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PART 1


Your Business Communication Masterclass




Introduction


We live in an age when the number of ways in which we communicate in business is constantly increasing. Years ago, we simply had face-to-face communication, phone and letter. Now we also have more, including email, websites, blogs… and yet, if we are honest, alongside this increase in the ways in which we communicate has come a decrease in the level of effective communication.


How familiar are you with the following?


Working relationships that show low levels of trust


‘There’s too much information and I can’t “see the wood for the trees” ’


Colleagues who talk only in jargon that no one understands


The minutes of a meeting are unclear


PowerPoint presentations that have too many points but are vague in their core message


Unfortunately, the list could easily go on. We are all too aware of poor communication at all levels in business. What can we do? This Part of the book will offer some positive guidelines to help you communicate more effectively. You may not be able to change the way your company or organization works, but you can change the way in which you work.




CHAPTER 1


Know your aims





In this chapter we are going to look at:



•  basic aims in communicating: if we know where we are going, we are more likely to arrive at our destination than if we wander aimlessly



•  different ways in which people learn: one of the key themes of this Part is to make sure that our communication is focused not on ourselves but on the person we want to communicate with. If that is so, we need to make sure that our message is expressed in the way that is most appropriate for them



•  various ways in which you can communicate: another of the key themes of this Part is that there is more to business communication than just typing an email and then pressing ‘send’. We will therefore explore some of these different ways of communicating here



•  some barriers in communication… and how we can overcome them.





The basics of communication


I often begin my workshops on communication with the memory prompt AIR:




•  Audience



•  Intention



•  Response.
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There is more to business communication than just typing an email and then pressing ‘send’.
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Audience


‘Audience’ means: know who you want to communicate with. Here the focus is not on you, but on the person/people you are trying to communicate with. This means the question you should ask yourself is not so much ‘What should I say/write?’ but ‘What does my audience need to hear?’ To answer that question well, you need to think about who your audience is and what their response to your communication is likely to be.


For example, if you are writing a document, the person who you are writing to should affect the way in which you write. Are you writing to your boss or to someone who has written to your company or organization with a complaint? In each case, how you express what you are trying to say will be different.


If you are emailing your boss, you may simply give him or her the information that he or she has asked for:




Hi Robert,


Sales for 2012 were 10% up on ‘Introduction to Project Management’. We have sold just over 3,000 copies and we reprinted a further 1,000 copies of that title last month.


Harry





Your boss wants the information quickly, with no extras. If you are responding to a complaint, however, your tone will be different:




Dear Mrs Brown,


Thank you for taking the trouble to write to us to express your dissatisfaction with the service you recently received at one of our restaurants. I am very sorry that you found our service unsatisfactory.


I have checked the details from your letter and it appears that the member of staff you dealt with on 3 October in Grantchester was a temporary worker. He was unfamiliar with our company policy on the high levels of service we require from all our staff.


I have now taken the necessary steps to ensure that such a situation will not occur again.


Thank you again for writing. Please be assured that we aim to offer our customers the highest possible level of service at all times.


Yours sincerely,


John Duckworth





Do you see the difference? The email to your boss is short and to the point. The letter responding to the complaint is expanded and also, crucially, the tone is much softer.


So you need to know who your audience is. When I am preparing a talk, I will often think of one or two people I know who will be in the audience, and I gauge how they are likely to receive what I am saying, their present level of understanding and the point I want them to reach by the end of my talk.


Intention


By ‘intention’ I mean the message: the key point(s) you want to put over. In the above examples, the key points to your boss are stated very briefly, and the intention in replying to the person who complained was to defuse their anger and say that you had looked into the matter.


You may face some difficulties in identifying what the intention/message of your communication is.


You may not know it yourself. If this is the case, think. To take an example, my website was recently down and I was without one, so it made me think, ‘What is the purpose of my website? Do I want people simply to find out about me and my services or to buy books from me or to contact me with questions?’ Think hard until you can identify your key messages definitely and precisely. We will explore more on this crucial area of thinking and the role of mind maps or pattern notes in Chapter 3.


Is your message clear? If it isn’t clear to you, then it will hardly be clear to those you are trying to communicate with. On one of my courses I discovered that the key message of one document was in a 67-word sentence in brackets near the end of the document!


Even if you do know what your key message is, you may need to explain some background to that key message before you can get to it.
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If your message isn’t clear to you, then it will not be clear to those you are trying to communicate with.
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Introducing change


John was hired by Denton Manufacturing Company to introduce change. There was a culture of ‘we’ve always done it this way – why do we need to change?’ in the company, but its traditional outlook meant that it was being quickly overtaken by smaller, newer firms. He gathered his fellow directors and senior staff on an awayday. His first task was to enable his colleagues to see the weaknesses in their present way of working and to create a sense of dissatisfaction that would lead them to want to change. Because John identified his primary message clearly, he could focus on that as a successful first step in introducing change.





Response


What do you want the person you are communicating with to do with your communication? Sometimes we can be so preoccupied with working out all the details of what we are trying to say that we forget what we want our readers, for example, to do with the information we give them. You may be writing to them simply to inform the people you are writing to – but it is more likely that you want them to make some decision.


Is it crystal clear how they are to respond? What are the next steps you want them to take? For example, suppose you are writing a fundraising email. You need to include in clear terms which website your readers can donate money on, giving bank account codes as necessary, and how donors can gift-aid their contributions.


Different ways of learning


Every individual is different and, if we want to communicate effectively with a range of individuals, we would be wise to try to discover their preferred learning style. There are three main learning styles:



•  visual – those who like to see information in the written word, pictures or diagrams to take it in well



•  auditory – those who learn by listening to information



•  kinaesthetic – those who learn by actively doing things, for example by role play.


It can be very useful for you to discern where your own personal preference lies. I am more visual and auditory rather than kinaesthetic. The aim here is to challenge your assumption that the way in which other people learn is the same as how you learn. You need this reminder that other people’s learning styles will be different from yours. To be an effective communicator, you therefore need to be alert to the styles of those you want to communicate with.


