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Introduction



Almost every problem, every conflict, every mistake and every misunderstanding has a communication problem at its most basic level. As philosopher and psychologist William James observed, “The most immutable barrier in nature is between one man’s thoughts and another’s.” I believe that while communication problems may never be completely eliminated, they can be reduced and often avoided.


We live in a world filled with other people where we live together, work together, and play together. In our personal lives, we need each other for security, comfort, friendship, and love. And in our working environment, we need each other in order to achieve our goals and objectives. None of these goals can be achieved without communication, which makes it the basic thread that ties us together. Through communication, we make known our needs, our wants, our ideas, and our feelings. The better we are at communicating, the more effective we are at achieving our hopes and dreams.


I think it’s fair to say that the majority of the great leaders in the worlds of both politics and business are also great communicators. They have an ability to establish bonds with people that are based on respect and honest communication. Great communicators make others want to trust and believe in them, and they possess a set of skills that enable them be heard in a way that gets results.


But wait, you might be thinking “I’ll never be as good at communicating as history’s great leaders. They had natural abilities that made them great!” And of course, to some extent, that’s true. But it’s also true that many of the qualities of the world’s greatest communicators are finely honed skills that you too can develop with study and practice. We’ll focus on ten of these qualities in this book. In just a moment, I’ll give you a brief overview of the ten, but first, let me tell you how I was asked by the publisher to write this book and how I arrived at the qualities that I chose.


I started teaching human relations and other business courses at Susquehanna University in September 1970 and taught sales and marketing courses, with a heavy emphasis on communications, at various universities through the end of 1978. I remember telling one of my close friends that one day I wanted to rise to become a university president. He told me that wouldn’t happen because my strong Brooklyn accent (deese, dem, dose & youse guys) would be my downfall during interviews. That hurt my feelings but I took it as a challenge to improve my accent and communication skills. In fact, in early 1979, I became, and still am a full-time professional speaker focusing on sales, relationship strategies and interpersonal communications. This was an occupation where I personally had to double my efforts to hone my communication skills, because my strong New York/Brooklyn accent might have not made me sound as smart as someone with a PhD. I worked hard on my accent and communication skills, observing and studying the world’s finest speakers, and improved to the point where I was eventually inducted into the National Speakers Association “Speakers Hall of Fame” in 1985. In fact, in 2012, I was voted the #1 World’s Top Communication Guru.


Over the years, I have written 30 books, all with at least one section on effective communications including a book solely on communication skills titled Communicating at Work, with 18 chapters on different communication skills.


If you are thinking there must be more than just ten qualities, you would be right. So one of the most challenging aspects of writing this was to determine which are the top ten. I relied on three things to narrow it down. First, I drew on my 45 years of experience in teaching, researching, writing and speaking. This includes my years of teaching communications, specifically how it impacts relationship skills. Next, in preparing this specific material, I conducted research on the internet to gain insights from other great thinkers regarding the important qualities of communicators. And thirdly, I reached out through social media to my vast network of contacts to get their feedback on the subject. Combining these three areas of input, I created my list of the Ten Qualities of Great Communicators that are covered in this book. Following is a brief summary of each one.















Overview of the 10 Qualities



First, great communicators have mastered the art of asking questions. Questions can build rapport and trust, or foster suspicion and dislike. They can open up a conversation or shut it down. They can generate information or send a conversation off on a tangent. Questions can be used for many reasons in addition to the basic information gathering classics of Who, What, Where, When, Why and How. They are also used to stimulate a conversation, to determine another’s views, to check agreement, to build rapport and trust, and to verify information. This chapter will help you understand how to use questions to improve your communication, what types of questions to use and when to use them, and the strategies and techniques of artful questioning. Being able to ask the right question at the right time is a crucial piece of the communication process.


The second quality is that great communicators are great listeners. Ineffective listening is one of the most frequent causes of misunderstandings, mistakes and problems. It’s acknowledged to be one of the primary contributors to divorce and issues between parents and children. People view poor listeners as boorish, self-centered, preoccupied or disinterested—all barriers to effective communication. On the other hand, active listening is as powerful as speech, which is why great communicators are also active listeners. They’re able to focus their attention on the thoughts and feelings of others as well as their own spoken word. They refrain from coming to premature judgments, and instead work to understand others’ points of view. In this chapter, I’ll discuss the six separate skills that great communicators develop to a high level of proficiency. They are combined into an easy-to-remember model with the acronym CARESS, which stands for concentrate, acknowledge, research, exercise emotional control, sense the nonverbal message and structure. Mastering these skills will be a powerful step toward becoming a great communicator, for let’s always remember that what others say to you is just as critical as what you have to say to them.


