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    INTRODUCTION




    Right now, all over the world, people are doing business. While you read this page, hundreds, indeed thousands of meetings are in progress. Busy people are Skyping, texting, faxing, emailing, opening letters, reading reports, drafting memos, talking with colleagues, addressing conferences, or chatting over Zoom or a quick coffee or tea. They are communicating. They are sending “messages” to their “audiences.” Communication is the lifeblood of organizations. Even though we interact all the time, most of us have not been trained to do so. Each of us can improve.




    QUICK WIN BUSINESS COMMUNICATION is written for businesspeople who recognize how vital effective communication is to their own success and to the success of their organizations. While you are reading through the answers to your questions, others may be discussing missions, goals, losses, profits, overheads, policies, budgets, loans, promotions, strategic plans, product development, training, hiring, technology, downsizing, takeovers, global competitiveness, office parties, desk arrangements, coffee breaks, or office supplies. Imagine the implications if you can’t understand what is being discussed online, in webinars, boardrooms, offices, or at lunch. Imagine the implications if your colleagues don’t understand your views or are unable to articulate their own. Whether you are ordering paper for the copier or making long-range hiring plans, if communication fails, the outcome is confusion. Therefore, let’s examine ways of ensuring a happier outcome.




    There are six sections to this book:




    • Business Communication Essentials covers some of the fundamental questions that businesspeople have about what makes an effective communicator and why it matters. It also explains the communication process in theory and what may prevent you from being clear.




    • Business Communication Techniques answers questions ranging from unblocking communication to the importance of valuing people and includes topics like the importance of word choices, organizing your thoughts and the role and use of visuals.




    • Meetings & Interviews looks at aspects of well-run meetings.




    • Writing – Offline & Online answers your questions about how to achieve greater clarity with the written word.




    • Speaking & Presenting addresses your basic questions about formal and informal talks.




    • Achieving Business Communication Excellence considers your ongoing development as an effective communicator.




    QUICK WIN BUSINESS COMMUNICATION is designed so that you can dip in and out seeking answers to your top business communication questions as they arise. Answers to your queries can be located not only from the contents list but also by using the subject grid at the start of the book and by following the thread of cross-references provided at the end of each Q&A.




    The questions asked and answered in this book include questions I have encountered time and again from businesspeople over the years through my consulting and training work. I hope you find the book helpful.




    Elizabeth P Tierney




    Portland, OR




    June 2023
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    BUSINESS COMMUNICATION ESSENTIALS




    Q1 Why is effective communication important?




    Most of us take the process of communicating for granted. For good reason, after all, we have been doing it throughout our lives: at home, in a shop, on the bus, in the airport, in the office, or at school.




    Although we communicate all the time, we don’t always do so successfully. We know this to be true because of the frequency with which we hear or use phrases like: “What did you mean by...?”, “But I thought you said ...”, or “Could you clarify that last point?”. Each of these phrases suggests miscommunication, always an undesirable situation.




    Consider the following scenario:




    

      On Wednesday, Frank promises Pauline that he will have Gary send her a copy of a confidential report. It includes data for her presentation on Friday. However, Frank forgets to tell Gary to give the report to her.




      What happens?




      When Pauline doesn’t receive the report, she calls or messages Frank or Gary to ask for it. If she contacts Frank first, he may say that he is sorry, that he’ll send it along promptly. If she contacts Gary first, he may not have a clue what she is talking about. Not having spoken to Frank, Gary may be unsure whether Pauline’s request for a confidential document is legitimate. So now what? Phone calls, texts or emails may ensue: from Gary to Frank, from Gary to Pauline, from Frank to Pauline. Priorities change. Work is stopped or interrupted — all because of a minor failure to communicate. Gary is annoyed and embarrassed. Pauline is frustrated, under pressure and angry. Frank feels guilty. In the meantime, Pauline’s work is delayed; she’s counting on the data in the report.


