivate them by sharing context and
perspective.

•

“Zoom” out or in.
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Empathetic and active listening
Recognize their emotion and feelings:
•

“I can hear how hard this is to you.”

Play back to them a key point they’ve made:
•

“Sounds like you’re struggling to balance work and family demands.”

Ask a fruitful, open-ended question (what, how, why, please tell me...):
•

“What would help you feel better supported?”

Synthesize the conversation:
•

“Sounds like you’re concerned about ABC, and want to achieve XYZ... With that
in mind, let’s focus on 123...”
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Constructive feedback
amid heightened sensitivity
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Heightened sensitivity scenario #1
Lots of C-level anxiety over the status of a priority project
related to working remotely. The SVP is micromanaging; AS is
frustrated. Cryptic and attitude-filled emails.
SVP feels the AS isn’t fully owning the project and isn’t
thinking strategically, so she gets involved. Feeling growing
impatience and like she’s walking on eggshells...
AS resents the constant check-ins and the need to answer
the same questions over and over.
Familiar frustrations are amplified now given all the
unknowns and challenges of virtual communication.
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Heightened sensitivity scenario #2
Senior executives are behind closed doors promising to
announce major organizational changes in response to
shrinking revenue and continued uncertainty.
VP, on still-busy accounts, is frenzied by client demands. He
goes through the motions of checking-in but isn’t
empathizing and isn’t really listening.
During two recent touch bases, he asked flippantly
“Everything good?” completely disregarding the level of
anxiety staff is feeling, and without listening to how his team
members responded.
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Heightened sensitivity scenario #3
The client hasn’t cut their budget...yet, but they have let the
AS know that every dollar they spend with the agency, every
project undertaken now, needs to drive sales and customer
loyalty. They expect the agency’s “A game.”
Most people are on board, but there’s one team member
who is struggling.
Working from home for this team member has been
challenging for her both emotionally and logistically. (No
quiet place to work, lousy Wi-Fi, parents/roommates
constantly interrupting...). She’s not sure how much more she
can do.
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Empathy AND clarity

Compelling
headline statement
“I’ve been thinking about you and how challenging
it’s been for you to get your work done working
remotely. I’d like to figure out how to help you feel
a sense of control over the work on your plate
right now.

Transition to 3 supporting points
“Let’s explore the three biggest projects on your
plate...the ones that are most critical for the client
and agency.”
1. __________________________________
2. __________________________________
3. __________________________________
Memorable and empathetic close with
flagging language
“What’s most important is helping you feel
good about what you’re contributing at this
super demanding time...”
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Our word choices matter
Go from:

To:

I know you’re having
a hard time with the
prolonged
uncertainty BUT you
need to focus and get
your work done.

I know you’re having
a hard time with the
prolonged
uncertainty AND
that’s why I want to
help you think
through what works
best for you right
now.
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•

Remember that these conversations are not happening in a vacuum.

•

Explore how the other person would describe the situation.

•

Frame a realistic desired outcome that is within their control.

•

Connect the work they do to the larger purpose.

•

It’s a conversation.

•

•

Convey a clear message that will persuade, not impose more anxiety.

•

Prepare questions to ask; anticipate how you can answer what they need to know.

•

Mutually explore options and agree to a solution.

Follow up.
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Helping managers rise to this occasion
We explored:
1.

The unique trajectory.

2.

The need for heightened emotional intelligence.

3.

How to have remote constructive conversations during a period of
high sensitivity.

Bottom line:
This moment, this prolonged uncertainty and anxiety, is exactly when
the role managers play is most vital.
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Happy to answer your questions