You can discern others’ styles from how they respond and you can then at least use words that are appropriate to their style, for example:



•  visual – see, look, picture, focus




•  auditory – hear (’I hear what you’re saying’), buzz, rings a bell




•  kinaesthetic – feel, concrete, get to grips with, contact.


Different methods of communication


You can use your knowledge of the different styles in which people learn to find the best way to communicate with them. To communicate most effectively, you should send your communication in the form that is most suited to your audience. We can therefore immediately see that email will not be useful for everyone in all circumstances. For auditory learners, a phone call may well be more effective; for kinaesthetic learners, a meeting that puts suggestions into action will help.


We can also distinguish some groups further. For example, among visual learners, some will respond more to words, others to pictures or diagrams. This has significance. To give two examples: (1) If I am preparing a PowerPoint presentation, I will not simply list headings in words but I will also work hard to find a picture that encapsulates the key idea visually. This can be very time-consuming, but I am sure it is worth it. (An example: a picture of buttresses supporting a cathedral may help to communicate the concepts of strengthening and confirming.) (2) When preparing a map, don’t only give directions (’After five miles on the A21, at the roundabout, turn left…’) but also draw a map with lines in a diagram.


The two approaches (words and picture/diagram) in examples 1 and 2 reflect the fact that one approach (words or picture/diagram) will appeal to some but not to others. By combining two approaches I hope to reach many more people than I would have done if I had followed only one approach.




Making an informal contract


Peter had to commission several university lecturers to write a series of books for the publishing company he worked for.


As he began to email prospective authors, Peter quickly realized that some responded to emails but many did not. Later, as he met up with those he was going to commission and began to work more closely with them, he deliberately made an informal contract with them. He asked them which communication method (e.g. email or phone) they preferred and, especially if by phone, what days/times were best for them to be contacted. Having this knowledge meant that his frustration at their lack of response was significantly less than if he did not have such information and so his communication with his writers was more effective.






Email is very useful for communicating information, quick checks and seeking quick agreement. It is weak, however, in building good business relationships.



Phone calls are useful for discussions, because you can discern immediately whether or not someone has understood what you are trying to say. Unless you have a way of screening phone calls, however, they can interrupt your work. So it can be useful (1) to arrange in advance a convenient time to call or (2) to ask at the beginning of a call ‘Is now a convenient time to talk?’


Be aware that your mood will often be detected by the person you are speaking to on the phone. Without being able to see the person you are speaking to, we tend to build up a mental picture of them. As far as you can, convey enthusiasm as you talk. One way that is often recommended is to smile as you speak.


Before making an important call, jot down the points you want to discuss. How often do we finish a call and then realize that we have not discussed something important?


It can also be useful to signal the scope of the call at the beginning (’Ray, I think there are three areas we need to discuss today’). Unless the matters are sensitive, aim to discuss the most important matter first, in case either party cannot continue talking and has to finish the call quickly. If one of the matters is sensitive, then you can ease yourself into tackling it by discussing less significant matters first and then proceeding to the more delicate one.


If you are trying to persuade a colleague to do something, before you begin the call list to yourself the possible objections they might raise and deal with each one. In this way, you will be prepared for what they will say.


Don’t be afraid of summarizing where you have got to at a certain point in a phone call (’OK, so we’ve agreed quantities and delivery dates, now let’s move on to prices’).



Face-to-face meetings are more expensive but are indispensable in business. As we email and phone colleagues around the world we probably build up a mental picture of their appearance and manner – and when, perhaps much later, we meet them our perceptions may well be proved wrong. When two people meet face to face in such circumstances, one may well say to the other, ‘It is good to put a face to a name.’


Face-to-face meetings also often provide opportunities for more informal relationship building; during a mid-morning break or lunch we can discuss our colleague’s family or holiday plans, for example.


Barriers in communication


We conclude this chapter by looking at barriers to effective communication.


What is effective communication? I often present it like this:
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This means that A wants to communicate content A (whatever it is), represented by a triangle. What we want B to receive and understand is a triangle, not a square, circle or a partially formed triangle.


So what prevents effective communication from taking place? What are some of the barriers to good communication and how can they be resolved?



•  Your presentation is poorly focused, unclear and vague. Resolve by preparing well and being clear and precise.



•  You give too little information. Resolve by getting to know your audience better and knowing the amount of information they need to make a decision.



•  You give too much unnecessary detail and too much information. Resolve by getting to know your audience better and knowing the amount of information they need to make a decision.



•  You use incomprehensible words and phrases. Every business has its own jargon and set of abbreviations. Resolve by using only those terms that you know your audience can understand.



•  The person you are trying to communicate with is significantly less able to communicate in your language. Resolve by being far simpler in what you are trying to communicate.



•  Inaccurate information undermines the credibility of the rest of what you want to communicate. Resolve by checking your facts first.



•  You have negative feelings towards certain individuals; for example, someone may be perceived as too abrupt and insensitive. We devote two chapters (2 and 6) to dealing with this.



•  You lack trust in a person: their words may sound right but you don’t believe them. Credibility is gained and kept not only by someone’s knowledge and expertise but also by the relationship you have with that person.



•  The politics and/or processes of your company or organization may hinder good communication. For example, I recently heard of an organization running a conference whose management released details of the speaker and other essential details to their own staff only three weeks before the conference was due to take place!



•  Formal channels of communication in a business setting are unclear and colleagues rely on unofficial means of communication (’the grapevine’) for information, which will include rumours rather than facts. Resolve by being more decisive and, probably, more open about communicating.



•  The approach is badly timed. For example, asking for an immediate decision on an important matter that requires much thought should be done at a time that is appropriate. Resolve by finding out and planning what that appropriate time is.