    




    Scenarios like these happen all the time. We are human and make mistakes. Imagine if each one of us failed to communicate accurately with only one of our many colleagues just once a day. Multiply those slip-ups by thousands of interactions. The potential for disruption could be staggering.




    Think about your own experiences:




    • Ever had to read a memo or email twice because you couldn’t make sense of it on the first reading?




    • Ever had to read a memo or email or report out loud to understand it?




    • Ever had to message colleagues to see if they understood what was said at a meeting?




    • Ever received a follow-up email written to clarify an earlier one?




    • Ever had to attend an impromptu meeting called to explain the information that was distributed in a memo?




    If you answered “Yes” to any of these questions, then you know that miscommunication is wasteful. Miscommunication makes people feel unsure, angry, confused, embarrassed, disgusted, frustrated or humiliated. That’s just the human cost – there may be other consequences too if the wrong materials are ordered, work is delivered to the wrong customer, incorrect prices are charged and so on.




    Better communication might avoid these problems. Rather than spending time clarifying, apologizing, chasing missing reports, or sending unnecessary emails or texts, you can focus on what you had planned to do. More careful communication uses your resources more effectively.




    See also




    Q2 Why is clarity essential for effective communication?




    Q3 How does being an effective communicator affect my personal credibility and professionalism?




    Q4 How might my communication style affect business relationships?




    Q5 What questions should I ask before I communicate?




    Q11 How can I minimize the barriers to communication?




    Q17 When communicating, what should be my primary focus?




    Q97 How can I improve my ability as a communicator?




    Q2 Why is clarity essential for effective communication?




    To be successful as a communicator, you should be clear.




    Selling – a key role in business – involves convincing others of the value of your products or services. Annual reports, inter-office memos, texts, messages, email, watercooler chats and staff meetings, virtual or in person, are all opportunities to persuade also.




    As a manager, you are often able to influence change. For instance, when you:




    • Counsel an employee about lateness, you are encouraging that person to alter their behavior;




    • Make a presentation to prospective clients, you are convincing them that your organization can meet their needs;




    • Write a progress report, you are informing others about what transpired over time and explaining why specific actions were appropriate.




    Therefore, it’s important that what you communicate is clear.




    The more precise you are, the more accurate you are, the more likely it is that your audience will understand what you intended and will be able to act on your message. They will also feel more secure, knowing that what they are doing is what you expect them to do. The employee will be on time; the client will work with you; and your audience will accept your rationale.




    Clarity enables you and others to do your jobs without unnecessary questioning, anxiety or second-guessing. Rather than having to restate your ideas three or four times to make your point, seek to express your ideas clearly the first time.




    See also




    Q1 Why is effective communication important?




    Q3 How does being an effective communicator affect my personal credibility and professionalism?




    Q4 How might my communication style affect business relationships?




    Q18 How important is it for me to be able to articulate my purpose?




    Q3 How does being an effective communicator affect my personal credibility and professionalism?




    By being accurate, thoughtful, clear, and prepared, good communicators save resources, enable others to understand their responsibilities, make and influence decisions – and appear credible and professional.




    Have you ever had a supervisor ask you to work on a project without giving you a clear idea about what was expected of you? When your brief is clear, you know where to begin; when you know the purpose and the parameters of your assignment, you know what to do; when the goal is explicit, you know when you have done your job. How many times have your eyes rolled as you have said a silent, “Oh, no, not again” as you are summoned to an impromptu, agenda-less meeting run by someone who allows the discussion to meander through tangential issues when you have an urgent call to make or report to finish?




    People are grateful to managers who are thoughtful communicators, who plan and think through issues; such managers are respected for their sensitivity to other people’s commitments. When you think about your colleagues, which of them do you consider to be the most professional? Why? Does their communication style affect your opinion?




