
VSys One – Volunteer Management Solutions 1

VSys Voices Presenters

Dana Litwin, CVA, is a globally recognized strategic advisor, speaker, and advocate for civic service. 
Since 2002 she has guided organizations nationwide to produce breakthrough volunteer and 
community engagement programs.  Dana is the creator of the YouTube channel “Priceless Advice for 
Leaders of Volunteers” (https://www.youtube.com/@danaspricelessadvice). She served as President 
of the Association of Leaders in Volunteer Engagement (AL!VE) and is a founder of the National 
Alliance for Volunteer Engagement. Learn more at danalitwinconsulting.com. 

Lisa LaVigna, DM is the Vice President of Business Development & Sales at Bespoke where she 
focuses on helping existing and prospective VSys clients maximize their use of VSys One to reduce 
their workload and improve the volunteer experience. She teaches Business Communications at her 
local community college as an adjunct professor. In her previous role she worked at a nonprofit 
college as the Executive Director of Partnerships where she focused on recruiting, admissions and 
building strong relationships. Lisa is on the board of Jazzy Sun Birthdays, an organization that 
organizes birthday parties for children in homeless shelters. She also volunteers weekly at a local 
shelter for women and children.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA kicks off webinar. Usual Q&A. This month Lisa is sharing wisdom from life experience but more importantly what she teaches in about negative communications when teaching Business Communications over the past 5 years.... Lisa teaches management and communications  for two local colleges in New York. 


https://www.youtube.com/@danaspricelessadvice
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VSys Voices
Difficult Conversations

(aka Tough Talk)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA: Welcome, we are recording. Shape of show outline.
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Learning Objectives 

What and Why Difficult Conversations

Break Down Negative Communication Steps

Best Practices for Difficult Conversations

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA: We have a few goals for today:
(READ SLIDE)  Note that we are using the words Conversations and Communications. Some difficult conversations may not be communications, but we’ll discuss that in a moment.
And of course we have some time at the end to answer questions you may have but please feel free to put questions in the chat as we are going through this presentation.
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Target Audience for Today’s Webinar

Minimal Knowledge
Looking for some basic information, 
key principles and “how-to’s” on the 

subject.

Working Knowledge
Integrated practices and moving 

beyond basic concepts. Looking for 
breadth and depth on a topic 

Authoritative Knowledge
Looking for advanced knowledge, integration 
and concepts that are innovative and cutting 

edge.

SKILL LEVEL

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA
Our target audience today is Anyone. In fact you don’t even need to be a volunteer manager or administrator. We all have difficult conversations either in our personal or professional life, usually both!
This workshop explores how to handle those difficult conversations. 

POLL QUESTION: �What was the last difficult conversation you had?
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Story Time

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA tells story of a difficult conversation she had:
Have poll word cloud coming up while Dana tells story. 1) Autistic kid in vol group who followed people into the bathroom (POH) convo w kid, parent, and group leader, or 2) Vol who was upset she wasn’t hired for a staff position (OSA). 
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Types of Difficult Conversations

• Bad news

• Negative Messages

• Apology Messages

• Policy changes

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA:  Great examples, Dana. There are different types of difficult conversations. One is sharing bad news – often on behalf of your organization or behalf of your team, another one is giving someone constructive criticism such as when you get a complaint about a volunteer or doing a performance review. Also, there are times you have to apologize for a mistake or bad behavior to someone.  All of these types of conversations are difficult both for you (the sender of the message) and for the receiver (person or persons you are talking to). So lets talk a bit more about these conversations and how to handle them.
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Delivering Bad News for Your Organization

• Communicate the news openly.

• Explain the organization’s side of the story honestly and promptly.

• Timing is key: Don’t let people hear bad news through the grapevine.

• Whenever possible, deliver bad news first personally.

