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Overview

This Content guide contains information and short activities to help you to:

· develop effective interpersonal skills

· encourage and model positive communication within the team

· identify factors which impact on communication within the team.

Key terms

Communication

Communication is about striving to arrive at a mutual understanding with another person or group of people.

Consultation 

Consultation means you outline the situation or problem to other people, and take their ideas or opinions into account before deciding what needs to be done.

Interpersonal skills

The behaviours you use when interacting with another person. Behaviour refers to the way you speak, the tone of your voice, how you hold your body, how much time you allow for the interaction.

Communication and the team leader

Employers in all industries value team leaders who are good communicators. Here are some reasons why:

· your team will achieve higher productivity and it will be more efficient when there is less misunderstanding

· your team will be better able to find ways to improve work processes, and serve your customers better

· as you become a good communicator, your workplace will have less time lost due to procedural breakdowns and in settling disputes, as well as reduced time lost on safety issues.

As a team leader you communicate with customers and team members every day, eg:

· serving customers

· resolving complaints

· making phone calls

· solving problems

· giving instructions

· supervising people

· dealing with people you know and don’t know

· answering work enquiries

· sending and receiving emails

· speaking in meetings

· making presentations

· negotiating solutions to problems

· implementing policies.

How do I know if communication is working in my team?

To build an effective team you need good communication skills. You also need to set a good example as a communicator, so that your team members learn to be good communicators as well. But how do we know if communication is working well in our team? 
Give yourself a rating in the following checklist.

	
	Most of the time
	Sometimes
	Hardly ever

	I encourage my team to have a say in how they do their jobs.
	
	
	

	I involve my team in decisions that affect them.
	
	
	

	My team members come to me with concerns or problems if it’s something they can’t solve themselves.
	
	
	

	When I communicate information and decisions to my team, they ask questions to check they understand.
	
	
	


If these things are happening all of the time or most of the time, then you’re in a team that’s probably communicating well!

My workplace

1. How did you go in the above checklist? Do these things happen in your team? Can you see any areas where you and your team could improve communication?

	Answer:




Communication barriers

Communication is a two-way process. As well as choosing the correct channel to send the message, you must also be aware of some of the main barriers to communication.

Despite the best intentions, there are lots of barriers that can prevent you communicating effectively. These barriers can be psychological, social and structural and each can distort and obscure your intended message. 

If any part of the communication process is distorted or broken, you (the sender) and the person you communicate with (the receiver) will not have a common understanding of the message. 

Here’s a list of some of the barriers to successful communication:

· Language

It’s important to choose your words carefully. Some words are emotive, some are neutral, some are vague and many have several meanings. Negative statements often block communication such as, ‘…That will never work!’ Sarcastic comments by a team leader are always inappropriate – most people find it harder to have trust and confidence in someone who uses sarcasm.
· Feelings

If we’re angry about something at work, or feeling worried about something at home, our feelings can lead to us communicating in a way that’s abrupt, hasty or not well thought out. For example, you are worried about being behind schedule, and so you give instructions to staff in a way that comes across as rude and aggressive.

Likewise, if your team member is worried or upset about something, they won’t be as open to what you are saying as they normally would be.
· Perceptions, prejudice and stereotyping

People often hear what they expect to hear and see what they expect to see. We all tend to ignore things that don’t fit with our view of the world. People sometimes stereotype others in a negative way and this may have serious results for an organisation when it comes to anti-discrimination. Your own perceptions affect your communication and you need to be aware of them so they don’t influence the way you communicate with others.
· Status

A person’s position in the organisation can be a barrier to communication. You should be aware that your status may restrict people from speaking freely to you. You should also be aware that the status of others may restrict or affect how you communicate with those up or down the organisational ladder.
· Environmental factors

Noise, interruptions and distractions can get in the way of clear and complete communication. They may take your attention away from the message and make communication difficult.
· Time and timing

Often, when the pressure is on, people rush and their communication may be unclear. Poor timing can also cause communication to fail when people are preoccupied with other urgent matters and not listening effectively.
· Message complexity

If the information that you need to send is very complex or there is a lot of it, this can sometimes be a barrier for the people who receive it (that is, they may not read or understand it).
· Poor listening skills

Many people are not good listeners and this can hinder effective communication.
· Inadequate background knowledge