Third, great communicators are highly skilled at giving and receiving feedback. Whenever you verbally, vocally or visually react to what another person says or does, or whenever you seek a reaction from another person to what you say or do, you are using feedback. Effective two-way communication depends on it. Good feedback, both verbal and nonverbal, can reduce interpersonal tension, while clarifying messages and uncovering important needs or problems. Through feedback, you can determine where to put your emphasis or where to spend less time. It’s important to confirm all unclear verbal, vocal and observable cues through feedback. Its proper and effective use leads to an increased sense of mutual understanding, trust, and credibility. This chapter will explore the three key forms of feedback—verbal feedback, nonverbal feedback and feeling feedback--as well as how to use each form most effectively. Each serves a specific purpose in the communications process.


Fourth, great communicators have the ability to harness their powers of concentration and focus in order to send and receive their messages effectively. I know we’ve all experienced the barriers to effective communication—both external and internal. External barriers are mostly environmental—competing noises in a crowded restaurant, for example. Other external barriers have to do with the speaker—an odd accent, mannerism, or the pace of delivery, for example. Additional barriers result from the content of what’s being said, such as using too many ‘buzzwords.’ Internal barriers that may come from you can be a challenge to overcome. These can be physical—you’re sleep deprived, or physiological—you’re daydreaming, perhaps. In this chapter, I’ll give you some tips for handling these kinds of issues that are concentration and focus barriers and thus barriers to effective communication.


Fifth, great communicators have strong memories. Memory has traditionally been considered an aspect of intelligence, like a ‘memory gene’ perhaps. The fact is that memory is a skill you can develop and improve, just as you can get better at running or swimming. Just the simple concept of remembering someone’s name can be a powerful connection to someone you’re speaking with. But making the most of your memory power is not something that happens by itself. The process of memory has three parts: encoding, which is the formation of memory; memory storage; and finally, recall of stored memories. In this chapter, I’ll talk more about what happens in the memory process. Then, you’ll learn some specific techniques for developing and improving your short-term and long-term memory for maximum effectiveness.


Sixth, great communicators know how to engage in conflict resolution effectively. Conflict arises from the clash of perceptions, goals, or values in an arena where people care about the outcome. People naturally disagree about what to do and how and when to do it. When done skillfully, that interaction of ideas and opinions creates new ideas and leads to better solutions and action plans. This chapter will help you identify the sources of conflict and understand how to encourage healthy disagreement without spiraling down into a negative conflict. I will also talk about tools that will help you break out of a conflict routine once it has begun.


Seventh, great communicators are great presenters. This may seem obvious, but in reality, it has been found that the ability to make public presentations is the number one predictor of the level of professional success. And yet, it’s the number one fear of most adults. So if you can master this skill, you have huge leg up on the ladder of being a world-class communicator. One way to approach this concept is to consider that almost all of our speaking (outside the shower anyway) is public speaking, it’s just the size of the audience that changes. Good presentations provide opportunities for growth in power, recognition and prestige. Effective public speakers establish themselves as experts to whom others can turn to for advice. This chapter covers some simple guidelines that help you build good presentation skills. I’ll cover such topics as overcoming stage fright, preparation for a successful presentation, and using audio-visual aids effectively.


Eighth, great communicators are able to practice communication adaptability in any given situation in a way that builds relationships. This quality involves two key skills—flexibility, which is one’s willingness to adapt; and versatility, which is one’s ability to adapt. Developing high adaptability allows you to speak many different ‘behavior style languages’ and understand how different types of people prefer to be treated. It involves making strategic adjustments to your methods of communicating and behaving. Adaptable people make the choice to go beyond their own comfort zone so that others feel more comfortable with them.


The ninth quality is knowing how to use space and time to one’s maximum advantage. We are territorial creatures, and I think it’s safe to say we are affected every day by how we and others use these two powerful communication tools. For example, if you violate someone’s physical comfort zone (in other words, their personal space) by standing or sitting too close to them or touching them when they think you shouldn’t, you may offend them and cause tension. Similarly, If you abuse another’s sense of time—by being too early or too late, or by leaving too quickly or staying too long—well, you get the picture! The use of space and time sends important communication signals, and this chapter explores how to communicate more skillfully through your use of both space and time, and how to understand the signals others send to you.