• Deliver bad news through multiple channels, print and digital.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA:  I thought we would start with delivering bad news from our organization or upper levels of management to either your team or your volunteers. This can be hard for us as the Sender especially if we don’t agree with the news we are sharing. For example, it might be a policy change: Volunteers are going to have to start paying for parking. You are very upset by this BUT you need to rein in your personal viewpoint . This is hard to do but you will only decrease morale and get folks more upset if you tell them you disagree with this policy change. 

So when you are sharing bad news on behalf of your organization :
1. Be as open as possible but not open to the point that you build resentment and make the situation worse.
2. Tell folks WHY.  People want to understand why a decision was made.  
Communicate the reasons or organization’s side of the story honestly and promptly. If possible explain benefit or benefits to others

3. Tell the news promptly? Morale can be destroyed when employees learn bad news through the grapevine or from media. If folks don’t hear it from you they are more likely to get agitated and you soon have an uproar on your side. 
4. Whenever possible, deliver the bad news personally. We’ll talk more about this in a minute, but ieally you deliver bad news face to face but use multiple channels. You want to use multiple channels to reinforce the message.  For example, you might deliver the news first to your team in a f2f meeting but follow it up with an email. 
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Planning For a Difficult Conversation

9

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA: Key to having a “good” difficult conversation is planning.  Lisa, tell us more?
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The Communication Process

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA: 
Let’s start by considering the Communication Process.  You are the SENDER. You have to share/tell bad news. The Receiver is your audience. Who is getting this bad news? It might be your department, a group, a single person. Anyhow, the first thing you need to do is consider who your audience is.

Knowing with whom are you communicating will help you determine the best way to deliver the message.
Will this communication be a surprise to them? Or is it expected?
 For example, calling someone who manages volunteers to tell them that their volunteers are unhappy with them may be a surprise. But if it has been mentioned to them several times in their annual performance review, it won’t be a surprise.
Or if there has been talk circulating for a year about paying for parking, it isn’t a surprise. 

And we need to remember that our past experiences, culture, age,  attitudes, etc all impact how we “decode” or understand and respond to a message.  Your teen volunteers may respond very differently to a message than your boomers.

Some folks need to be walked through a message, other folks want you to spit it out. 
This helps you determine if you want to use a indirect or direct communication style?  We’ll dig into this in a second.

But Most importantly, make sure you get FEEDBACK. You need to get feedback to confirm your receiver decoded the message correctly – that they understood what you are telling them. Think about a time when you thought you were super clear in sharing a message and you later found out that the receiver took away something totally different (this happens a lot in our personal relationships). Feedback helps us confirm that the message was understood.
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Goals in Communicating Unfavorable News

• Explain clearly and completely.

• Convey empathy and sensitivity.

• Project a professional image.

• Be fair.

• Maintain friendly relationship.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA:  I once had an amazing boss who was gifted with great communication skills. A colleague who was laid off told me that by the end of the conversation he felt like she was doing him a favor laying him off as she pointed out how he wasn’t happy in the job, how it didn’t match his skillset or what he wanted to do. One of her gifts was her ability to share bad news in professional yet empathetic ways . Key to this is  that she was a great listener – but we ‘ll talk about that later. 

So, key takeaways are to be super clear. We need to make sure our receiver(s) understands and, hopefully, accept the bad news. Sometimes they won’t like the bad news but we need them to acknowledge and accept it. Again, we need to be clear and explain WHY.

As the sender we need to be empathetic and use language that respects the receiver and attempts to reduce bad feelings.
We need to stay calm – even when the receiver isn’t).
We need to be fair and rational. When appropriate, accept blame and apologize – but be careful not to create legal liability for the organization or yourself. 

And ideally, we emphasize our desire to continue having a pleasant relationship with the receiver.
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How should you communicate?

12

Planning For a Difficult Conversation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA: 
But once you define your audience, or the receiver, the next most important thing  to consider is HOW you should communicate. 
Just like when breaking up with someone, the best practice is to do this in person. 
If your audience is a group like your staff, do so in a f2f meeting.  However, sometimes F2F isn’t possible. Consider video conferencing. We all hate being on camera but it really helps build a connection with your receiver.

