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Communication skills – It’s not what you say....
Terry Gillen, specialist adviser on the Fenman communications video, provides some thought-provoking insights.

Here is a thought for you. Like most people, I was never taught to read at school. Once my teacher was happy that I could look at words in a book and speak whole sentences with the right pauses and minimal hesitation, she asked me to go and read quietly by myself so that she could help another child.

What I was doing, however, was not reading; it was word recognition. Reading is much more complex. In addition to word recognition it involves deciding objectives, working out an appropriate strategy, comprehending what is written and organising, comparing and storing information for later retrieval. I had to learn all that by myself in adulthood. Lots of people don’t get that far but they still think they can read.

Which is remarkably similar to communication. At school, I had to listen to teachers, read, write, give presentations and so on but I didn’t get to learn how to communicate until much later in life. And, judging by the surveys, (Table 1) lots of people don’t get that far. Which is a bit worrying when you consider just how central communication skills are.

	1995
The Cost of Communication Breakdown
70% of people believe the quality of their lives would improve if they had better interpersonal skills.
1997
The Dearing Report into Higher Education
Recommended that ‘communication’ should be regarded as one of the four key skills that should be integrated into higher education alongside ‘hard’ skills such as numeracy.

1997
DfEE-sponsored research into the changing role of senior managers
Identified interpersonal skills as one of senior managers most significant gaps.

1998
Institute of Management survey
Found that employers regard the majority of school leavers as lacking interpersonal skills.



Table 1 What the surveys say
In our personal lives we are gregarious animals. We thrive in groups and whither without them. In our professional lives, we work in a complex network of relationships and often people take note, consciously and subconsciously, of the way we communicate and make all sorts of inferences about our ability. This is especially important to Trainers who not only have to establish their own credibility, they have to influence decision makers, often compensating for others’ lack of communication skills.
So, if I was going to advise individuals how to get an edge in their professional reputations or advise organisations how to enhance teamwork or customer service, I would focus on communication skills and, particularly on the following fundamentals.
You can choose your behaviour

Communication is about behaviour and our behaviours are a bit like the tools in a tool box. By learning how to use different behaviours, you can become more skilled at communication. Skilled communicators deliberately choose their behaviours in the same way that a mechanic deliberately chooses tools - for specific tasks. Too many people abdicate responsibility for their behaviour to their feelings (and, in turn, we abdicate responsibility for our feelings to our experiences such as our journey into work, or the weather). We will even blame others (People like that always make me lose my temper) or God (It’s my personality; it’s the way I am).
Behaviour triggers behaviour

Second, behaviour from one person triggers a response from another person. So, by thinking carefully about the response you want, you can determine what behaviour to use.  For example, if you want someone to listen to your idea, present it as a suggestion rather than a statement. How about doing x? tends to trigger listening and consideration whereas What we ought to do is x tends to trigger resistance. Better still, if you want someone to actively consider your idea, trigger a thinking response from them; What would be the effect if we...? or How helpful would it be if we...?  If, on the other hand, you say What you’ve clearly forgotten is... don’t expect a co-operative response.

Watch out for evolution!
Most of the time it isn’t just you communicating to someone else. They are also communicating to you – and they don’t all do it nicely! If you’re not careful, their negative behaviour will trigger a negative response in you – a response most of us have heard of but few can control. The fight or flight response. Now, before you say I know all that here are two pieces of information I didn’t know until recently.
· First, an idea from Professor Robert Winston’s book Human Instinct. We humans spent approximately four million years wandering around the east African savannah hunting and gathering. Most of the threats we experienced were physical and our brains evolved the fight or flight response to cope with them. We have spent, at most, eight thousand years working on farms, 250 years working in factories and about 10 years working in open plan offices dominated by e-mails and mobile ‘phones. Quite simply our brains have not evolved as swiftly as our technology and are incapable of distinguishing between a physical threat (when we need the fight or flight response) and an emotional threat (when we need clear thinking connected to our vocal chords).

· Second, from John Grinder’s New Code NLP book Whispering in the Wind. Our fight or flight response, along with many of our emotions, resides in a bit of our brain that a) spots threats a full 500 milliseconds before our conscious brain spots them and b) processes information thousands of times faster than our conscious brain.
The result? Evolution makes skilled communication extremely difficult. The only ‘cure’ is to be aware of other people’s ‘threatening’ behaviours and to deliberately and repeatedly practice a safe response until it becomes habit.
‘Threatening’ behaviours come in various shapes and sizes. The most popular ones are put-downs, sarcasm, patronising comments and so on. The subtler ones include making you feel awkward, using spurious logic to out-argue you etc. The easiest and most universal tool with which to counter manipulation and buy you much needed thinking time is probing. You simply ask a very open question (which itself is a hard-to-resist trigger behaviour) such as How do you mean?
Perspective and logic
Communication skills are most tested when we are trying to influence someone – something Trainers have to do every day – and here most people tumble into a predictable trap. We apply the logic that makes sense to us from our perspective and assume that, just because it makes the penny drop in our minds, it will make the penny drop in the other person’s mind. It rarely does because their logic depends on their perspective which, by definition, is different from ours. To make matters worse, when our logic fails to win agreement, we often resort to behaviours that trigger further resistance such as – Look, what you’ve got to realise is..., Let’s be realistic....

Productive group behaviours

As if communicating with one other person wasn’t challenging enough, think how much time we spend communicating with groups of people in meetings. Effective groups have four features. Understanding them means you can use the behaviours that enable the group to work better and, in doing so, you can exert more influence over the group’s decisions. Effective groups (1) have a goal, (2) they have a process to achieve the goal, (3) the group members understand each other, and, finally, (4) the group is cohesive. Table 2 shows you the behaviours that, when you use them, affect the discussion, the decision and your credibility.
	Goal


	· Do we have one? If not, suggest one. Explore options.

· Is it clear? If not clarify it. Explore options.

· Is it accepted? Remind people of it if they ignore it.


	Process
	· Do you have one? If not, suggest one.

· Is it clear? If not clarify it. Explore options.
· Is it accepted? Remind people of it if they ignore it.

· If the discussion gets bogged down, summarise and suggest it’s time for a decision.

· If time gets really tight, suggest a swifter process.


	Understanding
	· Do you understand others? If not, probe and summarise and check your.

· Do others understand you? Signpost, check they understand.


	Cohesion
	· Is everyone involved?

· Ask people who dominate to summarise what they are saying.

· Invite quieter members to share their views.

· Summarise others’ opposing views and propose a way forward.


Table 2 Effective behaviours for discussions and meetings

Spot the spin
The final communication skill I would teach is how to spot spin. Spin only works when it bypasses our rational thinking and goes straight to our emotions. If you can spot it coming it doesn’t work. For example:

· In industrial relations disputes one party talks about cuts while the other talks about modernisation. Which would you rather experience?

· Politicians boast about spending very substantial sums. Exactly how much is that? Is it enough?

· Newspapers use hyperbole. Apparently, this year A-level passes have rocketed yet again. The actual increase was 0.4%.

In conclusion, I don’t know of anyone who has upset a relationship or failed a promotion interview because they didn’t know the five major exports of Australia or the significance of the 1832 Reform Act or many of the other things we learn at school. But I know plenty of people who would gladly swap some of that knowledge for better communication skills.
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