And tenth, great communicators have an energy that is outward focused. People want to hear what they have to say, because they feel that energy when they are engaged with this person. Think of it as an invisible rainbow surrounding you. The ‘colors’ of this rainbow are the different aspects of who you are. These aspects include your physical self, your emotional self, your psychological self, your intellectual self, your strategic self and your spiritual self. Just as white light going through a prism separates into the colors we see in a rainbow, we can imagine your whole self being refracted into the six aspects of charisma. Some rainbows emphasize certain colors more than others do. It’s the same with people and the kinds of energy they emit. As you might guess, the great communicators are the ones who emit all of their ‘colors’ in vibrant hues. In this chapter, I’ll talk about each of these aspects and help you learn which are strongest for you, and which ones need attention.


For the rest of this chapter, I’ll cover the communication process in general, but first, let’s recap. I’ve introduced ten key qualities that are essential for becoming a great communicator. They are outward-focused energy, high adaptability, strong memory, excellent listening, skilled at asking questions as well as giving/receiving feedback, knowing how to use space and time most effectively, being good at conflict resolution, good at public presentations, and honing the power of concentration and focus. You might be thinking, “What about confidence? You can’t be a great communicator without being confident.” And you would be absolutely correct. However, rather than making confidence a separate quality for this book, I believe that by developing the previously mentioned ten qualities to your maximum ability, you will have the confidence that is inherent in the attitude of a great communicator. And what about vision or passion? Both are important assets to being a great communicator. I am making an assumption that anyone who takes the time and puts in the effort to develop their skills to the level of a great communicator is already passionate and has some vision for what they want to accomplish. Other traits such as gratitude come to mind, because gratitude opens up one’s heart to giving and receiving the fullness of what life has to offer. Great communicators also typically have a good sense of humor. More than the ability to be witty, a good sense of humor is a protector of the soul. When you can laugh at yourself, you endear others to you. But for our purposes, I chose ten qualities that I feel reflect the characteristics of what it takes to be a great communicator and can be developed to a skill level that anyone can achieve.


Let’s think for a moment about the general communication process. This includes the most common places the communication process breaks down and how you can avoid communication problems. For simplicity and practicality, I’ll discuss the communication process only from your perspective. That is the only part of the process you can, and need to, control. Of course, in successful relationships, both parties participate meaningfully in the entire two-way communication process. The communication process has five basic elements: the speaker, the listener, sending, receiving, and the message.


The problem faced in any communication is how to get ideas from one person’s head to another. Since we haven’t figured out how to use Mr. Spock’s mind-meld method of direct transfer from Star Trek, we are stuck with the problem of using an imperfect system that contains considerable opportunity for misunderstandings.


The speaker starts with what he wants to say, “the message.” To send the message, he translates it into words and actions. Literally, he selects words he thinks will convey his meaning and throws in a variety of gestures and facial expressions that he believes will help transmit the message effectively (especially if he’s Italian like me).


The message to be communicated is carried by the three “V elements” -- verbal, vocal and visual. The words we use make up the verbal element. The vocal element includes the tone and intensity of our voice and other vocal qualities that are often referred to as the “music we play with our voice.” The visual element incorporates everything that the listener can see.


Although it seems inconsistent, the most powerful element of communication is often the visual. Dynamic visual, nonverbal communication grabs and holds onto the listener’s attention. Effective communication begins with getting the listener’s attention through strong visual, nonverbal elements and uses powerful vocal and verbal elements to transmit the message.


On the listener’s end, the message is received through a series of filters: his past experiences, his perception of the speaker, his emotional involvement with the message, his understanding of the verbal content, and his level of attention. In a sense, he translates the message into his own words, creating his own version of what he thinks the speaker was saying.


Communication problems arise in three major areas: sending the message, the environment in which the message is sent, and receiving the message.


As speakers, we don’t “send” our messages perfectly. The words we choose may be ambiguous; our tone of voice may not reflect our true feelings; and our gestures may not convey the importance of the message. That means visual and vocal messages, two of the three elements of communication, can derail communication if they contradict the verbal message. Most speakers don’t fully understand that the words they use are a secondary element in communication. As a matter of fact, the words used are the least important element of communication. Studies show that listeners generally attend first to the visual and then to the vocal elements of a message, finally focusing on the meaning of the words themselves.


Assume that you are a company president discussing the possibility of moving your account to a new bank. You walk into a meeting at a prospective bank where the vice-president in charge of new accounts for the bank is sitting with a messy pile of papers in front of him. His tie is stained and crooked. He sits up nervously as you walk in; his handshake is timid and his palms are sweaty. He makes very little eye contact and his eyes dart around the room frequently. His voice is squeaky and he says “uh” a lot. He mumbles. His words are, “Our bank is the best in the county. Our record for return on investment is second to none. We would really like to do business with you.”