If you need to communicate with all volunteers, you may need to do so via email BUT prior to sending the email you want to prepare all volunteer supervisors with this messaging and possible questions that may come up. Don’t let your supervisors get the message at the same time as your volunteers!  

Share the message in more than one way. You may have heard that the rule in marketing is that people need to hear things at least 3 times to absorb a message. This is why we see the same commercials over and over again. Perhaps F2F followed by an email and having a kiosk message. 

And if you send an email, try to have a “please reach out to me with questions” at the end.



VSys One – Volunteer Management Solutions 13

Comparing Strategies for Delivering Negative News

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA: A minute ago we mentioned direct and indirect messages. Think about the actual message and your audience (recievers)?
 Do you need a direct strategy (tell them the bad news upfront) or should you use an indirect strategy (where you first explain why).

One example of this is telling folks that there won’t be a volunteer appreciation luncheon this year.
In a direct strategy you start your meeting saying “We won’t be holding a volunteer appreciation luncheon this year” and then explain why and perhaps end with a “I’m sorry” as your pleasant close. 
In the indirect strategy you start the meeting saying “We love our volunteers but as you all know, our organization is facing some financial struggles this year. We’ve had some layoffs and $ is tight. As a result we won’t be able to hold our usual Volunteer appreciation luncheon”.  

To decide which strategy to use you consider:
How upset are people going to be?  Is the news unexpected?
Will it make people angry?
Does it threaten your relationship? E.g. might volunteers quit?
Or will the receiver overlook the news? Some folks aren’t good at paying attention or miss details
Of if it is a very serious issue and you need to make sure your audience understands this. If you have someone who chronically offends people with bad language, maybe you need to be DIRECT.

Let’s dig more into using BUFFERS (the indirect strategy)
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What Is a Buffer?

• A device to reduce shock or 
pain.

• Neutral but meaningful 
statement that makes the 
reader continue reading.

• Concise, relevant first 
paragraph providing a 
natural transition to the 
explanation that follows.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA:
A buffer helps you reduce the pain of the bad news. If you are writing it is usually in your first paragraph. Then the bad news is in your second paragraph.
Again, use of a buffer depends on your audience. Will this communication be a surprise to them? Or is it expected?

Examples of buffers might be “ You have done an amazing job for us but unfortunately....” or “We are getting a COLA increase this year but it means that we won’t have $ for adding the new staff person we requested”�
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A “Compliment Sandwich” May Help...

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA
One common technique for sharing bad news is the Compliment Sandwich. This technique is often used in performance evaluations. 

Positive – “I'm really happy with the way that you manage the volunteers you supervise. They love working with you. 
Negative – “I do have some concerns with your paperwork. We need to work on your attention to detail and getting reports done on time.
Positive – “You are a really important part of the team though and I know that you can improve in this one area. It will help you advance your career as getting paperwork done on time and accurate reporting is important if you move up to the next level. 

Also think about the words you use. Try to choose positive words to keep the reader in a receptive mood. And when being negative, use passive voice.
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Take a Breath

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA: When you deliver bad news you need to give folks a heads up whether or not you are using the direct or indirect strategy.

Tina, I’ve got to talk to you about something difficult.
Embrace silence to give them time to prepare.
We are going to have to let you go...

Stop. Let them absorb the news. 
People need time to process. 
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Best Practices When Responding to a Problem

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA:  So now let’s talk about responding to a problem AKA customer service 101 .  A lot of what volunteers managers do involves customer service.
If someone comes to you with a complaint, you need to :
Handle it in a timely manner. Don’t let it fester.
Listen to them. Sometimes folks just need to vent. It may be something you can’t control but letting them talk it out makes them feel better. 
Give them feedback to make sure you really understood the problem. 
If possible, talk to them about possible resolution or if not possible explain why it can’t be resolved. 
There is nothing wrong with saying “give me some time to dig into this”.
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Listen

