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Chapter 8

Am I Allowed to Say That?

As a human resources manager, as well as in my role as a coach, 
I have answered this question many times: “Am I allowed to say 
that?” The quick answer is “YES! With some restrictions.” If you 
have looked at the bigger picture, and what you are about to say 
is in line with the vision, mission, and values, then yes! If you 
haven’t done those things, then step back, take a breath, and think 
through what you are about to say.

The hard stuff needs to be said, but we don’t want to confuse 
our frustration with a person or a situation with what is right 
for the business. There will be people on your team who think 
very differently from you. While it’s not your way or your style, 
it’s OK for them to be different, and it could be very helpful for 
the team to have such different styles. A different style does not 
necessarily mean “wrong.” If their style is different, but it’s still 
pointing people in the direction of the vision and following the 
mission and values, then it’s OK.

When it’s not following the vision, mission, and values, that’s 
when we need to have those difficult conversations. 

Recently a client was dealing with an employee who had been 
given everything she’d ever asked for at the company. She was 
initially in Finance but wanted to move into Production. The 
company supported her while she returned to school to take the 
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necessary courses to make the move. They then supported her 
while she tried out the new job but allowed her to keep a part-
time role in Finance while she decided if the new role was for 
her. She then requested to be removed completely from Finance, 
and again the company supported her choice. After all these 
moves, for some reason this employee did not feel she had been 
supported by her managers and would verbalize this to her co-
workers on a regular basis. It got so bad that the other employees 
started making complaints about her. To make matters worse, her 
immediate supervisor was about to have a surgery that might put 
him off work for a while. 

In my conversation with the manager, we discussed the 
importance of not leaving the team with this negativity while he 
was away. We also had concern about the supervisor who would be 
stepping into the role while he was away. This was not something 
that she should have to deal with while she was already out of her 
comfort zone stepping into the leadership role. As uncomfortable 
as it was, on his last day before heading out for surgery, he had the 
conversation to explain the expectations while he was away and 
moving forward. He reminded the employee of all the support she 
had received, and that the expectation was that if she had an issue 
with someone on the team, that she takes it up with them directly, 
not spread rumors in the team. 

Unfortunately, this employee still could not see the harm she 
was doing, nor could she see all the support she had previously 
received. She chose very shortly after this conversation to leave the 
company. Had she stayed in her position, the manager would have 
to have started the discipline process. 

Sometimes you will have to ask people to move on from the 
company or their current role, and sometimes just being clear 
about expectations, people will move on themselves. Once 
they know what is expected of them, they will choose to work 
somewhere where they are a better fit. I have experienced the latter 
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quite often but have also experienced the former. When you come 
from a place of caring, both for your employees and the company, 
this process can be made easy.

In my first management role, I worked with an employee 
who was very close to being terminated. We had followed the 
disciplinary process right up to the last step. We had attempted 
to get him help through our Employee Assistance Program, we’d 
worked with him on how to better manage his time, we’d even 
bought him a pocket calendar to keep track of his appointments, 
but it just wasn’t working. He was missing appointments with the 
counselor and continued his “bad behavior” at work.

I was in the middle of working on his termination letter with 
our lawyer when he came into my office to ask my opinion about 
something. He had taken two weeks’ vacation to try out a new 
job and was really enjoying the new work. He asked me what he 
should do. If he chose to leave the company, he would lose all his 
seniority, vacation time, etc. I told him I couldn’t give him advice, 
but reminded him of how close he was to being terminated and 
that he would have to be on his best behavior for over a year to 
ensure he kept all his seniority, etc. During our conversation he 
came to the decision that he should quit. So together we wrote his 
resignation letter, and he left the company. 

People are shocked when I share this story. Who helps an 
employee write their resignation letter? Here is the reality of the 
situation. He was going to be terminated the moment he came 
back from vacation. I didn’t give him advice or tell him he was 
about to be terminated. I simply reminded him of the reality of 
his situation with this company. It was all simply facts. With those 
facts, he made a decision. Since he already had another job lined 
up, it was better (in my opinion) for him to choose to leave than to 
be terminated. It never feels good to anyone to be terminated or to 
do the termination for that matter. Allowing him to choose to leave 
helped him and the company; it was the “best for project” result.
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I have met up with him since this time, and he didn’t stay at the 
new job for long, but he did find something that he really enjoyed 
shortly afterward and was very happy in his latest role. He didn’t 
fit where we were, and he needed the help to move on. He didn’t 
struggle with any of the things he struggled with at our company 
in the new role, because he loved what he was doing. 

I have also worked with a superior who was new to the company 
and wasn’t meeting the culture. This was at Magna. I had taken six 
months of training with the company and was very aware of what 
they did and did not accept from their leaders. I did not report 
directly to this person, but he would have been considered my 
superior. He and I regularly argued about what the right decision 
was on things. Some of these arguments were heated, but never 
disrespectful. We never called each other names or told each 
other we were wrong. We stated our case and explained where our 
choices came from. Many times, the words “That’s not the Magna 
way!” came out of my mouth. Others watching these debates found 
it uncomfortable, and at times I needed to take a walk to calm 
down afterward, but we always managed to come to a decision 
that met the culture and dealt with the situation appropriately. 
This manager and I had the same personality style. Those heated 
debates did not bother us; they were productive and respectful. 
While at times exhausting, we managed to make better decisions 
because of them. 

I shared some of these conversations with a friend who was in 
the military. He was shocked that I had these conversations with 
a superior and had not been terminated, or at least disciplined. 
Again, that was not the Magna way. Magna respects the views of 
all their employees and expects that if you know something, you 
speak up. 

Yes, you can say that—if it’s in line with your vision, mission, 
and values and you are not reacting to a different style, that while 
different, is still in line with the company culture. You have also 



67

am i allowed to say that?

considered what you are going to say. Having a disagreement is 
always welcome if the disagreement is respectful and productive. 
The moment it becomes disrespectful and unproductive, it’s best 
to stop and come back when everyone has calmed down. 


