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IMPROVING INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATIONS

Rex C. Mitchell

It is vital in any team and/or organization to communicate clearly about important problems and issues.  Effective communication requires an active,  two-way process involving clear expression of wants, feelings, thoughts and opinions and accurate decoding (interpreting) and understanding by the receiver.  Some experts view effective communication as a dance in which the partners coordinate to move together in complex ways in an ongoing, dynamic process.

Effective communication is very important, but it takes work to develop skills and it takes focus to use your skills. Some suggestions to improve communications are summarized here, under five topics:  Effective Listening, Advocacy and Inquiry, Ladder of Inference, Effective Communication Illustration and Exercise, and Feedback.  See also the modules on Framing and Assertiveness posted on my web site.

EFFECTIVE LISTENING
Effective listening is very important, but it is not easy or automatic.  Some of the difficulties and barriers to effective listening are:

*
Not wanting to get involved

*
Being preoccupied or letting your mind wander, and not listening

*
Being so interested in what you have to say that you listen mainly to find an opening to get the floor

*
Formulating and listening to your own message or rebuttal to what the other person is saying

*
Listening to your own personal beliefs about what is being said

*
Evaluating and making judgments about the communicator or the message

*
Holding negative attitudes toward the other person

*
Not asking for clarification, even when you know that you do not understand.

When we listen effectively, we try to understand what the person is thinking and/or feeling from the other person's own perspective. There is a real distinction between merely hearing the words and really listening for the message.  Our viewpoint may be different and we may not necessarily agree with the person, but, as we listen, we need to try to understand from the other's perspective. To listen effectively, we must be actively involved in the communication process, not just listening passively.  People don’t know they are being listened to unless the listener makes some type of response. Active (aka reflective) listening involves paraphrasing and clarifying the message in different words, conveying understanding and acceptance.

We all act and respond on the basis of our understanding, and too often there is a misunderstanding that neither party is aware of. Active listening provides for verification of the message being sent, and correction of understanding before acting on it.  Active listening has other possible benefits, including the following:

*
It helps people spot flaws in their reasoning when they hear it played back without criticism.

*
If we listen so we can accurately understand the other's view, we can also be more effective in discovering the flaws in our own position.

*
Sometimes a person just needs to be heard and acknowledged before the person is willing to consider an alternative or soften his /her position.

*
It is often easier for a person to listen to and consider the other's position when that person knows the other is listening and considering his/her position.

*
It also helps identify areas of agreement so the areas of disagreement are put in perspective and are diminished rather than magnified.

*
It is a very effective response when the other person is angry, hurt, or expressing difficult feelings toward you, especially in relationships that are important to you.

Some tips for effective listening (largely borrowed from various sources):

1.
Stop the talking in your mind. If you're talking, you're not listening.

2.
Open space in your mind for what the other has to say.  Quiet your mind and focus your attention on listening without prior expectations.

3.
Focus and let the other person know you are focused by doing such things as maintaining eye contact (unless in a culture where this is considered impolite) and giving non-verbal clues such as acting interested, nodding your head when appropriate, and leaning toward the other person (avoid looking at your watch or at other people or activities, don’t cross your arms).

4.
Be empathic and nonjudgmental. You can be accepting and respectful of the person and their feelings and beliefs without agreeing with them or giving up your own position.

5.
Paraphrase and use your own words in reflecting your understanding of the message; parroting back the exact original words is annoying and ineffective.

6.
Avoid repeating the same form of response, such as “What I heard you say was...”

7.
Respond to expressed feelings before responding to content

8.
Don't respond to just the meaning of the words, look for the feelings or intent beyond the words.  Depending on the purpose of the interaction and your understanding of what is relevant, you could reflect back your understanding of the other person’s account of the facts, thoughts and beliefs, feelings, wants, hopes, etc.

9.
Inhibit your impulse to immediately answer questions. Sometimes people ask questions when they really want to express themselves and are not open to hearing an answer.

10.
Encourage the speaker to continue. Especially over the phone, hearing no response feels like no one is listening.

11.
Know when to switch from active listening to making a response. Once you have verified that you accurately understand a key part of the other’s message, it may be appropriate to respond.

ADVOCACY & INQUIRY
Unfortunately, most of us, most of the time, communicate in ways that are prone to error and that do not provide ways of detecting or correcting the errors.  There seldom is sufficiently complete, precise, relevant, timely, verifiable communication about important issues - among the individuals who need to deal with the issues.