•  Your body language is in conflict with your message. For example, you may try to sound friendly but your awkward posture and lack of eye contact with the person you are speaking to express your attitude more fully.



•  In meetings, you allow the discussion to wander. On this and other deficiencies in meetings, see Chapter 4.




Summary


In this chapter we have looked at knowing the basics of communication. In particular, it is essential that you are aware of AIR: (A) your audience, who you are trying to communicate with; (I) your intention/message, what you are trying to communicate; (R) the response you are trying to gain from the person you are communicating with.


In considering who our audience is, we considered the style in which they best learn. We distinguished visual, auditory and kinaesthetic styles and can use that as a basis to determine the most appropriate way in which we can communicate with them.





1 Think of a good piece of communication that you have been involved in.



A  Audience: who were you communicating with?



I  Intention: what was your message? What were you trying to say?



R  Response: what response did you receive?


Why was it successful? How do you know?



2 Think of a bad piece of communication that you have been involved in.



A  Audience: who were you communicating with?



I  Intention: what was your message?


What were you trying to say?



R  Response: what response did you receive?


Why was it not successful? How do you know?








Fact-check (answers at the back)



1.   To stop and think about what exactly you are trying to communicate is:






	
a) A luxury
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b) A nice to have
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c) Essential
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d) A waste of time
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2.   Effective communication needs:






	
a) Spontaneity
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b) No planning
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c) Improvisation
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d) Thought and planning
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3.   Thinking about the basics of communication, the letters AIR stand for:






	
a) Abbreviations, Image, Reputation
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b) Activity, Information, Reflection
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c) Audience, Intention, Response

	[image: image]






	
d) Attachments, Internet, Receptivity
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4.   Clarifying who you are communicating to is:






	
a) Vital
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b) A waste of time
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c) Unnecessary
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d) Quite important
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5.   What you are trying to communicate should be:






	
a) Vague
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b) Clear
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c) Confusing
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d) Ambiguous
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6.   You have forgotten to think about what response you want from the information in an email you are about to send. Should you:






	
a) Press ‘send’, knowing they can email back if they want to pursue it?
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b) Rewrite the email before you press ‘send’?
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c) Hope that the recipient will not notice?
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d) Tell your boss about it tomorrow?
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7.   The statement ‘Everyone learns in the same way as I do’ is:






	
a) Always false
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b) Always true
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c) True sometimes
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d) False sometimes
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8.   Email is the best way to communicate in business. Is this:






	
a) Always true?
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b) Sometimes true?
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c) False?
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d) True?
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9.   Telephoning business contacts is good:






	
a) For socializing
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b) For finding out about your competitors
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c) For developing better working relationships
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d) Only when your email is down
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10.   How would you respond to someone who says: ‘There are so many barriers to effective communication that I feel like giving up now’?






	
a) ‘Yes – leave work early and don’t come back.’
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b) ‘Sorry, what did you say?’

	[image: image]






	
c) ‘I’ll think about it and come back to you later on it.’
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d) ‘No – that’s all the more reason to listen well, develop good business relationships and work hard.’
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CHAPTER 2


Listen carefully





When thinking about communication, we tend immediately to think of speaking or writing. However, before we can consider those, we need to remember that our communication is not isolated from its context. We speak or write in certain situations, and listening carefully has to come before speaking or writing to enable what we say or write to be effective.


So now we consider:



•  the importance of listening



•  how to listen more attentively, focusing on what the other person is saying



•  steps to help us listen more effectively.


In contrast to speaking and writing, which are productive skills, listening is a receptive skill. We will also look at the other receptive skill, reading, and suggest ways in which we can improve our techniques for reading texts and statistics.





Listen more attentively


In this chapter we’re going to focus on listening in face-to-face relationships. As a manager, you will be expected to do a lot of listening: to your boss as he/she directs your work; to colleagues as you talk about your work; in meetings as you discuss a range of subjects and make decisions, and as you interview staff, solve problems and use the phone.


Listening is hard work


There are many reasons why listening is difficult:



•  We tend to focus on what we want to say; by contrast, listening demands that our concentration is on someone else as we follow the sequence of their thoughts.



•  The person we are listening to may speak unclearly, too fast or repeat himself/herself.



•  The person we are listening to may be a non-native speaker and so does not speak in standard English.



•  We were probably not taught to listen. I vaguely remember school lessons in which we were taught to read, write and speak but I don’t think I was ever taught to listen (or maybe I wasn’t listening during those lessons!).


But listening is a really valuable skill. Have you ever felt really burdened by something and opened your heart to someone else? At the end you feel relieved and can say, ‘Thank you for listening.’
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Listening is far more than merely hearing.
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The importance of listening


Listening:



•  focuses on the other person. Often when someone else is talking, we are focusing on thinking about what we are going to say as a reply.



•  values the person you are listening to as an individual in their own right, so that you understand ‘where they are coming from’, why they are working or speaking as they are.



•  helps you understand the point at which a person is. For example, if you are trying to sell something to customers, you want to build a good relationship with them. By listening, you will discern who is interested and who is not, so you can use your time more valuably and concentrate on the likelier potential clients.



•  encourages you to ask the right questions. As you focus on the other person (not yourself), you will want to know more. We can distinguish:


–  closed questions: ones that can be answered by a straight ‘yes’ or ‘no’: ‘Was the project late?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Will you be able to give me the figures by 5.00 p.m.?’ ‘No.’


–  open questions: ones that get people talking. Open questions begin with why, how, who, when, where, what. ‘Why do you think the project is running late?’ ‘Because we did not plan enough time for the extra work the customer now wants.’ Most of the questions you should ask as a manager should be open questions.



•  means that you do not listen only to the words a colleague is speaking: you can perceive their response to what you are saying by being sensitive to their body language and tone of voice.



•  allows you to ‘listen between the lines’, to become aware of any underlying messages – your response could be, for example, ‘So I guess what you’re saying is that you need someone else to help you complete this task on time.’