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA: Customer service skills are good for volunteer engagement, but there are important differences in talking to volunteers vs customers.
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Avoid These Mistakes

1. Bargaining

2. Cushioning

3. Unloading

4. Arguing

5. Mechanizing

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA So there are a couple things you shouldn’t do when delivering bad news.   First, Bargaining. This is when you allow the conversation to become a negotiation when it really can’t be one. When employees receive negative news, it’s the most natural thing in the world to engage in “but why?” “But why do you have to do this?”… “But why does it have to be me?”. But assuming this truly is a message you have to deliver, you can’t as a manager fall into this trap. You certainly can - and should be -- compassionate with your delivery, but you cannot stray from your message.
#2: Cushioning is when you try to soften the blow so much that the bad news may not be absorbed. You’ve probably seen or heard someone breaking up with a girlfriend or boyfriend and being so indirect and obtuse about the message that the person in question doesn’t actually even understand they’re being dumped! That’s cushioning: where, where you try to soften the blow, but end up confusing the other person.   You’d think this might be uncommon in the workplace but it’s not. 
#3:With unloading, the person delivering the message simply can’t control his or her feelings. So they unload the message in a hurried, panicked way - freeing themselves of the emotional burden they had been carrying and unloading it onto the receiver. You need to stay calm and professional 
#4: Arguing - Sometimes people receiving negative news feel it’s unfair (and sometimes it is). They want to fight back and argue. And as a person delivering the message, you can’t let this happen. You need to control yourself in a way that diffuses a potential conflict instead of fueling the fire. And don’t telling folks that you agree with them either – this makes you lose credibility and decreases morale.  My favorite example of this is when students try to argue their grade after final grades were already submitted.
The 5th type is mechanizing - again, you let emotion get the best of you, but instead of arguing, you detach. You distance. You go “robotic,” delivering the message in a stilted, awkward style that is personally insensitive to your receiver. 
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Apologizing Effectively

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA : When it comes to apologizing, we use the 5 Rs.
RECOGNIZE :  Acknowledge the mistake or bad thing that happened.  Mention what the “bad thing” or “mistake “ was – sometimes your receiver has a totally difference perception of the bad thing!
REMORSE: Say you are sorry. Be sincere. Also be careful not to put your organization in a position where a lawsuit may arise. There may be cases where you are told you can’t apologize
IF possible, say it won’t happen again. REPEAT This is a toughie as you often can’t make this promise if the offence was out of your control. 
RESTITUTION: Say what you will do about it to repair the mistake or make up for it. “I’m talking to HR about this situation” or “I’m changing your supervisor to Amy so you don’t need to work with Penny anymore”
RESPONSIBILITY: If it was your fault, take responsibility but DO NOT apologize for something you know you have not done to end an argument & DO NOT assume the consequences of someone else’s actions.

Don’t’ make excuses or point fingers.
Please pay attention to the behavior patterns. If the apology is for a behavior or action that has happened a few times, this needs to be a red flag for you!!
 And if this is a “takes two to tango” situation make sure both parties demonstrate a willingness to change and move forward. 
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Composing Effective Negative Email/Letters

• Best News!

• Compliment

• Appreciation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA: Again, Indirect Strategy when responding to a complaint letter or email. If you are writing, start with something positive (remember our sandwich)
Best News – Start with the part of the message that represents the best news.

Compliment – Praise the receiver’s accomplishments, organization, or efforts, with honesty and sincerity.

Appreciation – Convey thanks for their hard work, for showing confidence in your organization, for expressing feelings, or simply for providing feedback.
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Composing Effective Negative Email/Letters

• Agreement 

• Facts

• Understanding

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA: Then, after you’ve said something nice or a buffer, give them the bad news. Explain why.
Try to make it something that your audience /receiver can agree with Agreement – Make a relevant statement with which both reader and receiver can agree.
Facts – Provide objective information that introduces the bad news.

Close by showing Understanding – Show that you care about the reader.
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Presenting the Reasons for the Negative News

• Position the bad news 
strategically.