Reliable, productive communication requires a combination of advocacy and  inquiry, plus skill in using each effectively. “Advocacy” is used here to mean advocating a position, arguing for it, and arguing against other positions or points of view.  “Inquiry” refers to asking questions with a sincere desire to understand another person’s position or point of view, its implications, as the other person sees it, and his/her reasons for that position. Inquiry is not asking perfunctory or rhetorical questions for effect,  or trick questions to put the other person on the defensive

One of the primary causes for communication errors is that we tend to devote most of our talk to advocating a position and repeatedly arguing for it against competing positions, and do relatively little inquiry regarding the meanings and reasoning of others. We also tend to do too little inquiry regarding reactions to our own comments, to ensure that we and the others in a dialogue share the same understanding about what is being communicated, and to provide a basis for dealing with differences in positions.  Increasing the amount and effectiveness of honest, sincere inquiry is a very important way of reducing errors in and improving the effectiveness of two-way communication.

LADDER OF INFERENCE MODEL
It is important in any group and/or organization to establish and maintain a reliable exchange of valid and verifiable information about important problems and issues.  This requires the ability to discriminate among four types of information: description, inference, attribution, and evaluation.  A description is a (hopefully objective and reasonably accurate) report of what was said and done during a particular experience or observation.  An inference is a conclusion about what happened, derived from beliefs or what are thought to be facts.  An attribution is an ascribed, inferred, or assumed cause, characteristic, or motive of another person.  An evaluation is a judgment about the value or "goodness" of a statement or action by another person (and frequently takes the form of a generalized evaluation of the value or goodness/badness of that person).  The Ladder of Inference Model is a useful tool for helping individuals improve their interactions by becoming more aware of and discriminating among these four very different types of information and their use in communication. The model can help improve both sending and receiving communications.

This model represents different ways that individuals make sense of and deal with everyday events.  Individuals select and process certain aspects of an event, and introduce elements from outside this event into their processing, with the result affecting their thinking, feeling, and interactions.  These outside elements lead to inferences, attributions, and evaluations that may have considerable error relative to objective descriptions of the same events.  The further an individual moves or extrapolates from the actual, original data (i.e., the verbatim words spoken and observable actions made by individuals), the greater is the potential error.  This model can be useful in helping individuals reduce such errors and the resulting interpersonal problems.

The Ladder of Inference model describes several levels on which an individual may be operating – levels of extrapolation from the here-and-now data. The levels start with the data (the actual statements and actions) and move progressively further away from the data, e.g., as illustrated in the levels shown on the next page (read from bottom to top).  The boundaries between the levels can be fuzzy, and an individual can be operating at more than one level in a single event.  However, it is not necessary that we identify exactly what level(s) corresponds to a particular response.  The important thing is to realize how far away from the data I am operating and recognize how this makes me prone to error.  Such realization can, hopefully, lead me (or another person) to operate closer to the data and reexamine my initial assumptions and inferences.

5. EVALUATION (of the other person)

4. ATTRIBUTION (assumed cause or motive of the other)

3. INFERENCE (interpretation & conclusion about what we think happened)

2. SELECTIVE & PARTIAL FOCUS (on some part of what was said or done)

1. DESCRIPTION (accurate recounting of the observed actions &/or verbatim statements of the other)

0. DATA (verbatim words said and/or specific actions taken)

In the following illustration of this model, we consider a situation in which two individuals, X and Y, were participants - and then we consider a range of possible interpretations and responses by X to the actions of and verbatim words spoken by Y (i.e., "the data").  Briefly, the data are:

X and Y are both VPs, reporting to the president of a company.  In an executive staff meeting X has just made a proposal to develop a new line of business.    Y leans forward and speaks, rather loudly:  "Certainly the company needs some new business options.  This is a creative, interesting idea, but I have a lot of questions.  What is the basis for your conclusion that this project would break-even in less than one year?"
Now, let's consider a range of possible ways that X might make sense of this brief interaction.  Four different possibilities are summarized below, in order of increasing distance or extrapolation from the original data.  These possibilities are referred to as different levels on the "ladder of inference," a model in which increasing extrapolation beyond the original data is represented as operating at higher (not better) levels on the ladder.