•  allows you to distinguish between facts and opinions. You will hear both, and you can discern what is objective information and what are the subjective thoughts on such information. You are then in a position to evaluate what has been said.



•  enables you to gather information so that you can solve problems and make decisions more efficiently.



•  builds trust between people: you show that you are genuinely interested in them. This forms the basis to help you work well with them. Listening often improves relationships. Rather than someone keeping angry feelings to himself/herself and becoming increasingly tense, listening – and allowing someone to speak openly about his/her difficulties – provides a release for them.



•  offers an opportunity to develop more all-round relationships. For example, if a colleague says, ‘I’m off on holiday tomorrow,’ you can either ignore that signal (but ignoring it is possibly slightly rude) or you can use that as a hint that they want to tell you more about themselves: ‘Great, where are you going to?’ ‘Hong Kong.’ You can then remember to ask them ‘How was Hong Kong?’ when you next see them.



•  can resolve disagreements. If colleagues are in conflict with one another, listening to, and understanding, the opinions of the other side – not necessarily agreeing with them – is an important first step in settling a disagreement.



•  helps you understand people better. As you listen carefully to someone, you will discover more about that person: what is important to them, how they think and what they are feeling.


Recently a stressed-out colleague told me, ‘I want to go back to Australia.’ That seemed to tell me a lot about her: a desire to be released from present tensions and return to a former, more relaxed environment. Having such knowledge helps you work better with them, even if you don’t like them or agree with their opinions.




Susie was angry


Susie was angry. She worked late every evening to complete her tasks in the project but she felt her work was not appreciated or valued. It was only when a new colleague, Jan, started to work alongside her that something happened. Jan was concerned less about herself and her own work (which she did well) and more about her colleague; she cared enough to stop and listen to Susie. Susie was in tears as she poured out her heart to Jan, telling her about the real pressures she was working under. At the end of their conversation Susie told Jan, ‘Thanks for listening. You’re the first person I’ve been able to talk to about these things.’





Tips on better listening


Here are some ways to help you improve your listening skills:



•  Be responsible. Realize that listening is an active skill and as such is hard work. Concentrate. For example, when I meet someone for the first time, I listen particularly attentively to catch their name. If I think I have heard it accurately, I will say it back to them, for instance ‘Great to meet you, Nick!’ If I didn’t hear their name properly, I will say, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch your name’ or ask (if it is unusual to me and seems difficult to spell) ‘Could you spell that for me, please?’ (The first time I met the girl who became my wife I spelt her name correctly and was the first person she had met to do so!)



•  Focus on the other person, not yourself. Don’t be tempted to interrupt the other person while he/she is talking. Stop and really listen to what the other person is saying. Make eye contact with him/her. Be interested in him/her. Rephrase what he/she has said in your own way to help you clarify the meaning in your own mind; for example, ‘So what you’re really saying is that we should have put in place more effective monitoring controls.’ Such a rephrasing process is called ‘reflective listening’.



•  Be willing to accept the reasoning and opinions of others as valid. Be willing to acknowledge that you may make false assumptions and may have prejudices.



•  Don’t be so critical that you make an immediate decision about someone based on their appearance, their style of presentation or your first impression of their personality.



•  Discern the main points of what is being said. Speakers may or may not structure their argument well. Often, in informal talks or meetings it can be difficult to distinguish between facts, opinions, examples and ideas, but try to work out the speaker’s main point(s).



•  Do your best to remain attentive, even if the other person is not; don’t become distracted.



•  Write down in note form what a speaker is saying if you need to remember what he/she is saying and you might otherwise forget it. Making notes can help you concentrate and avoid the sense that ‘things go in one ear and out of the other’.



•  Don’t be afraid of silence. Silence is part of a conversation. It can be:


–  a junction: which way will a conversation turn?


–  a time to catch up and digest what has been said


–  an opportunity for the other person to express their thoughts further


–  an opportunity to reflect on what has been said.


Read more effectively


So far we have thought about listening. The other receptive skill in communication is reading. As a manager you will have a lot of material to read, for example emails, reports, websites, professional literature, contracts, technical manuals.


How do you read?


It can be helpful to stop and reflect on the way in which you read. Do you:



•  pronounce the words in your head as you read?



•  go over every word in every sentence?



•  read through a piece of writing quickly to see which parts are important and then go back to those parts again?



•  stop at words you don’t understand and so make very slow progress through a long piece of writing?


Here are some guidelines to help you read more effectively:



•  Decide on your aims in reading a particular text. Do you want to simply check a fact, gain an overall sense of a text, grasp a detailed knowledge of a subject (for example for a report or presentation you have to prepare) or evaluate the writer’s arguments and views?



•  Vary the speed at which you read a text, depending on the kind of text you are reading. Spend more time on important and/or difficult parts of the text and less time on less important and/or easier parts.



•  Try not to mouth words as you read them. Mouthing words in this way not only slows you down but also means that you focus on the words rather than their meaning.



•  Read more widely. (At school, we were constantly encouraged to do this, but I can’t remember being told why. For the reason why reading is good, see the rest of this paragraph.) Don’t just read material for work. Read a newspaper or magazine (hard copy or digital). It can help if you read material on a subject that interests you, as your motivation will be higher. Choose an article. Read it once for sense, and a second time to look at the language used. Recently, I did this with some students whose use of prepositions was weak, so in the article we were reading I pointed out: the results of the survey; at fault; responsible for. Almost unconsciously, you will pick up new words and phrases. Consult a dictionary (again, either as hard copy or online) for certain words that you do not know.



•  For some important work, take notes of what you have read (see earlier for comments on taking notes in listening). Summarizing the author’s argument in your own words can be a particularly useful tool.



•  If you want to undertake a more detailed read of part of a text:


–  Find out which sections of the text you want to read. Consult the table of contents/list of chapters or index. Survey or scan the text to get a wider view of it. As you do that, you will begin to see the writer’s key words and phrases.