    The people we admire are usually good listeners, they speak and write clearly, they ask insightful questions, and they run meetings well. What they share is typically thoughtful, polished, organized, and to the point. They are credible and professional, so we respect them. You should aim to be respected in this way too.




    See also




    Q2 Why is clarity essential for effective communication?




    Q4 How might my communication style affect business relationships?




    Q18 How important is it for me to be able to articulate my purpose?




    Q97 How can I improve my ability as a communicator?




    Q4 How might my communication style affect business relationships?




    It is a given that business involves relationships – be they with clients, colleagues, customers, employees, shareholders, or subcontractors. And with the exception of the occasional problematic employee, who despite supervision is unwilling or unable to take direction, or the unsatisfactory subcontractor you want to replace, you want to establish and maintain good relationships over the long-term. An effective and sensitive communicator can do that, while an ineffective or insensitive one may do damage.




    Being aware and sensitive means knowing how, when and why you communicate what you do and understanding the implications of your choices. Are you patient or abrupt? Terse or long-winded? Pleasant or patronizing? Do you acknowledge people or ignore them? Are you gracious or rude?




    Whenever you have an interaction with another person or group of people, ask yourself what you are trying to accomplish. Are you trying to win over a new client? Influence an old one? Train a new employee? Advise a senior partner? Assuage a disgruntled customer? Or hope someone will leave without your asking?




    And you know there are consequences to treating people well or treating them thoughtlessly. For example, how might you feel if:




    • You had been made to wait for 20 minutes, even though you had arrived on time for a meeting?




    • You had to speak to someone who gave you the sense that you were interrupting a private conversation?




    • You made a recommendation, and no one acknowledged or reacted to your idea?




    • Your colleague ended a call with a click rather than a good-bye?




    • You were made to stand, when everyone else in the room is offered a chair?




    • You were told to expect a call by day’s end, and none came.




    How you communicate can make people feel important or unimportant. You can make people feel good or bad. You can make people feel demeaned or respected.




    And remember people share their experiences. Unhappy customers share their unhappiness with other customers. Frustrated clients tell other clients about their anger or disappointment. Rejected candidates associate their experiences with your products or services. Disaffected employees complain to each other. Disgusted purchasers may shop elsewhere. In contrast, while research shows that positive experiences are also shared, fewer positive experiences are shared than negative ones.




    Therefore, whether you are on a Zoom call, writing a letter, memo, or email, having an in-person conversation, or not responding at all, think about how your communication style affects the relationships that you currently have and those that you want to have. Whether you are reporting to your boss, addressing the board, speaking to a colleague, or handyman, consider the consequences of your communication style.




    Recall interactions you have had with clients or colleagues. Consider how their communication styles affected your working relationships.




    See also




    Q3 How does being an effective communicator affect my personal credibility and professionalism?




    Q10 What are the key barriers to communication?




    Q17 When communicating, what should be my primary focus?




    Q46 In a high-speed electronic world, is there time for courtesies?




    Q97 How can I improve my ability as a communicator?




    Q5 What questions should I ask before I communicate?




    Before you communicate, take the time to make informed decisions. While it may only take you a few moments to do so, too often we act first and think later. Get into the habit of asking yourself some basic questions even before a simple one-on-one discussion.




    The questions to ask yourself are Kipling’s “six honest serving men” – the tried and true Who, What, Why, When, How, and Where:




    • Who? Ask yourself with whom you are communicating. Who is your audience? Knowing the demographics of that audience helps you to determine the best way to share your message. When it is pertinent, find out the age, sex, education, nationality, job title and/or the relationship of the audience to you and to any other people present. Knowing your audience helps you decide on your words, approaches or analogies. Will you be insulting their intelligence by explaining too much or speaking over their heads if you don’t? Will you be using language that they don’t know or discussing issues with which they are already familiar?




