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Assessment 3 – Communication Skills

1. What is Communications?

Communications is the ability to send messages out that the receiver understands, even if they do not respond.

This can be through writing, speech or non-verbal cues such as body language

2. Explain the communication barriers
Some of the most common barriers are as follows:

Experience:
One person could always share stories of their experience not giving the remainder of the team chance to input into the conversation.  This can sometimes happen with new members trying to prove themselves independently instead of respecting the experience of their colleagues.

Emotions:
Anger can sometimes stop us hearing what others are saying to us.

Background:
People may make judgements if somebody is very wealthy or very poor or if they come from a different area.

Attitudes:
Attitudes can stop us from hearing, observing and perceiving the truth whether it is a positive or negative attitude.  Negative attitudes can stop us from adapting to change.  An overly optimistic attitude can stop us seeing what is really going on.

Culture:
If we cannot respect other cultures and what they contribute or even the positive attributes of our own culture, people can experience discrimination.

Subject Knowledge:
If a member of the team tries to push their knowledge on others it may cause resentment.  If somebody pretends to have knowledge that they do not, they will lose trust and credibility.

Prejudice:
If we have a negative preconception about something or someone, it can cloud our judgement.  Find out what triggers these to deal with them.


Mood:
If we are not in the right frame of mind due to tiredness or upset, it’s possible we won’t hear what others are trying to say or want to engage with somebody to find out more.  If we are overly joyous and excited, it’s likely to distract people from what they are trying to achieve.

Wording:
Be careful of how you word communications.  Sending a message without a greeting will make the receiver feel you are angry at them.  If this is also their style, they may appreciate that it’s short and to the point.  For others it may seem unfriendly and abrupt.

Education:
If somebody better educated approaches somebody with less of an education, they may feel nervous and on edge.  Even if that person is being asked for help, they may respond in a short-tempered manner and not want to help.

Noise Level:
If it is too noisy when a message is being delivered, the receiver may be unable to take it on board and understand.

Ambiguity:
Using clear language helps to avoid confusion and uncertainty.

Non-verbal messages:
Be careful of body language.  Turning your back when somebody enters the room gives the impression you don’t want to talk to them.  

Hearing difficulties:
If somebody has difficulty hearing, it may take them longer to understand.  We may give up before they have fully understood and we may avoid having to take extra time and extra steps to ensure they hear us.


3. Describe the active listening skills.

Active listening means we try and understand things from the speaker’s point of view.  It involves letting them know we are really listening and that we have understood what they are trying to say and how it makes them feel. This is not the same as hearing.

If we make a decision to listen for total meaning, we listen for content of what is being said as well as the attitude behind it.  We understand, from listening, the mood of the speaker, whether they are angry, happy, sad or something else.

We respond to the speaker’s feelings to add an extra dimension to our listening.
We read cues to enable us to be conscious of the non-verbal aspect of the conversation such as facial expressions, whether they are stressing certain points, whether their voice is clear or shaky and other clues.

Use demonstration cues to show you are listening such as physical indicators.  These can include making eye contact, nodding your head, leaning in closer to hear properly.  We can also use verbal cues to reassure the speaker they have our full attention and we are interested.  We can say “Go on” or “Then what happened?” and other such encouraging questions.

When you make the decision to listen you should clear your mind of clutter to enable you to give your full attention.  Don’t interrupt people.  Make a habit of letting them finish and saving your questions until the end so you don’t interrupt their flow.  Keep your eyes and ears focussed on the speaker.

All this will show you are interested and encourage them to get their message across.

4. Define the Probing Techniques

We use probes to get further information when open questions do not give enough information.

There are verbal and non-verbal probes which will encourage the conversation partner to expand on what was previously said.

Verbal probes are often a single word or phrase such as “Tell me more about that”, “Can you give me a specific example” or “Really?”.

Non-verbal probes rely on body language and gestures to get the same results as a verbal probe.  Examples of these are raising your eyebrows to show surprise, nodding or frowning.

There are many ways to use probes in your conversations.

Ask an open question:

“Can you describe that more clearly?”
“What do you think we should do?”

If we ask too many questions the conversation partner will feel like they are being interrogated so they should be used carefully.

Pause.

Sometimes leaving a pause will encourage people to fill the gap and expand what they previously said.  

Use reflective or mirroring questions:

If an employee says they are not motivated any more.  You may respond with “Motivated?” and pause.  Usually that person will then expand on their initial statement without you having to ask more.

Paraphrase:
Repeat back what they have told you in your own words, to sum up what you have understood and whether it’s correct.  “So, if I understand you correctly….”.  This shows you are interested in understanding fully and want it to be accurate.  It also lets the speaker hear it from another person’s point of view.

Use summary questions:
Summary questions are a way of probing and winding up the conversation on that subject.   An example is “So you have heard your colleague talk inappropriately towards another colleague.  You have spoken to them about it but the issue has not been resolved.  You would like me to step in and address the situation.  Have I understood correctly?”   These sum up what has been said, show you have listened and understood.  The summary is the clue that the conversation is winding down on the subject. If necessary you can follow up with a fact-finding question such as “Did you want me to cover anything else on this topic?”
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