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Communicating


People cannot help but communicate. It is fundamental to human behaviour. But whether you communicate your desire for a bowl of strawberries or your disapproval of something, it is not so much what you communicate but how it is communicated that counts. To be a successful communicator depends on your message being interpreted as credible and appropriate by those on the receiving end.


The ability to generate complex thoughts and then to communicate them effectively plays a central part in managing. This book gives practical suggestions about how you can get your messages across accurately and cogently so that they are received and understood as you intended.
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1. The Need to Communicate Well


Communicating well keeps things moving forward, ensuring that things get done and people know where they stand. Typically, it involves either requesting information or dispensing it, in one form or another; or influencing others so that they understand and are willing to act upon your wishes or do what is required.


However, many a problem can be caused by inadequate communication or the lack of it altogether and this can lead inexorably to people being misinformed or to misunderstandings.


Knowing how and where things are likely to go wrong is a useful starting point when beginning the quest for effective communication.


Spotting Signs of Poor Communication


More often than not when people do not communicate properly it has to do with how something is expressed rather than with not being able to formulate coherent thoughts. It is usually easy to detect when people feel something has not been communicated well. You might hear them saying things like:


•   “If you meant that, why didn’t you say so?”


•   “I wish they’d make it clear what they want.”


•   “I’m not sure I know what I’m supposed to be doing.”


•   “I wish I knew when he/she was joking.”


•   “I don’t really understand.”


Often this lack of understanding may not even be said out loud. It can simply take the form of a frown or a sigh clearly indicating that what is being communicated and what is received do not always tally. It is vital to find ways of closing the gap if communication is to prove effective.


Not Formulating Messages Correctly


The process by which ideas and information are converted into messages for transmission needs to be fully appreciated. It is all very well to have interesting thoughts and ideas, but there are two things which can prevent good communication:


•   The inability to think clearly and logically about what is to be communicated. For example, saying “The envelopes are running out” when you mean “We need more envelopes”. (Apart from the first sentence having a potential for being misunderstood, it addresses the problem instead of the action required to rectify it.)


•   The inability to understand the interests and perceptions of the receiver and to angle the message in order to engage his or her full attention and comprehension – such as using the botanical term impatiens instead of the popular ‘Busy Lizzy’ when your audience does not consist of gardeners.


If the message is not clearly expressed in terms that match your audience’s level of expertise and culture, it cannot be processed properly by others and effective communication is unlikely to take place.


Conveying the Wrong Impression


In business people are rarely physically abusive or insulting, but other aspects of their behaviour can inadvertently convey an impression that is almost as bad. Three of the worst offenders are:


•   Your appearance. Distressed jeans and trainers produce quite a different impact from a sharp suit. Depending on the situation, either style of dress can give entirely the wrong message. Lack of awareness of what to wear for the occasion can indicate that you have little interest in those with whom you are communicating.


•   Your terminology. The use of customary slang without thought as to who your listener is can offend and distort the message. For example, referring to customers or clients as ‘punters’ in private might seem to create a feeling of camaraderie between colleagues, but, if heard by customers themselves, will indicate (however unconsciously) an underlying contempt for them as people by a company that is only interested in their monetary spending.


•   Your time-keeping. Not arriving punctually can give the message that you consider other people to be unimportant. Promptness is perceived as interest and concern. Individuals who are persistently late give others the impression that what has to be communicated is not rated as being of much consequence.


People tend to make direct judgments about your attitudes to them from what you do. So, before you even open your mouth, your actions can communicate a lack of consideration for the views and needs of others. It is important to realise that if you neglect to take account of these factors, your level of communication may be minimal. It is worth considering how you can prevent barriers being built by giving a little careful thought to how you go about creating the right impression.


Not Listening Attentively


People will often tell you they are listening to what you have to say even when they are doing something else, such as reading the paper or doodling. But if they do not respond appropriately to what you are saying, you are probably right to suspect that they have not heard you. This is because it is easy to confuse listening with hearing.
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