    • What? Ask yourself what information you want to give out. Then, decide how much information is sufficient to make the point you want to make. Determine what background to the material or details you need to provide to ensure understanding




    • Why? Ask yourself why you are sharing what you are saying, drawing or writing. Decide on your motivation. Has an incident prompted a change of plan or policy? Are you anticipating concerns because additional staff are being hired? Have there been staff problems because people are adjusting to a new approach to supervision? Are you encouraging or rewarding entrepreneurial thinking? Are you counselling someone who has been away ill?




    • When? Check the time of day, the day of the week, or the time of the year to decide how the timing might affect what you are saying. Is it the end of a quarter, when people are under pressure to achieve sales targets or to finalize paperwork? Is it the day before a holiday weekend or a key meeting? People react differently at different times.




    • How? Ask yourself how you should share what you want to communicate. Decide which method is best for the given situation and the individuals involved. Is speed important? Is face-to-face or voice-to-voice contact essential? Is thorough documentation demanded? Is distance a factor? Time zones? Virtual or in person?




    • Where? Is a chat outside the office on neutral turf the best approach or would a formal meeting in-house be better?




    Effective communicators reflect on the situation and make appropriate decisions before they communicate.




    See also




    Q4 How might my communication style affect business relationships?




    Q6 Where does the communication process start?




    Q10 What are the key barriers to communication?




    Q17 When communicating, what should be my primary focus?




    Q6 Where does the communication process start?




    Using the theory behind the communication process, you can examine your daily interactions objectively. Doing so is one of the best ways of improving your communication abilities.




    The theory describes how the exchange of ideas works in abstract terms, what transpires when we communicate.




    The process begins with a message that you want to transmit to your audience. Hopefully that audience receives it, reacts to it and gives you feedback. That response may then lead to another message, then another and so on.




    What is a “message”? It is a thought, an idea, a feeling or notion. So, the first step in the process is to have a message you want to share with someone else. A message can be:




    • Simple: “Hello” or “Good to see you”.




    • Straightforward: A warning to “mind the gap” on the Underground or “remember your umbrella.”




    • Complex: A series of recommendations for restructuring your business.




    • Brief: Just a few words in a tweet.




    • Lengthy: A 250-page report or a 30-minute speech.




    In essence, whatever you want to share with one, two or many people is your message – and that’s where your communication process starts.




    See also




    Q7 Once I have a “message,” what follows?




    Q8 After the message and the coding, what else can I control?




    Q9 After I have transmitted my message, what happens next?




    Q10 What are the key barriers to communication?




    Q7 Once I have a “message,” what follows?




    Communication theory indicates that we begin with a message that we want to share and then we encode that notion.




    Encoding covers a wealth of choices. You can use words, written or spoken. You can paint a picture, make a movie, or choreograph a ballet. You can use gestures. You can give a thumbs up or down. You can pull faces. You can draw pictures. You must decide what will best convey your ideas.




    In business, we send messages to colleagues in our own or other offices, across town or across the ocean. Whether you are sending them over the radio or via satellite into a living room, on Zoom or on Skype, you make choices about whether words, gestures, symbols or images would be best. You decide whether written words, spoken words or photographic images would make the point in a presentation. Your choices need to fit the situations – for example:




    • Would you draw pictures, use spoken language or hand gestures to assist a Boeing 787 land at an airport?




    • Would you use words, images or gestures to conduct an orchestra and to have the musicians change tempo?




    • Would you use words, images or gestures to praise or reprimand a subordinate?




    • Would you use words, images or gestures to convince a new client of the effectiveness of your organization?




    You decide. You choose.




    See also




    Q6 Where does the communication process start?




    Q8 After the message and the coding, what else can I control?




    Q9 After I have transmitted my message, what happens next?




    Q10 What are the key barriers to communication?




    Q8 After the message and the coding, what else can I control?




    Communication theory helps us see what we control. We decide the message, we decide the “code” and, as the developer of the message, then we decide how to send or transmit it to the audience.