Often when people communicate, they assume you know exactly what they are communicating about, but it is possible that others may have very little background knowledge about the issue or topic.
· Lack of feedback 

If communication is to be successful, it is important to know that the message has been received and understood. You should also ensure that the person who received the message has an opportunity to ask questions and get clarification, if necessary. Put processes in place so that feedback can be gathered and assessed. Lack of feedback causes a break in the communication cycle and without it, breakdown in communications is inevitable.
Avoiding communication breakdowns

Here are some ways that you can avoid communication breakdowns:

· Ask for feedback — this is a critical way to check that your message has been received in the way that you intended. Encouraging questions and comments is an excellent way of checking if the message has been understood. Don’t simply assume that someone understands just because they say nothing or nod their heads.

· Offer feedback — giving feedback is a key skill to develop. People need to know how they are going and that their efforts are noticed and appreciated. Feedback is a great way to do this. Too many managers only give negative feedback, and while in some cases this is necessary, to only give negative feedback is to undermine the morale of the person and even the whole team.

· Consider your words — use ‘plain English’. Long, complicated sentences and unfamiliar words or jargon confuses people. Make sure your messages are clear, concise, concrete, complete and correct. Avoid negative or emotive words or commands. These can make team members resentful and uncooperative.

· Use empathy — before making a judgment about someone, try to see how it is for the other person by listening to their side of the story. Having empathy can help you to understand your team members’ motivations and perspectives and so improve your communication with them.

· Consider timing — sometimes communications fail because of poor timing. You need to consider people’s schedules and workplace demands. When you rush communication, messages are not received, and this can create unnecessary conflict.

· Select an appropriate location — talk somewhere that will encourage open communication. Make sure it is free from distractions and other environmental noise. If you want to give some feedback about something that is not satisfactory to a team member, do it in private, NOT in front of co-workers.

My workplace

2. Describe a communication barrier you have experienced at work. What was the impact of this barrier on the team?

	Answer:




Selecting the right method of communication

The more effective and frequent the flow of communication is in your workplace, the more motivated your team will be — and this will mean fewer problems to resolve and less discontent. 

Making sure your communication is effective and frequent will also build the relationships necessary to establish open communication between team members and management. So, how you send your communication is critical to how effective the communication will be. In some cases, you may need to send your message in a number of different ways to ensure that the message is received. 

Some methods of communication in the workplace, their advantages and disadvantages are summarised in the table below.

Table: Advantages and disadvantages of methods of communication

	Method of Communication
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Face-to-face conversations
	Non-verbal communication 

Feedback can be instant

Misunderstandings can be clarified immediately
	Not always possible

Can be expensive to get people from different locations together

Can be time consuming

	Telephone call
	Quick

Cheap 

Feedback can be gained immediately
	No non-verbal communication 

Distractions are easy on the phone

Person may take the call when he/she is not really in a position to talk

	Meetings/video conferencing
	Many people receive the message at the same time

Opportunity for feedback

Opportunity for discussion


	Some people may dominate discussions

Agendas or meeting objectives may not be clear

Expensive to get people from different locations together

	Letters
	Have written record of the communication

Can be confidential


	Slow — not good for urgent issues

Feedback is not instant

Restricted in the amount of information that can be sent

Requires sound writing skills

Costly

	Interoffice memos
	Same information reaches all recipients in the organisation

Written record of information

Informal and good for short messages, notice of meetings, instructions and minor changes to policies and procedures
	Feedback takes time

Not good for more complex messages

Members might not receive interoffice mail in time to respond.

	Reports and submissions
	Excellent for reporting findings or making recommendations that require action

Can deal with complex information

Written record of what is being communicated

More formal documents useful for legal purposes
	Time consuming to read

Feedback is limited

Often slow to produce

Difficult to change

Can be restricted to only certain people and not everyone who needs the information will necessarily get it

	Diagrams, graphs or pictorial presentations
	Useful for showing complex information

Can overcome language barriers

Useful for OHS signs etc
	Can be poorly labelled

No feedback is received

Can be misunderstood

	Presentations
	Useful for training

Allow participation and feedback

Send the same consistent message at the same time
	Can be boring if not prepared well

Not always sufficient time to answer all questions

Requires specific equipment

	Email
	Instant

Can make contact with people that you might not be able to access on the phone or face-to-face