–  Look out for the signposts: the introduction and conclusions; the words firstly, secondly; the beginning of paragraphs; such expressions as on the one hand and on the other hand. These guide you to see the structure of the text and can be helpful to your understanding.


–  Focus on the key words and, even more important, key phrases. There is less need to concentrate on such functional grammatical words as the, of, has, be and a greater ned to concentrate on significant words.


–  Reword the main points in your mind, on computer or on paper. Express the author’s key points in your own way. This will help increase your understanding.


–  Think about the author’s argument: do you agree with him/her? Does the text make assumptions that you disagree with? Ask questions of the text and see whether they are answered. Engage your mind.


–  At the end of reading, check whether you can recall the main points or, even better, if you can explain the main points to someone else. You could even review what you have read later to check that you still recall it.


The following text concerns the evaluation stage at the end of a project. The key words and phrases to concentrate on in reading are in bold:





Identify what you have achieved. Specifically, list what you have delivered:



•  The project was built on a solid foundation.



•  You received strong support from your Project Sponsor.




•  You delivered the desired output in terms of the products, services, etc.



•  Outputs achieved the agreed quality standards.




•  The actual expenditure was on track compared with the original budget.




•  Return on investment was good. The benefits that your company received from the project are greater than the costs incurred.



•  The actual time taken compared well with the original schedule: you delivered the outcomes on time.




•  Robust control procedures were in place to track and monitor costs and schedules effectively.




•  Customers/users and other stakeholders were satisfied with the project’s outcomes.








Effective reading… and good time management


As a manager, Sarah was methodical about her reading. She checked her emails only a few times a day, dealing with essential matters as they arose. She didn’t bother to check the many junk emails she received but simply deleted them.


She allocated Friday mornings, when she knew she generally received fewer emails, to important, but not urgent, reading material that enabled her to do her job more effectively.


As she was preparing to relax for the weekend on Friday afternoons, she read non-urgent but useful material that kept her up to date with other trends in the industry which were not directly related to her job but developed her wider professional knowledge.


Of course, sometimes very urgent matters arose, which meant that she could not always keep to this methodical time allocation, so in such cases she was flexible. Generally, however, Sarah was able to allot sufficient resources of time to reading what was useful and essential and to manage her time well.





Reading statistics


Here are some guidelines on reading and understanding numbers presented in tables:



•  Check the basics: the dates covered, the sources used, the scale used, the context of the figures – for example, if the figures represent a sample, how large is that sample? Are the assumptions reasonable? Are certain figures omitted? Why? Check the definitions of terms used. Are they sound? If percentages are shown, percentages of what?



•  Take one row or column and think through its content and implications to understand the data.



•  Compare figures in columns and see whether you can discern any patterns in the data. Consider any trends: do the numbers show a consistent pattern that increases or decreases? For instance, is actual expenditure consistently higher than budgeted?



•  Consider averages. Calculate the average for a particular row or column and see what variations and exceptions there are. Try to work out reasons for such differences, for example variations because of higher or lower income or differing levels of employment.



•  Read the text that accompanies the data and check you agree with it; be particularly wary of such expressions as ‘significant’ or ‘these figures of course show’.



•  Be careful about putting too much confidence in extrapolations of data that assume a trend will continue.




Summary


In this chapter we have considered listening and reading, the receptive skills in communication. Improving your listening skills will mean that, when you come to speak, you will know more about who you are talking to and so you can choose your words more accurately and therefore be more effective.


Improving your reading skills will mean that you will know why you are reading a certain passage and so you can focus your energies more appropriately.


Follow-up



1 Ask colleagues whether they think you are a good listener or not. Listen (!) to their response.



2 Think about a recent business conversation. Were you too busy thinking about what to say that you did not really listen to the person you were talking to?



3 What steps can you take to improve your listening skills? Be ruthlessly practical with yourself.



4 As you have read this chapter, what struck you as new? What action will you take as a result of your reading?





Fact-check (answers at the back)



1.   The key skill in listening is:






	
a) Looking at a person’s face

	[image: image]






	
b) Thinking about what you want to say

	[image: image]






	
c) Focusing on what the other person is saying

	[image: image]






	
d) Looking at the floor

	[image: image]








2.   Good listening:






	
a) Develops worse relationships

	[image: image]






	
b) Provokes arguments

	[image: image]






	
c) Relaxes people

	[image: image]






	
d) Develops better working relationships

	[image: image]








3.   Listening is:






	
a) Easy – that’s why I’m the manager

	[image: image]






	
b) Hard work, but rewarding

	[image: image]






	
c) Not worth bothering about

	[image: image]






	
d) Useful if you have the time

	[image: image]








4.   When I listen well, I:






	
a) Can discern the main points someone is trying to communicate

	[image: image]






	
b) Am confused

	[image: image]






	
c) Get easily distracted

	[image: image]






	
d) Interrupt the other person

	[image: image]








5.   Listening provides a basis for me to:






	
a) Express my own opinion to anyone who will listen

	[image: image]






	
b) Direct what I want to say more accurately

	[image: image]






	
c) Decide what to eat for lunch

	[image: image]






	
d) Work out who I like and who I don’t

	[image: image]








6.   When I read:






	
a) I read everything fast

	[image: image]






	
b) I read everything slowly

	[image: image]






	
c) I decide why I am reading something and use that as a basis to work out my approach

	[image: image]






	
d) I question why I have to read it

	[image: image]








7.   To make sure I understand a difficult passage:






	
a) I read it through quickly and hope for the best

	[image: image]






	
b) I read it through slowly and hope for the best

	[image: image]






	
c) I learn it off by heart, although I’m not sure I grasp its meaning

	[image: image]






	
d) I take notes, summarizing the author’s message in my own words

	[image: image]








8.   In reading I focus on:






	
a) Why I disagree with the author

	[image: image]






	
b) The middle of paragraphs

	[image: image]






	
c) The key phrases, especially at the beginning of paragraphs

	[image: image]






	
d) The page numbers

	[image: image]








9.   I read other material outside my subject field:






	
a) Never

	[image: image]






	
b) Not at all – I’m too busy to do that

	[image: image]






	
c) Often

	[image: image]






	
d) Very rarely.

