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Overview 
 
In a 2010 NACADA web event, Jose Rodriguez and Susan Kolls first addressed the topic of Breaking Bad News to students 
in the webinar venue, sharing their thoughts on delivery techniques that help students make good alternative choices. 
This early online event drew a large audience and was well received by participants in the live venue, was a top seller for 
five years on CD, and has garnered over 1,600 hits since it was placed on the NACADA YouTube channel. 
 
At NACADA’s 2018 Annual Conference in Phoenix, a presentation team from Brigham Young University took a fresh look 
at this topic with a presentation entitled Blunt Empathy: Delivering Unwanted News Doesn’t have to be an Awkward 
Middle School Dance. This presentation drew a large audience of conference attendees, who rated it highly and 
recommended that it be brought into other association venues. 
 
The high level of interest in this topic over time is not surprising. Delivering unwanted news to students in a clear, 
effective, and supportive manner weighs heavily on the minds of advisors in higher education. It can be difficult to 
clearly communicate consequences, obstacles, realities, and options while maintaining trusting relationships. Although 
models for this process exist in areas such as healthcare and human resources, what about in academic advising 
situations? How can advisors convey necessary information in ways that don’t cause students to turn away?  
 
Drawing from their varied experiences in academic standards, limited enrollment programs, international services, and 
admissions, this BYU presentation team will share personal experiences with delivering unwanted news and will model 
and explore techniques for delivering this news effectively. Tools such as empathy, helping skills, and confrontation skills 
will be considered. Finally, the presenters will consider what to do if these techniques and tools do not help a particular 
advisor/student relationship. 
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Post-Webinar Activity Suggestions – Case Studies 

 
1. As the advisor, how would you approach the following scenario/conversation?  
2. What student reactions would you likely anticipate?  
3. How would you handle the student who reacts very poorly to your news?  
4. What other situations or future factors may possibly arise from this scenario?    

 
Case Study #1  
A student applying to a limited enrollment STEM program has exceeded the number of times the four pre-requisite 
courses may be taken/repeated in order to have a high enough GPA to apply.  As the department advisor, it is your role 
to let the student know he will not be eligible to repeat courses any further as well as help explore other options.  
  
Case Study #2  
A first generation student’s petition for an exception to still receive financial aid is denied (she is on academic standing 
and has a university GPA below 2.0). This student will likely not be able to earn enough money for tuition to attend 
school this year without the financial aid and has no family support.   
  
Case Study #3  
An international student one course away from graduation with a music degree forgot to renew his visa and is 
therefore out of status and must leave the country before being eligible to reapply to return to the U.S.A.    
  
Case Study #4  
A student’s neuroscience courses for the upcoming semester were automatically dropped (including several seminars 
and smaller labs that are now full and must be taken in succession) when an incomplete grade contract expired, placing 
her on academic dismissal without access to needed campus resources such as counseling for her depression, 
being soccer intramural team leader, and working as a mentor for freshmen.  
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WHAT WE ARE GOING 
TO TALK ABOUT:

1. Difficulty of unwanted news
2. Advisor survey results
3. Other unwanted news research
4. Typical and dangerous responses to 

unwanted news

5. Tools
a. Empathy
b. Positive psychology theories

6. When it fails …
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What was your worst experience giving 
unwanted news to a student?

4

Measured:
• Type of news
• Frequency
Survey (n=154):
• 3 large institutions (Utah and California)
Respondents’ primary responsibilities:
• Academic Advisors: 72%
• Specialty Advisors: 24%
• Other: 4%

UNWANTED NEWS SURVEY
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Preferences for Receiving 
Unwanted News

2013 Study:
• “Explanatory buffer" needed

2014 Study:
• Bad news before follow-up 

explanation
2017 Study:
• Physical hazards: clear, visual signage
• Social: indirect approach valued

(Jansen & Janssen, 2013; Legg & Sweeny, 2014; Manning & Amare, 2017)
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Context and setting matters!