I dare you to ignore the visual information and concentrate only on the meaning of his words. The visual element is that most powerful first impression, and people respond to it before, and in spite of, the words that are spoken. The vocal elements are then processed before the actual words are heard and translated.


If the vocal sounds are bothersome or detract in any way from the meanings of the words, people will react and understand less of what was intended. Imagine a vacation-travel salesperson who speaks in a monotone voice, or an investment counselor who says, “Like … you know …” every other sentence. What if a newscaster’s voice is so soft and hypnotizing that you are lulled by it? What if a speaker has a heavy regional or foreign accent? You do notice. You do respond. These sounds are recognized before you even get to the meaning of the words spoken.


Since visual and vocal elements are noticed before the actual words, you need to make sure your appearance and vocal tone work in harmony with your message. Look for inconsistencies such as a strong message that is delivered in a weak tone or with soft, flabby words; or a logical, fact-filled message presented in an emotional tone with ambiguous words.


Communication problems can also arise when there is too much “noise” in the environment. This “noise” creates distortions of the message and prevents it from being understood the way it was intended.


“Noise” can come from many sources, such as ringing telephones, honking horns, and messy, chaotic surroundings, all of which can prevent your message from being received clearly. Another environmental factor is time. You need to ask if the message is being delivered at an inappropriate time. Friday afternoon prior to a holiday weekend is not a good time to deliver a complicated, fact-filled report on a new marketing plan. Presenters who want their messages to be received clearly and accurately remove as much environmental noise as possible. They try to present their message in a calm, distraction-free environment at a time when the listener can devote his full attention to the message.


The message can also be garbled during reception. A word or a facial expression might be misinterpreted or a previous experience might cause the message to be translated in a way different from its intent. While communication can “break down” in several places, people who understand these problem areas have more control of the process and have fewer communication glitches.


Often, it’s hard to determine the listener’s ability to receive a message, which is another potential source of communication problems. The listener may be inattentive or bored. If you’re presenting a message to someone who has just received either very good news or very bad news, chances are good you will be dealing with a distracted listener. The ability of a listener to receive your message is affected by his emotional state, preexisting commitments, financial pressures, and pre-judgments about you and your message. Before presenting your message, you need to make sure you have the listener’s attention.


Another way of thinking about communication is to compare it to a radio station. A sender and a receiver are required to exchange the message. A powerful station can send a message to a high quality receiver and the message comes through loud and clear. A weak station trying to get a message over a range of mountains to a 1940 vacuum-tube radio doesn’t have much of a chance.


There are three requirements to getting your message through clearly:


First, make sure you are a powerful station. Your words need to present your message clearly; your vocal tone needs to match and strengthen your words; and your visual appearance and gestures need to be consistent with your words and vocal tone.


Second, clear the environment. Anywhere along the process, “noise,” or static, can drown out the message. Don’t try to transmit over a mountain range. Eliminate distractions, excess noise, and messy, chaotic surroundings. Present your message at a time when it can be received. A radio station that wants to reach business commuters plays its message during the rush hour, not at 3:00 a.m.


And third, make sure the listener’s radio is on. Get your listener’s attention. Find out what frequency he’s tuned to and transmit on that frequency. If he’s interested in facts and figures and you’re giving him emotional high drama, you’re transmitting on the wrong frequency.


Anytime you hear people saying, “I didn’t understand what you meant … I thought you said … You never told me … I didn’t hear that…,” you know there was a failure in one of these areas and your message did not get through. We commonly call this a communication breakdown. However, you can avoid many of these breakdowns by projecting a clear verbal, vocal and visual signal in a way that gives your listener a better chance to receive it precisely as it was sent. The powerful communication processes presented here will help you develop the skills needed to filter out the noise, gain the attention of your listener and present your message in its clearest, most powerful form. I’ll also help you learn how to establish a feedback process that will allow you to adjust your signal and correct errors received by your listener.


By using noise-free verbal and nonverbal skills during the sending and the feedback processes, you’ll minimize communication barriers and establish an effective, efficient communication climate—a climate that establishes, maintains, and enhances mutual trust and credibility.


In the following chapters, I’ll present specific verbal, vocal, and visual communication skills including: questioning, listening, and feedback, using space/time, communication adaptability, conflict resolution, energy and aura, as well as presentation, concentration and memory skills.


Of course, just hearing and learning about these skills is not enough. They need to be applied so you can increase your ability to send, listen, and give feedback to others. Therefore, in each of the following chapters I’ll be describing the skills in a way that will help you not only understand the ten qualities of the world’s greatest communicators; I’ll help you master them.
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