	[image: image]








10.   When I read numbers in a table:






	
a) I focus on what regular patterns I can see between the columns

	[image: image]






	
b) I get hopelessly lost

	[image: image]






	
c) I never read numbers

	[image: image]






	
d) I always extrapolate the figures to see where they lead

	[image: image]









CHAPTER 3


Write clearly





Expressing yourself clearly is essential to communicating effectively and now we are going to look at the steps you need to take to express yourself clearly in writing.


First of all, we will consider general principles of writing, which apply especially to longer documents, and then we will consider specific media of writing: emails, letters and reports.


We can break down the writing process into different steps:



•  thinking



•  organizing



•  writing your first draft



•  editing your draft.


It is important to note that there are different steps; it isn’t simply a matter of typing an email with the first thing that comes into your mind and then pressing ‘send’!





The writing process


Thinking


Think about what you want to write. One good way of helping you start thinking what to write is to draw a pattern diagram (also known as a mind map). Take a blank piece of A4 paper. Arrange it in landscape position and write the subject matter of the report in the middle. (Write a word or few words, but not a whole sentence.) You may find it helpful to work in pencil, so that you can rub out what you write if necessary.


Now write around your central word(s) the different key aspects that come to your mind, maybe as a result of your reading. You don’t need to list ideas in order of importance; simply write them down. To begin with, you don’t need to join the ideas up with lines linking connected items.


If you get stuck at any point, ask yourself the question words why, how, what, who, when, where and how much. These may well set you thinking.


When I do this, I am often amazed at: (1) How easy the task is; it doesn’t feel like work! The ideas and concepts seem to flow naturally and spontaneously. (2) How valuable that piece of paper is. I have captured all (or at least some or many) of the key points. I don’t want to lose that piece of paper!


An example of a pattern diagram for a report on buying new computer systems can be seen in Figure 1.


[image: image]


Figure 1   Example of a pattern diagram


Organizing


After you have completed the thinking stages with a pattern diagram, there are two further stages before you can begin writing. It is probably better to do them in the order shown here, but if that is difficult then do 2 then 1.



1  Refine the key message(s) of what you are trying to communicate. This can take some time – if you find it difficult, you can at least eliminate parts that are less important. For example, if you are analysing the disadvantages of an old computer system, then the exact technical details of the software are probably less significant than the fact that it has serious drawbacks, is out of date and no longer fulfils its original purpose.


To work out what your key message is, you also need to consider your document’s audience and response. If you are writing a report for your Finance Director, for example, you will want to present the financial facts (e.g. cost, return on investment) as your key message. However, if your Finance Director has already given the go-ahead to installing the new system and you are writing a report for colleagues in Research and Development who will be using the system, then your approach will be different. Your key message may then be on the usability of the new system and its advantages compared with the old one.



2  Organize the information. In other words, you need to arrange the information you are giving in a certain order. The aim here is to find the most appropriate logical way to present what you want to say. Ways include:





•  arranging in terms of importance, probably listing the most important first



•  comparing the advantages and disadvantages



•  analysing different aspects of a scheme, for example under the headings Political, Legal, Social, Economic, Financial




•  arranging in a chronological approach – considering a time sequence.





Writing the first draft


So you have prepared a pattern diagram and organized your thoughts in an appropriate order, and you now have come to the actual writing stage.


Now is the time to begin to write the following:



•  an introduction to explain why you are writing your document



•  the main part of your document, containing facts, explanations and other relevant information, together with your interpretation



•  the conclusion: a summary of the key points, drawing together the issues you have raised.


Don’t be tempted to ignore the preparation you have already done; build on that.


Let’s now look at an example in the main part of your document. For example, you have on your pattern diagram the section:




Old system



•  keeps crashing



•  secure?



•  software: out of date



•  slow, constant problems





This is fine as a basis, but you need to expand these notes into sentences.


Let’s say that this is a paragraph in your report. ‘Old system’ isn’t adequate as a heading, so you write: ‘Disadvantages of the existing system’. As you consider this subject, you realize that the key thought is ‘The existing system, which was installed ten years ago, has been overtaken by many new technological features’, so you put that as the opening sentence in your paragraph. (This is called ‘the topic sentence’ – one that represents the whole paragraph in a single sentence, showing what the paragraph is about.)


You can then fill out the rest of the paragraph, expanding on the note form of your original structure to express your meaning in sentences. If you are unsure what to write, keep asking yourself, ‘What am I trying to say?’ It can be very helpful to discuss this with another individual in person (not by email!) to sharpen up precisely what you want to communicate.


A first draft of the paragraph might read as follows. The raised numbers discuss certain aspects of the writing process. See the notes for further explanation.




Disadvantages of the existing system


The existing system, which was installed ten years ago, has been overtaken by many new technological features. The present1 system experiences too many failures2, which cause colleagues a great deal of inconvenience.3 Even when4 the present system is functioning well5, it is slow and often becomes locked6. Moreover7, when handling large amounts of data, the existing system has been known to develop faults and some data has been lost. There are also doubts about how secure certain aspects of the system are.





Notes



1  To avoid repeating ‘existing’, I chose the synonym ‘present’. Consult a thesaurus to help you with synonyms (words with similar meaning).



2  I thought that ‘crash’ was too informal for this report. I consulted a dictionary to help me find an alternative word.



3  I expanded on the effect of the computer failure.



4  ‘Even when’ adds emphasis and a note of surprise considering the previous statement.