Can send the same message to a number of people in lots of locations

Feedback can be instant

Confidentiality 
	Information overload, people delete information without reading

‘Email rage’ can occur where people are aggressive and hostile because they can avoid face-to-face confrontation

Reduces politeness and respect

Requires skills and appropriate technology

Files can be deleted

Inappropriate material can be sent by email

	Faxes
	Instant

Complex information can be sent

Diagrams and pictures can be sent
	Feedback can be slow and limited

Lacks confidentiality

Requires technology

	Mobile phone
	Instant

Good for keeping track of staff

Can communicate with people who are away from the office

Feedback is instant
	Can be overused

Can be used at inappropriate times

Costly




Sending information to your team and management

When communicating or sending information to your team or management, you need to make a decision about the form of the communication and the channel that will be used. 

Here are some useful questions to ask before you send the information:

· Who am I sending this information to?

· How many people need to receive the message?

· What is the purpose of the communication?

· Will it need to be informal or formal?

· How much information needs to be conveyed?

· Is there a need for feedback?

· Does it need to be confidential?

· Is substantiation or documentation required?

· How quickly is the information required?

· What are the costs involved in sending the information?

My workplace

3. List the major methods of communication that you use when working with your team and communicating with management. Do you think they are effective for the purpose of the communication?

	Answer:




Using technology to communicate

Technology has revolutionised the way that we communicate. It has allowed us to communicate more easily and quickly with others. It is the basis of knowledge management in today’s organisations. However, it has also brought with it a number of problems for team leaders. 

One of the dangers is that we can over-communicate. Information overload is a very real issue in today’s workplace. The threat of litigation has made us careful and rather than run the risk of not informing someone, we tend to over-inform them. 

It’s important for you to be aware of the policies and procedures in your organisation, the different reporting responsibilities and who should be kept informed. However, it is also important that you do not overload you team or management with information. You may need to assess the communication systems you use and how effective they are. For example, email and mobile phones can be over-used and ultimately communication will break down.

Assertive communication

Try to communicate assertively whenever you deal with management, staff, customers and suppliers.

Being assertive means:

· you have clear goals and you communicate them clearly to other people

· you are not distracted from what you want to say

· you try for a positive outcome for both parties, if possible

· you are firm and fair.

Take the example of a team leader who is frustrated at work because she has too much work to do. She is not able to meet the deadlines her manager set her team. When her manager gives her another task to take on she says:

‘You’ve being totally unreasonable. I need more time if you going to give me all of these things to do.’

Her manager replies:

‘I think I’m being completely reasonable. I work hard and so should you!’

Are these people being assertive? The answer is no! Being assertive involves doing a number of things. See the following table for some tips you can use.

Table: assertive behaviours

	Being assertive involves…
	How to do this…

	Active listening 
	Summarise and repeat the message back to the other person.

Ask questions to clarify what the other person is saying.

	Stating your requirements clearly 
	Clearly and calmly outline what you need.

Don’t do this by interrupting the other person.

Keep the conversation on track by repeating your requirements if necessary.

	Respecting others 
	Listen to the other person’s point of view.

Don’t interrupt.

Don’t tell them how they should be feeling.

	Saying no clearly and firmly 
	Give a clear reason if that’s appropriate.

Offer an alternative that may help the other person, if that’s appropriate.

	'I' statements
	Use ‘I’ statements to describe your point of view (I think…, I need…, I feel…).

Don’t say things like ‘You shouldn’t feel like that…’ – that is making a judgements about the other person's point of view.

	Self disclosure
	Be honest about how you feel, think or react to something.


3-part assertiveness messages

To send assertive messages you can use this approach. Tell the other person:

· This is what is happening.

· This is how I feel about it.

· This is what I need you to do.

Here’s an example of how the team leader in the example above could have sent an assertive message to her manager:

I have more tasks than I can finish by the end of this week.

I feel stressed when everything has equal importance.

I would like your help to prioritise the work from the most important to least important. 

Asking questions

There are plenty of times when a team leader needs to use good questioning skills:

· resolving a conflict

· finding the causes to a problem

· dealing with a complaint

· gaining input from staff.

There are three types of questions, and you need to know when is the right time to use each:

· closed questions – requires a yes/no or one-word answer

· open questions – prompts a longer answer

· probing questions – focuses on the details you need.