    And in business, you have many options for sending your message to your audience – including:




    • Giving a speech to a group;




    • Sending an email;




    • Distributing a report through inter-office mail;




    • Setting up a Zoom meeting;




    • Making a phone call;




    • Posting a letter;




    • Hanging a motivational sign on the wall;




    • Texting a thought;




    • Tweeting a reaction;




    • Photographing an image;




    • Sketching a blueprint;




    • Waving a greeting;




    • Winking an acknowledgement;




    • Smiling a greeting;




    • Frowning in dismay;




    • Giving a colleague a “high five;”




    • Chatting in the corridor;




    • Designing a model.




    Each of these represents a way of sending a message to your audience. The choice is in the hands of the person with the message – you. So, you decide on the most effective method of transmission.




    See also




    Q6 Where does the communication process start?




    Q7 Once I have a “message,” what follows?




    Q9 After I have transmitted my message, what happens next?




    Q10 What are the key barriers to communication?




    Q9 After I have transmitted my message, what happens next?




    You have a message, and you know how you want to encode it and send it to your audience. Up to this point, you are in control of the process. You, the person with the idea, make all the decisions.




    However, once the message leaves your lips, or you hit the send button or put some printed out words in an inter-office envelope, your control of the process is over for the moment.




    Control now shifts to your audience. If they have received your message – whether it is literally on their minds or in their hands – they, not you, have to decode it, interpret it, and react to what you have transmitted.




    But, first, they must receive it, decode it, and interpret it: only then can they react.




    Their reaction to your message is your feedback, and it can take many forms. Suppose you choose to:




    • Tell a joke – your audience may or may not laugh;




    • Provide written recommendations to your clients – they may accept or reject them;




    • Propose a new policy to the board – the directors may or may not approve it;




    • Make a sales pitch – your customers may or may not buy;




    • Draw a picture – your audience may misunderstand or misinterpret it.




    As the sender, you no longer have control of the process. You cannot control what the receiver of your message does.




    All you can do is to listen, look for and weigh the reactions you receive and try to determine what they mean. Perhaps the audience failed to grasp your meaning. Maybe your frame of reference wasn’t clear.




    Pay attention to any questions you are asked. Are they on one specific aspect or on several areas of what you said or wrote? Do people seem confused by your message? Did you receive an email asking for clarification? Did you get no reaction whatsoever?




    Whatever responses you get, recognize them as feedback and learn from them. Perhaps your report was too long, too short, too vague, too detailed or just right. Your talk was off-target or tangential. Your counselling session was misunderstood. Whatever your message, expect feedback.




    But, if you get no reaction whatsoever, check to make sure that what you sent was received. Silence due to non-receipt is different from silence as feedback!




    See also




    Q6 Where does the communication process start?




    Q7 Once I have a “message,” what follows?




    Q8 After the message and the coding, what else can I control?




    Q10 What are the key barriers to communication?




    Q10 What are the key barriers to communication?




    Barriers to communication include:




    • Lack of clarity;




    • Word and image choices;




    • Choice of medium;




    • Physical barriers.




    Lack of clarity




    You want to be sure that others receive your message exactly as you sent it. You want it to arrive in the hands or ears or eyes intact. In essence, you want your message to be understood.




    The easiest way to block communication is to “waffle” or be vague. Can you recall politicians you have heard or instructors you have had on training courses whom you couldn’t understand because they used unfamiliar terms or indecipherable abstractions? Have you ever read books or listened to speeches that fit those categories? Perhaps you wondered why you were unable to grasp the concept. Most likely the problem wasn’t with you at all; it was due to the speaker’s, instructor’s or writer’s inability to communicate their ideas clearly.




    Corporate mission statements provide prime illustrations of unclear language. Such statements usually include wonderful words like “vision,” “trust” and “responsibility.” Unfortunately, many are written in such high-flown language and convoluted sentence structures that they have little or no meaning for the people involved in the day-to-day operation of an organization – one of the key constituencies for which these statements are designed.




