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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? I have written this book to 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.


So we will explore the following:


Sunday: Know your aims. Who are you writing to/for? What is your message? What response do you want those you are communicating with to make?


Monday: Listen carefully as colleagues explain the challenges they are facing. When you listen, you show you value your colleagues as individuals.


Tuesday: Write clearly. Think creatively about what you want to express, organize your thoughts and then draft and edit your email or report.


Wednesday: Organize better meetings. The key to a successful meeting lies in its preparation, especially why you are holding it, who needs to be present and what you will consider.


Thursday: Give successful presentations. Prepare well, knowing your audience and your key messages, backed up if necessary by useful visual aids.


Friday: Build strong working relationships. Good working relationships are the glue that holds an organization together. How can you cultivate stronger working relationships?


Saturday: Engage effectively online by building – and maintaining – an accessible website and networking by means of social media.


Each day of the week covers a different area and the material begins with an introduction as to what the day is about. Then comes the main material that explains the key lessons by clarifying important principles which are backed up by tips, case studiesand so on. Each day concludes with a summary, follow-up exercise and multiple-choice questions, to reinforce the learning points.


The principles I outline here are the fruit of over 30 years in business, particularly in the area of writing, and over ten years in leading courses on business communications. As I have reflected on participants’ responses to the workshops I have led, two comments keep recurring: ‘You gave me more confidence’ and ‘The workshop was a refresher course’. My hope therefore is that, as you read and act on what I write, it will be a refresher course that will give you fresh confidence to be a more effective communicator at work.
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Today 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 book 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 book 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 and later in the week


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


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.


[image: image]


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.
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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. For more on writing emails, see Tuesday.


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. For more on meetings, see Wednesday and, on building stronger working relationships, see Friday.
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Barriers in communication


We conclude Sunday 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 (see also Tuesday and Thursday).


•  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.
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