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Formal or Informal, be ready 
Written by Kevin Morihira 

 

The back-to-school ads have started, and a large portion of the workforce is either returning to the 

office from a summer vacation or about to embark on one. Whatever the case, that time of year is 

coming when the hallways, offices and proverbial water-cooler area will be filled with discussions of 

holiday highlights—where everyone went and what they did—and, of course, the reciprocal tales of 

what happened (or did not happen) at the office while you were gone and who did (or did not) do it. 

This is also a fitting follow-up to my previous topic of the non-annual review. 

The inspiration for this topic came as I sat in a coffee shop waiting for a meeting. At the bistro table 

beside me were a manager and an employee clearly having the "let's go grab a coffee and you can tell 

me about it" post-vacation catch-up coffee meeting. 

Over the next five minutes I was able to put together the pieces of their conversation. (Disclaimer: this 

was far from eavesdropping—their table was within arm's length!) After a few moments, it was clear 

that the "tell me about your vacation" part of the conversation was over and now it was about what had 

happened while the other was gone. It was also very evident that the employee was looking for 

feedback, direction and approval on a few things that had happened while the manager was away. 

Everything I had heard up to this point was nothing I hadn't heard before. The employee had some 

challenges while the leader was away and was looking for input and guidance on how to better handle it 

next time, while also looking for a little affirmation that it had been the right thing to do in that 

situation. 

After overhearing their conversation, I am confident in saying that the leader missed a great opportunity 

to develop and coach this employee. The employee was ready, willing and able to take in all sorts of 

advice and feedback. Instead, what the employee got in return were vague statements and "weasel 

words," phrases that are indecisive, lack clarity and weaken statements, for example, "Well I guess that 

should be alright," "Yeah, that's probably a good decision," etc. 

As the two of them left, I could clearly see that while the "leader" thought the job was done, the 

employee wanted more advice. In the span of those five minutes, I was reminded of two key pieces of 

advice for any leader returning to the office after being away. 

1. Be ready: I'm not trying to crucify this leader and I don't know if this was the manager's normal 

style or not and perhaps this person was still in "vacation mode" and not ready for where the 

conversation was going, but, as a leader, you need to be ready. The chances are high that your 

team will be at your door with questions or updates the moment you return. 

 

My advice here is pretty simple. Before returning to work, take some time, either on the drive or 

flight home, before going to bed or maybe early in the morning, to prepare yourself and "get back 
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in the game." Throwing out the classic and terrible "Um, I don't know, I just got back from vacation" 

is not acceptable. Your team expects a lot from you. Don't let them down, for if you do, you could 

miss some great opportunities to coach and develop your people. 

 

2. Be decisive: Don't be a weasel, be a leader. Drop the weasel words. The best coaching moments 

often come when you least expect them. Don't be vague. If you have followed the previous point 

and you're ready, don't fail by being ambiguous and indecisive. Leverage the opportunity for 

affirmation if something went right or use it to communicate clear expectations for the future if 

something went wrong. 

Obviously, this point is not only exclusive to the ad hoc conversations that have been outlined 

above. Clear and decisive communication is a key leadership trait that you should always be aware 

of. 

Avoiding weasel words doesn't mean that you have to micromanage and spell out every task for 

employees, but you must communicate in such a way that they know what is expected of them. In 

the coffee shop example, the leader's response of "Well, I guess that should be alright" doesn't 

provide much in terms of confirming whether the leader fully supports the decision, and it does 

even less in terms of instilling any sort of confidence should the employee be faced with a similar 

decision in the future. What was missing from this conversation was the "Yes, I agree, you 

absolutely made the right decision" or "What I would have liked to see was ___, but here is how we 

can resolve it." 

Formally or informally, you need to know and recognize what it takes to lead. You've probably heard the 

quote, "Leadership, like swimming, cannot be learned by reading about it." Similarly, once you are an 

accomplished swimmer, you can swim when you're prepared for it and at the pool (e.g. a formal and 

prepared development conversation), or you can swim equally well if you find you've been pushed in 

fully clothed (e.g. the unexpected informal development conversation). 

However you end up in the water, you better know how to swim or you will drown. 