Table: Types of questions

	Question type
	Example
	Use this when you need to…

	Closed
	Have you used this type of machine before?

Has this problem occurred in the past?

Do you think we’ll be able to meet our target?

Can you deliver this tomorrow?
	…get single facts.

…confirm or check you have the correct information.

…get a talkative person back onto the topic.



	Open
	What is this project about?

How do you feel about the new roster?

How should we organise this work?
	…explore and gather information.

…get more details.

…encourage conversation.

…get to know the other person better.

	Probing
	What problems will we have meeting this target?

What do you think will contribute to that risk?

What resources will you need for that?
	…direct or guide your team member.

…find out specific details.


My workplace

4. Write a series of questions to find out the nature, source and extent of some workplace problem. Include all three types of questions (closed, open, probing) in your list. Use the following problems or others from your workplace:

· A project is not proceeding according to schedule

· There are several resignations in your department at the same time, and you do not know why

· Only half the department showed up for compulsory training session.

You can try out your questions with a partner.

	Answer:




Communicating in a diverse workplace

Diversity means all the differences we bring to our workplaces (DIMIA, 2004). Dimensions of diversity include: 

· age

· family commitments

· gender

· hobbies and interests

· length of employment

· level of education

· mental ability

· nationality

· physical ability

· race

· religion

· sexual orientation

· socio-economic status

· type of work experience

· values and attitudes.

Communicating in a diverse workplace mean that you:

· include all groups in team decision making

· are respectful to each individual’s needs and beliefs

· listen to each staff member’s needs 

· support each staff member so they can contribute to innovation and improvement in the team 

· allow each person to develop to their full potential.

Accept that people:

· are motivated by different things

· make decisions in different ways

· feel differently about personal space and body language.

These things are important when you are communicating by written, oral or non-verbal means. 

My workplace

5. Think about the dimensions of diversity in your workplace – in what ways are your team members different? Can you think of any ways to improve communication in the team so that all team member contribute to their full potential?

	Answer:




Reference

DIMIA The Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (2004) 'Diversity - A Way of Life' Training Kit. Retrieved from the web http://www.diversityaustralia.gov.au/training_resources/index.htm September 2004.

Sample answers to ‘My workplace’ questions

1

There’s always room to improve communication in any group of people! By working through these notes carefully, as well as all the examples and tasks in your training program, you’ll build up a lot of strategies you can use to improve communication.

If you answered ‘most of the time’ for all of these things, have a closer look to see if there are ways you could improve it.  For example, when you the communicate information or decisions to your team, do you do it in a way that gives them the chance to easily ask questions about anything they don’t understand?

2

Here's a sample of what one learner wrote for this question:

'I received a complaint from a customer and I asked the employee they were complaining about for an explanation – I sent an email setting out the complaint ending with the sentence “Explain yourself”. It went really badly, the staff member ended up complaining to my manager that I was trying to blame him for our new procedures not working!

A big communication barrier in this case was my own feelings. Maybe on this day I had been feeling worried because my team were being considered for a quality award, and if the judges heard about a customer complaint it would look bad.  I spent a lot of time recently training the team in how to how to follow our new procedures and feel annoyed that it now appears to be a waste of time. Also one of my kids needs expensive braces and that’s adding to my general stress levels. 

The communication method was a barrier too – email can come across as confronting, cold and demanding, and it’s hard to check what the other person means, and to make yourself clear. 

The staff member’s feelings were also a barrier – he feels that the new procedure itself is the problem and is angry that when it results in customer complaints, the employees are blamed.'

3

You could create a table with the headings: method, advantage, disadvantage and alternative. Then list the methods, their advantages, disadvantages and whether an alternative might be more effective in getting your message across.
4

Using the compulsory training session example, some questions you could ask are:

· Closed – Did you attend the training course?

· Open – What did you expect the training would cover?

· Probing – In what ways were your expectations met/or not met? Why did you not go?

5

There are so many things to think about here. If you have a mix of old and young, or experienced and inexperienced employees, consider setting up a mentoring or buddy system where the less experienced person always has someone they can go to for help, apart from you.

If you have a mix of cultural backgrounds, consider how you run team meetings. In some cultures it is considered impolite to speak up in group situations. Do you use strategies to make sure everyone is able to contribute at meetings? 
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