    Think about how easy it is to confuse, cause anxiety or foster second-guessing simply by being unclear.




    Word and image choices




    Quite simply, you can lose or confuse your audience by selecting imprecise, inaccurate or inappropriate words or images for a given situation. You need to take a few moments to think about the ones you are using. Consider these three sentences:




    • “It would appear that we have some concerns with regard to the budget.”




    • “We need to weigh the implications of what transpired.”




    • “It is important that we follow through on those kinds of issues.”




    Do you understand what was intended by the speaker? What are the “concerns” in the budget? What aspect of the budget is causing the concern? What are the “implications”? What has “transpired”? What “kinds of issues”? What kind of “follow through” is important? Too often, communicators make incorrect assumptions about what other people understand.




    The same may be true with your choice of images. A blurred photograph, a graph with no title, or an image that enchanted you but had no connection to your ideas, simply serves to confuse.




    Choice of medium




    As a communicator, you decide which method of communication is most effective for whatever you plan to share. Remember you can write, you can speak, you can sign, or you can paint. And, if you write, you may opt to message, text, email a memo, or write a short or long report. If you choose to speak, is it face-to-face? By phone? In a group meeting? Remotely? On air? Given the myriad of choices, it is easy to make the wrong one.




    Consider the message and determine the best method for getting it to your audience. In fact, you may block your message by selecting the wrong communication medium. What follows are some absurd notions, which nonetheless make the point:




    • Would you expect airport ground crews to send faxes to a pilot taxiing a plane down the runway?




    • Would you ask your assistant to type all your urgent phone messages and give them to you at the end of the week?




    • Would you call a staff meeting at the end of January to express condolences to a colleague who had lost a loved one in early December?




    • Would you send a memo to staff announcing a fire in the conference room?




    • Would you email an employee to tell him/her that he/she has been made redundant? (Some people do, sadly!)




    • Would you send a letter by slow post to a client overseas indicating that there is a dangerous design flaw in your product?




    Good communicators are sensitive to the nuances of diverse audiences and channels, and they make educated decisions about what is most appropriate in a given situation and with the individuals involved.




    Physical barriers




    Physical barriers may prevent your idea from reaching its intended audience:




    • You may not be heard because you speak too softly.




    • PDFs may be blurred or have missing pages.




    • Email may go unread because the address is typed incorrectly or unknown, the system is “down,” or the subject line is blank, or the recipient gets over 1,000 emails a day so he or she barely has time to read the important ones – let alone the others.




    • Voice mailboxes may be full, messages may not be recorded, or may be deleted too quickly.




    • Notes may be lost in a pile of papers on a desk.




    • Reports may be distributed to the wrong offices.




    • Construction noise in the room next door may prevent you from hearing what was said in your own office or may interfere with a talk you are giving.




    • Zoom fatigue may set in because a meeting with innumerable slides Is running well over 90 minutes.




    • Mobile phones may ring, despite repeated requests that they be turned off or put in silent mode.




    Other barriers




    In addition, you can block communication if you “turn off” your audience. It is easy to do this inadvertently. And if the audience takes offence at some small part of your message, they may dismiss the rest of it. Worse, they may choose to dismiss or diminish the importance of future messages.




    You can alienate your audience by patronizing them, by demeaning them, or by treating them as if they weren’t intelligent or experienced enough to understand or value what you have to say.




    You also may create a barrier between you and your audience by:




    • Avoiding eye contact;




    • Sitting while they stand;




    • Forgetting names;




    • Failing to share information or to follow through as you promised;




    • Lying;




    • Being inattentive;




    • Appearing arrogant;




    • Being poorly groomed;




    • Telling an inside or inappropriate joke or anecdote;




    • Being – or appearing – unprepared.




    See also




    Q2 Why is clarity essential for effective communication?




    Q4 How might my communication style affect business relationships?
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