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Delivering  
Bad News
by | Ellen T. Anreder

In a 1985 episode of Cheers, Norm 
takes a new job he doesn’t like at 
all—that of corporate killer, the 
“bad guy” who tells his co-workers 

they’ve been fired.
The problem is Norm isn’t a bad guy 

at all. In fact, he feels deep empathy for 
the young accountant at the other end 
of the tavern who is his assigned target.

He walks to the man’s table and 
stammers. He’s invited to sit down and 
have a beer. Eventually, he finds the 
strength to deliver the bad news.

What happens? The young man is 
devastated but not destroyed. He says 
he’ll recover and put his life back on 
track. 

It turns out delivering bad news was 
more difficult for Norm than it was for 
the young man to receive it. Indeed, for 
all his awkwardness, Norm manages to 
succeed by demonstrating his sincere 
compassion.

Compassion is crucial, but in the 
world of benefit plans we need to do 
more than show compassion when de-
livering bad news to the hard-working 
men and women who depend on our 
service.
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Communicating information like a reduction or change in benefits is never easy. The author 
offers tips to help benefit plan trustees and professionals prepare participants for such 
news and outlines the pros and cons of various communication channels. 
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Here are three other important considerations in delivering 
such bad news as a reduction or elimination of benefits.

1. Preparing Your Audience
If the young accountant in Cheers knew his company was 

in trouble and considering layoffs, he would have been pre-
pared psychologically for the shock of bad news. Similarly, 
participants in a benefits plan should understand that a cri-
sis, or the potential of one, exists. Equally as important, the 
participant should understand the trustees and professionals 
are working hard to resolve the problem.

When the bad news comes, participants are less likely to 
feel deceived or betrayed if their plan has been straight with 
them all along.

Not every benefit plan is in the red zone, of course, but it’s 
always a good idea to let participants know they are among a 
unique group of people who have a medical and/or pension 
plan. 

Over time, what started as benefits can begin to be perceived 
as rights. To overcome this tendency, participants should have 
a clear understanding of the challenges undermining the in-
tegrity of the nation’s pensions and health plans. Participants 
understand these challenges when they are explained to them 
in plan newsletters, websites and social media. 

Trustees and plan professionals might consider sharing 
relevant news updates with participants on a regular basis, 
either through e-mail blasts, a current events feature in a 
newsletter or both.

It also may be a good idea to set up a special e-mail ad-
dress and/or telephone hotline allowing participants to re-
port rumors and receive prompt responses.

Plan sponsors don’t want to scare anyone unnecessarily, 
especially when it’s uncertain what, if anything, will hap-
pen, but the better participants understand the forces chal-
lenging their funds, the better prepared they will be to ac-
cept and cooperate with actions taken by trustees to protect 
them. 

Here are some of the broad social and economic issues 
that should be brought to the attention of participants.

Challenges for Pension Funds

• Pension funds are still recovering from funding short-
falls caused by the market collapse of 2008.

• Employers have been moving away from defined ben-
efit pensions toward defined contribution plans such 
as 401(k)s.

• The U.S. population is aging. Baby Boomers are retir-
ing in large numbers, adding stress to pension funds. 
People are living longer, and some are retiring earlier, 
which means they will be drawing from pension funds 
for longer periods of time.

• Regulations for pension funds need updating to reflect 
contemporary realities and priorities.

• The Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation reported a 
deficit of $79 billion in 2016 for both its multiemployer 
and single employer programs. The agency has a total 
of $178.9 billion in liabilities and $99.5 billion in assets 
for the combined programs.

• Not all hope is lost! Pension trustees are searching for 
solutions with help from coalitions such as CORPaTH, 
the International Pension Alliance and NCCMP, the 
National Coordinating Committee of Multiemployer 
Plans.

Challenges for Health Benefit Funds

• Multiemployer plans have found it difficult to comply 
with certain aspects of the Affordable Care Act (ACA), 
and it is uncertain how the modification or replace-
ment of ACA might change things.

• Medical costs continue to rise.
• The population is aging, which means more people 

are using benefits relative to the population that 
pays for them.

• Membership in private sector unions is declining, and 
fewer union-affiliated employers exist to spread out 
the costs of benefits.

learn more
Education
Visit www.ifebp.org/benefitbits to watch Ellen T. Anreder in 
“Communicating the Value of Benefit Plans.”
Making the Connection: How to Make Your Benefit  
Communications Work
Visit www.ifebp.org/webcasts for more details.

From the Bookstore
Trustee Handbook: A Guide to Labor-Management 
Employee Benefit Plans, Seventh Edition
Claude Kordus. International Foundation. 2012.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?7068 for more details.
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2.  Communicating in the Most Timely  
and Effective Manner 
Our Cheers character, Norm, didn’t do his young friend 

any favors by hemming and hawing for most of the day. The 
right thing would have been to inform him of the bad news 
as early as possible so he could start searching for a new job. 

Benefit plan participants deserve the same kind of respect 
so they can make necessary adjustments in their own lives.

Informing participants in a timely manner requires a 
multidimensional communications strategy that employs 
many kinds of media, each one with its own set of advan-
tages and disadvantages. A dedicated communications 
team is essential for success in managing its components 
effectively.

Here are some of the elements of a comprehensive com-
munications strategy.

Meetings/Information Fairs

Pros: These events are the best way to command attention 
of the participants who attend, providing opportunities for 
in-depth education and personal interaction. 