• Use the passive voice.

• Highlight the positive, if 
plausible.

• Suggest a compromise or an 
alternative.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA 
Think about using a direct or indirect strategy in your second paragraph.  Do you need to explain WHY first (this often calms folks down) or should you be direct?
Use passive voice: don’t say “I” or “You” . Say “The organization” or just avoid even naming anything. E.g. “Due to financial hardship a parking fee is being instituted” instead of “we are instituting a parking fee”.
 
This parking fee will be used to pay for the new playroom in the Children’s wing .

A shuttle from lot C is free....
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Dealing with unhappy volunteers? Use the VSI! 

• The Volunteer Satisfaction Index by 
Roseanna Galindo, CCBA, CAVS.

 Proven academic standard for 
volunteer survey design. Available from 
www.periscopebpa.com

• Learn more by watching the VSysVoices 
webinar and Dana’s Priceless Advice.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA:
Take negative feedback as a learning opportunity! Video links on the Resources slide, and on the VSysVoices webpage.

http://www.periscopebpa.com/
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Active Listening

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Lisa: This brings us back to the most important communication skill and one we often don’t practice enough – 
Dana
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• Stay emotionally neutral.
• Take a deep breath (or 10) & 

scrunch your toes.
• Get to your point quickly.
• Ask clarifying questions.
• LISTEN!
• Plan your messaging.

26

Tips for a successful “Tough Talk”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LISA Look Dana, it’s you!
DANA Review her tips: most important to keep yourself grounded and emotionally neutral l- getting defensive will undermine the conversation. 
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• Where? 

• When?

• Who else is there?

• Why: topic and timing?

• Which technique: Direct 
or Indirect?

27

In Summary

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA:
The Room Where It Happens….Or Zoom? An email, text, or call? A letter (more formal, note in personnel file)?

When? During their usual shift or special appointment?

Who else is there, and do they need to be – yes, no maybe? Reasons for others to be in the conversation; safety, procedure (like parent with minor from Dana’s example). You want the minimal necessary number of people there for the “tough talk”. We don’t want the person getting the talk to feel immediately defensive by feeling “outnumbered”.
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• Can it be a win-win for 
everyone? 

• Is there is only one 
outcome (like dismissal)?

• What are the next steps?
• Be prepared for 

anything!

28

Define Goals and Success 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA 
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Ideas to Action: Example of a Difficult Conversation

29

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Dana: lets role play a difficult conversation. (cut if short on time)
Telling a volunteer they need to watch their language (impact vs. intention)? 

Lisa is the receiver of bad news (she swears a lot, Jimminy Crickets!). Dana is Vol Coordinator.
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Resources

• Dana’s TuesdayTips for “Having That Tough Talk: Challenging Conversations and Conflict 
Resolution”

 
• Dana’s Tuesday Tip: “How to Deliver Bad News Effectively”

• VSys Voices Webinar: “Volunteer Satisfaction Index (VSI)” (.mp4, .pdf)

• Dana’s Priceless Advice with Roseanna Galindo: “Volunteer Satisfaction Index”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nnHpXTap6bo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nnHpXTap6bo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nC88ky-ww98
https://www.vsysone.com/download/webinars/2023/VSysVoices-VolunteersSatisfactionIndex-2023-09-28.mp4
https://www.vsysone.com/download/webinars/2023/VSysVoices-VolunteersSatisfactionIndex-2023-09-28.pdf
https://youtu.be/P-y1Ju8c-Rw?si=XdjdaE2SHpv3xhS6
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Open Discussion Q&A

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA facilitates discussion. 
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VSys One – Volunteer Management Solutions
© Bespoke Software, Inc. 
www.vsysone.com
(800) 517-3943

Thank You For Joining Us

32

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

DANA & LISA:
Thank you for your time. We hope you found this information helpful. Remember that the recording of our webinar will be available towards the end of the month, in case you’d like to hear through it again, or share it with someone you know.
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