5  In my mind, I had ‘running smoothly’ but I felt that was too informal so I changed that to ‘functioning well’.



6  In my mind, I thought of a computer ‘freezing’; I thought that was too informal so consulted a dictionary and changed that to ‘becomes locked’.



7  ‘Moreover’ introduces a further similar line of reasoning; this additional thought occurred to me as I was writing, so I included it.


Editing


After completing a draft, go back over it and refine it. The aim here is to ensure that what you have written is clear and as you want it. When I am editing a document, I check first what is there and second what is not there. Has the first draft missed out a vital step in the argument? Alternatively, you may find that you have written too much about something that on further reflection was not very important and you have not written enough about something more important. Now is the time to redress that balance. Don’t leave it as it is, thinking that it will go away or that the readers will not notice weaknesses in your argument.


Here are some tips for editing. Check that what you write:



•  is accurate.


–  Check the content. We have all received emails inviting us to a meeting on Tuesday 14 September, only to discover that 14 September is a Wednesday. The result is that many colleagues spend precious time emailing requests for clarification and then having to respond to them with the exact date. It would have been better if the person who originally sent the message had checked the details before sending it.


–  Check totals of numbers, for example that percentages in a list all add up to 100.


–  Check punctuation. For example, are apostrophes and commas used correctly?


–  Check spellings. Be aware of words you often misspell. If your report contains basic errors, for example confusing its and it’s, effect and affect, of and off, principal and principle, then they will undermine the overall credibility of your message.



•  is brief. You may have heard of the saying, ‘I wrote you a long letter because I didn’t have time to write you a short one.’ Sentences should be 15–20 words in length. Any longer and your readers may have difficulty following the meaning. Edit down – that is, cut out – some parts of your text that do not add anything significant to your argument.



•  is clear. Is your overall message clear? If it isn’t to you, it will not be to your readers.



•  contains appropriate language for the medium you are using.


–  Watch the tone of your writing. There is a tendency to be too informal in more formal contexts. For example, if you are describing the role of a project manager, you could say he/she needs to be able to ‘keep many balls in the air’, but such language would be inappropriate in a formal report, which might instead say ‘tackle a wide range of activities at the same time’. There is also a tendency to be too formal, for example to use necessitate instead of need, or terminate instead of stop or end. The crucial point is to know who your audience is and write with them in mind.


–  There is a tendency these days to write using a sequence of nouns but a more effective way of communicating would be to use more verbs. For example, ‘an examination of the maintenance records took place’ would be better expressed as ‘the maintenance records were examined’ (passive) or, even better, ‘the manager examined the maintenance records’ (active, naming who examined the records).


–  Sometimes the language can be simplified: ‘the repercussions regarding the effects subsequent to the explosion will be perused by the staff’ can be simplified to ‘the managers will consider the effects of the explosion’.


–  Avoid abbreviations that are not generally known as well as jargon and slang.



•  follows a logical sequence of thought.


–  Often when you write a first draft, you tend to put down unrelated thoughts. At the editing stage, focus on each sentence to make sure that it fits into a logical sequence of your thoughts. In the example above, I constantly used the phrases ‘existing system’ or ‘present system’ in the paragraphs to make sure that the content of each sentence was clearly focused.


–  Similarly, the progression of your paragraphs should follow a logical thought: each paragraph or series of paragraphs should deal fully with one particular idea before you move on to the next idea or thought. You can sometimes use linking words and phrases to show the connection or contrast (for example: to reinforce a point already made, moreover, furthermore; to introduce a contrast, however, conversely, on the other hand).



•  expresses the meaning you want to communicate.


–  Look back at the final sentence in my example: ‘There are also doubts as to how secure certain aspects of the system are.’ An alternative that rounds off the text better would be: ‘Furthermore, faults in the present system have occasionally jeopardized (or compromised) the security of the overall network.’




Lists in bullet points


Consider whether the use of a list in bullet-point form is appropriate, especially for short phrases. People sometimes ask me about punctuation in bullet points: the trend these days is only to put a full stop at the end of the final point and not to have anything at the end of each point.


A more frequent mistake is that individual lines do not run on grammatically from the opening text, for example:


The successful candidate will be:


✔ skilled in numeracy and literacy


✔ able to speak at least two European languages


✘ have experience in using project-management software.


The error here is in the third bullet point, which does not follow on grammatically from the opening line, and should be changed to:


✔ experienced in using project-management software.




I have deliberately gone into some depth at this editing stage to be very practical in what to write and how to express it.


All the above applies to extended documents; we can now turn to some specific kinds of document.


Writing emails


Emails are great. We can communicate with colleagues all round the world instantly. However, emails also have their disadvantages. We can receive too many unwanted ones that stop us dealing with the tasks we are supposed to be dealing with.


Here are a few tips:



•  Put a clear subject in the subject line (more than ‘Hi Jane’). Being specific about your subject will help your reader know what the email is about.



•  Use ‘cc’ (‘carbon copy’, from the days of paper) and ‘bcc’ (‘blind carbon copy’) sparingly. Send copies only to those who really need to see the email. To explain ‘cc’ and ‘bcc’: if I am emailing Colin and cc Derek and bcc Ed, then Colin will see I have copied the email to Derek but Colin will not see I have copied the email to Ed. Using ‘bcc’ can also be useful for bulk emails when you don’t want individuals to know the identity of the people on your emailing list.



•  Unless you are writing to a close colleague, include some form of opening and closing greetings. The policy of your company and organization and your own personality will guide you to what is acceptable (e.g. I find ‘Hi Martin’ difficult to accept from someone I don’t know at all).



•  In a long email, put the key information at the beginning, so that it will be clear on the opening screen as your reader opens the email. Spend some time laying out your email. Group sentences that concern one subject in paragraphs. Remember that, if your message isn’t clear to you, then it certainly won’t be clear to your readers!



•  Watch the tone of your email to make sure that it is not too abrupt. Consider adding softer opening and closing statements. Even ‘Thank you’ can help in this respect.