Cons: They can be time-consuming and costly to arrange, 
especially for plans in large regions.

Magazines and Newsletters

Pros: These are great for explaining complex subjects. 
They also provide a durable resource for reference, not just 
for participants, but also for everyone in their households. 
Magazines and newsletters are especially important for re-
tirees and others who might not be handy with e-mail, text 
alerts and social media.

Cons: Magazines and newsletters require longer lead 
times and are more expensive than other media to produce 
and distribute.

Websites and Apps for Smartphones

Pros: These can be updated quickly and are good for ref-
erence, providing easily accessible archives for printed mate-
rials, videos and audio messages.

Cons: People rarely read beyond the home page and at-
tention spans are short when reading in this format.

Social Media

Pros: Excellent for quick dissemination of news and calls 
to action. 

Cons: Not good for comprehensive information because 
messages scroll off or disappear. Also, social media outlets 
must be monitored carefully and regularly for rumors and 
negativity that conflict with the message and priorities of the 
plan.

E-Mail 

Pros: Excellent for quick dissemination of news and calls 
to action. Attachments can provide more comprehensive in-
formation and can be printed out. E-mails can also contain 
links to websites with in-depth information and resources.

Cons: Relatively few readers open these attachments.

Phone Blasts and Text Messages

Pros: Quick and attention-grabbing. 
Cons: Messages must be short and to the point to penetrate. 

Tele–Town Hall Meetings

Pros: Many people can listen in or watch at the same time 
from anywhere. Questions can be sent via e-mail. An event 
can be archived and uploaded to a website to be watched or 
listened to later.

Cons: Some participants will have difficulty fitting such 
events into their schedules.

Consider the Message and the Audience

These communication techniques are not mutually exclu-
sive. They are best used to complement and reinforce each 

benefit communication

takeaways
•  Participants may find difficult news easier to accept if benefit 

plan trustees and professionals have kept them informed on the 
challenges benefit plans face, such as challenges in complying 
with the Affordable Care Act.

•  When communicating bad news, plan sponsors should inform 
plan participants as soon as possible and use a multidimensional 
communications strategy.

•  Each form of communication has its own pros and cons. For 
example, phone blasts and text messages are attention-grabbing 
but must be short and to the point to penetrate. Magazines and 
newsletters help explain complex subjects but require longer lead 
time and are more expensive to produce and distribute.

•  Plan sponsors should consider strategies, such as personal 
counseling, seminars and general advice, to help participants  
deal with change.
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other. Each has its strong and weak points, depending on the 
message the fund wants to get across and the relative urgency 
of its timing.

Another factor to consider is the age of fund participants. 
It’s an unusual era when as many as four generations are in-
volved in the same workplace. Some younger participants 
may prefer to get their news from Twitter, Instagram, e-mail 
and text messages, while some of their older co-workers may 
feel comfortable with Facebook, telephone calls and the U.S. 
mail. It’s a good idea for funds to reach out to their partici-
pants to see what they prefer and customize a media strategy 
to each individual as much as possible.

A fund may decide to deliver a message to the general 
public, as well. For example, it may want to influence the 
course of legislation affecting benefit plans or ask voters to 
support or reject a ballot proposal. Trustees also may wish to 
educate the public in a more general way about issues con-
cerning health care and pensions. 

In such cases, a media campaign might use press releases, 
press conferences, op-ed pieces in newspapers, videos, social 
media campaigns, print and web advertising, radio and TV 
spots and even billboards to get the message across. 

Here again, a dedicated and professional communications 
team is essential for success. This is not a time for do-it-your-
self marketing.

3. Providing Guidance Through the  
Process of Change

Above and beyond informing participants of general 
trends and specific developments and actions, plan leaders 
need to apply their knowledge and skills toward helping par-
ticipants adjust to a new situation with as little pain and in-
convenience as possible.

Every situation is different, of course, but a typical guid-
ance plan provides support through personal counseling, 
seminars and general advice provided through all the media 
at a plan’s disposal.

Constructive guidance requires attention to the internal 
and external facets of an organization and takes into account 
its budget, goals, audience, time line and plans for imple-
mentation. It also requires accessibility by plan staff to help 
participants directly with their concerns. This could mean 
expanded phone lines and longer office hours, as well as spe-
cial events and visits to worksites.

Proper training and psychological support for fund staff 
is critical. Some may be stressed by the reactions of partic-
ipants who feel betrayed and try to strike back with fierce 
criticism and even abuse.

Who Should Deliver the News?
As a fund ponders all of these elements while putting to-

gether a “bad news” plan, it’s worthwhile to consider who 
should be performing Norm’s role as the deliverer of sad 
tidings. Should the messenger be the trust fund CEO? The 
union president? The chair of the fund board of trustees? Or 
should all parties share this critical task?

The answer will depend on the operational and structural 
dynamics of the fund, but selecting the best person for this 
role shouldn’t be the subject of infighting. Good leaders do 
not run from their responsibilities, and if they are performed 
honorably—with empathy, vision and a willingness to listen 
on a personal level to those who feel pain—this task should 
strengthen, not weaken, the stature of those who embrace it.

The ultimate key to a successful outcome is making each 
person feel respected, honored and even loved. After all, a 
compassionate ear may not always be enough when a ben-
efits plan has to deliver bad news to its participants, but 
it certainly helps—as Norm discovered in that tavern in 
Cheers. 
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