More research needed for 
follow-up

Preferences for Receiving 
Unwanted News
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Typical Responses 
to Unwanted News

FEAR SHAME SADNESS

APATHY
SURPRISE

CONFUSION

ANNOYANCE
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Intense Responses 
to Unwanted News

ANXIETY BLAME DEPRESSION

DENIAL
ANGER

PANIC

SHOCK
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Dangerous Responses to Unwanted News
Threats to self (self-destructive behaviors)
• Missing class
• Binge watching/gaming/eating/sleeping/spending
• Ignoring emails
• Isolating
• Cutting

Threats to others
• Revenge via advisor reviews/instructor ratings
• Negative social media posts/PR
• Contacting university administration

12
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Counseling Microskills for Advisors

Counseling skills
• Rapport building
• Reflective listening
• Minimal encouragers
• Open-ended questions
• Empathy
• Problem solving
• Requesting concreteness
• Confrontation
• Immediacy
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Why is it important?

14

Dysregulated emotions
• Interactions and connections
• “Coregulation of affect”

(Greenberg, 2015)
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Carl Rogers:
• “Being understood is the most 

basic human need.”

Leslie Greenberg:
• An empathic relationship “is a 

curative factor … in and of itself.”

(Wiseman, 1995; Greenberg, 2015)
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• Concern and respect for another person
• Working to understand others’ thoughts 

and feelings
• Communicating that understanding 

verbally and nonverbally
• Suspending judgment

Empathy Defined
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Empathy and Validation
“The best way to validate people’s emotional experience 

is to communicate that their emotional responses are 
understandable and make sense in the context of their 

own occurrence or their lives in general.”

(Greenberg, 2015)

18
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Enacting Empathy

Verbal:
• Reflective listening 
• Meaning + Emotion

• Minimal encouragers
• Pacing

19

Empathy Caveats
“Giving others advice in emotional 
moments about the merits of more 
rational or realistic solutions serves 
only to invalidate their experience.”

(Greenberg, 2015)
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Nope:
• “I know how you feel.”
• “I have had the exact same 

experience.”

Yep:
• “I can only imagine how 

you might feel right now”
• “I can’t imagine how 

[insert emotion word 
here] this must be.”
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“You only understand 
people if you feel 
them in yourself.”

(Steinbeck, 1952)
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Kiki - Crisis

Kikai - Opportunity
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• Well-Being Theory

Short-term wellbeing 
(hedonic wellbeing)

Sustainable wellbeing
(eudemonic wellbeing)

Modulate ratio of positive negative 
emotions (3:1)

Increase sense of meaning and 
purpose

Ensure basic life needs are satisfied Live authentically in line with 
strengths and values

Foster positive relationships Increase sense of autonomy
Know and use strengths Live in line with “true self”
Increase experiences of flow Build resilience

Positive Psychology 
Theories

(Oades & Passmore, 2014; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000)

24
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• What we can do:
1. Help students identify their strengths

2. Create conditions that foster feelings of 
competence

3. Help students link strengths to 
goals/action

Positive Psychology Theories

(Oades & Passmore, 2014)

• Strengths Theory
Strengths = Better feelings, function, & performance

25

• Broaden-and-Build Theory
Parallel plans

Positive Psychology 
Theories

(Oades & Passmore, 2014; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002)
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• Broaden-and-Build 
Theory

• What we can do:
1. Encourage 3:1
2. Focus on value of effort
3. Help students find positive 

meaning

Positive Psychology 
Theories

Positive
Emotion

Broadened
Attention &
Cognition

Coping 
with

Adversity
Psychological

Resilience

Emotional
Well-being

(Oades & Passmore, 2014; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002)
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• Self-Determination Theory
Basic needs: autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness

• What we can do:
1. Discuss what is meaningful
2. Help students establish reasons 

and values for action
3. Provide autonomy support

Positive Psychology 
Theories

(Spence & Oades, 2011)
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CASE STUDY DISCUSSION
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• Don’t take it personally
• Take a walk
• Reschedule another appointment with 

the student at another time
• Debrief and consult with colleagues
• Take time for your emotions to settle 

before analyzing what happened

Responding to the Experience

31

• Sit by the door if possible
• Script for calling the front desk
• Distress button

Protocols

32

Additional Case Studies
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