•  Use only those abbreviations that are known to your readers.



•  Don’t type whole words in capital letters, which strongly suggest shouting.



•  As part of your email ‘signature’, also include other contact information at the end of your email, including your job title, phone numbers (landline, mobile) and postal address. Your reader might want to phone you to clarify a point.


Writing letters


Although use of email is widespread, letters are useful for more formal statements. Business letters follow certain conventions:



•  Opening greeting. If this is the first time you are writing to someone, use their title: Mr, Mrs, Ms and so on. If you know their first name, use that: ‘Dear Freda’. You can also use the style of the person’s first name and surname, especially if you are uncertain from the name (e.g. Sam, Jo, Chris) whether the recipient is male or female: ‘Dear Sam Smith’. The style ‘Dear Sir’ or ‘Dear Sir or Madam’ is very formal and more impersonal.



•  Closing greeting. If the opening greeting is ‘Dear Freda’, ‘Dear Mrs Jones’ or ‘Dear Sam Smith’, then the close is ‘Yours sincerely’ (capital ‘Y’ on ‘Yours’ and lower-case ‘s’ on ‘sincerely’). You can also add ‘With best wishes’ or ‘Best wishes’ before ‘Yours sincerely’. If you have used ‘Dear Sir’ or ‘Dear Sir or Madam’, then the close is ‘Yours faithfully’ (capital ‘Y’ on ‘Yours’ and lower-case ‘f’ on ‘faithfully’).


Writing reports


The basics of writing reports


All the advice above on writing is important here, especially knowing why you are writing the report, who will be reading it and how you will structure it.


Kinds of report include:



•  a progress report



•  a health and safety report



•  an investigation into the causes of an accident



•  a company report



•  a feasibility report



•  a legal report used as evidence.


Your audience may be colleagues, shareholders, a board of directors, a project board, a team of advisers or consultants, a committee or users of a new product.


The purpose of your report may be to:



•  examine whether a particular project, product or whatever is financially viable



•  present a case for a decision on buying a product or service



•  persuade someone to act in a certain way



•  explain how a new product works



•  describe the achievements, financial condition and so forth of a company



•  inform colleagues of the progress of a project



•  outline the cause of an accident or the nature of an incident.


Be clear about your audience, intention and response. Knowing these will determine, for example, how much information you should include in your reports. If in doubt, discuss with colleagues. In other words, do not agonize over writing ten pages when senior management want only one page. Moreover, your company or organization may already have a report template to give a structure to your report.


The content of reports


Reports normally have the following as a minimum:



•  Introduction: this provides the report’s purpose, including its scope or terms of reference.



•  Body of the report: its main sections, outlining the procedure you have followed and findings, supported by facts and other information. Such objective evidence should be distinguished from your interpretation of those facts in your argument.



•  Conclusions: a clear summary that draws all your arguments together, and recommends the necessary actions arising from your conclusions that must be taken to implement the report’s findings.


Reports are often structured with clear numbers and headings (e.g. 1, 1.1, 1.1.1, 1.1.2, 1.2) to help readers refer to different parts easily.


Depending on the length of the report, you may also include:



•  An executive summary of the whole report. Such a summary should be able to stand by itself and be a concise statement of all the report’s significant information.



•  Appendices: a section at the end of the report that contains technical information that is too long or too detailed to be included in the body of the text.



•  Bibliography: a list of references and other sources of information used and/or quoted in the report.




Summary


In this chapter we have looked at writing – first of all at the general principles that apply especially to longer documents:



•  thinking



•  organizing



•  writing your first draft



•  editing.


We then looked specifically at writing different kinds of documents: emails, letters and reports.


Follow-up





1 Think which stage of writing you have most difficulty with (e.g. thinking, organizing, drafting, editing) and read again the relevant parts of this chapter.



2 Look at an email that you have just received from a colleague. Is its message clear? Is its tone appropriate? Is the action your colleague wanted you to take clear?



3 Look at an email that you have just written. Is its message clear? Is its tone appropriate? Is the action that you want the reader to take clear?



4 What practical steps will you take to improve your emails?








Fact-check (answers at the back)



1.   ‘I just start writing without any thinking or planning.’ Do you think this way of approaching a piece of writing is:






	
a) Good?

	[image: image]






	
b) Bad?

	[image: image]






	
c) Neither good nor bad?

	[image: image]






	
d) A waste of time?

	[image: image]








2.   When writing in business, what should you keep in mind?






	
a) Yourself

	[image: image]






	
b) The weather

	[image: image]






	
c) Your readers

	[image: image]






	
d) Your boss

	[image: image]








3.   When I write a long document, I organize my material before I write:






	
a) Never

	[image: image]






	
b) Sometimes

	[image: image]






	
c) Why bother?

	[image: image]






	
d) Always

	[image: image]








4.   Getting the tone of an email right is:






	
a) Important

	[image: image]






	
b) A luxury if you have the time

	[image: image]






	
c) A waste of time

	[image: image]






	
d) Unnecessary

	[image: image]








5.   To help me write, I use a thesaurus or dictionary:






	
a) Never

	[image: image]






	
b) What’s a thesaurus?

	[image: image]






	
c) Very rarely

	[image: image]






	
d) Often

	[image: image]








6.   After you have drafted an email you should:






	
a) Press ‘send’

	[image: image]






	
b) Go home

	[image: image]






	
c) Keep on rewriting it

	[image: image]






	
d) Check it.

	[image: image]








7.   When rechecking an email before I send it:






	
a) I never find anything I want to change

	[image: image]






	
b) I’m a perfectionist, so I change so much that I forget to send it

	[image: image]






	
c) I often change things

	[image: image]






	
d) I don’t bother to check them

	[image: image]
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* BECOME A BETTER BUSINESS COMMUNICATOR
* MASTER BUSINESS WRITING
* HANDLE MEETINGS AND PRESENTATIONS LIKE A PRO