1.  X could possibly describe (report objectively and accurately) what Y said and did (level 1 above); however, it is likely that X would operate at one or more levels removed from the verbatim data to select and derive meaning (make sense) of what happened.  It is likely that X will at least move to level 2 on the ladder of inference, in which X selects a  portion of Y's observable actions and verbatim words for attention, e.g., X might select and focus on Y's statement:

... but I have a lot of questions..." and that Y was speaking loudly.
2.  X may move away from the data to level 3 on the ladder of inference.  At this level, X might infer or attribute meaning, which may be quite different from the verbatim statements and likely goes beyond the common cultural meaning of the statements.  Inferences at this level are quite specific to the individual.  One possible example of X's thinking could be:

Y is trying to make me look bad and shoot down my proposal.
3.  X may move further away from the data to level 4 by developing attributions about Y's motives, for example:

Y wants to eliminate me from competition for the next promotion.
4.  X may move even further from the data to level  5 of the ladder of inference by developing conclusions and evaluations of Y and his/her actions and utterances, for example:

Y is a {expletives deleted} lazy bureaucrat who wouldn't know a good idea if it hit him in the face!  He's not willing to hustle and make things happen, but doesn't want anyone else to make him look bad by their accomplishments.  The president should have fired him years ago!
It should be clear that, each time X operates at a higher level on the ladder of inference, she/her moves further away from the actual data about what occurred in the event and, therefore, is more prone to error.  Also, as one operates further up the ladder, it is increasingly likely that the inferences, attributions, and evaluations of different participants will differ.  For example, an alternative inference at level 3 (which might be the inference made by a different individual observing the same event) is:

Y is asking some important questions that X didn't address in his presentation.  Y is really looking after the company's interests and future.
The Ladder of Inference Model can be used to help individuals recognize the kinds of inferences they are making, the assumptions implicit in these inferences, the conclusions they lead to, and the effects that acting on these assumptions and inferences have in specific situations.  Such insights are likely to be generalizable to the individuals' organizational and other life settings.  Then, the model can be used to help individuals consider that there are other alternative inferences, learn to inquire and check out potential inferences, and ultimately act in more effective ways.  For example, individuals can be helped to learn from a specific event by slowing down and focusing on the inferences and implicit assumptions they are using in abstracting conclusions from the original data of this event.  Usually, these inferential processes are done quickly and tacitly, without awareness - so an individual may usually needs assistance in reconstructing his/her implicit assumptions and reexamining the inferences and attributions made. This kind of analysis can help individuals learn about their typical response patterns and become more skillful in recognizing and avoiding such ineffective patterns as they deal with future events.

EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION ILLUSTRATION AND EXERCISE
Outlined below is a recommended outline or protocol and an illustration of its application in a brief segment of a communication between two individuals. It illustrates their attempts to use (imperfectly) effective listening, inquiry and advocacy, and operating at levels 1 and 2 on the Ladder of Inference. This illustration is more detailed and formalized than would be necessary in many situations, but this is done intentionally both to make the steps clear and to provide a guide for a similar exercise to help individuals learn to have more reliable communications (i.e., an exercise in which two individuals practice two-way communications that use this protocol with this level of detail and care, and with a facilitator to ensure that they do not take "short-cuts").

Protocol for Sending a Message of Advocacy
1.
Advocate your position.

2.
Illustrate the point you have advocated.

3.
Verify that what the other person heard you say is what you intended to say.

4.
Inquire about the other person's reactions (to), questions, and concerns about what you said.

5.
Verify that what you heard the other person say about his/her reactions, questions, and concerns is what the other person intended to say (iterate/dialogue until this is so).

Protocol for Receiving and Responding to a Message of Advocacy
1.
Once you have heard someone advocate a position:


(a)  Verify that what you heard is what the person intended you to hear, by summarizing what you heard.


(b)  If the point advocated was not illustrated, ask for an example

2.
Once you have verified the advocacy and illustration, share your comments, questions, and concerns about what was advocated.

3.
Verify that what the other person heard you say is what you intended to say (iterate/dialogue until this is so).

Illustration of Sending and Receiving a Message
	X (SVP of Sales & Marketing advocating a position)
	Y (person receiving a message of advocacy)

	Advocating:    “I believe we need to change the organization by moving the Underwriting Department from the Finance  Division to the  Sales and Marketing Division, and by changing the incentives.  It’s ridiculous to have these continual battles between underwriting and the sales staff!”
	

	
	Active listening & verifying:  “You’re concerned about ongoing conflicts between Underwriting and Sales, and think we can solve this by moving Underwriting to the Sales & Marketing Division.”  (Pause to give X chance to correct, if necessary, then inquire for illustration) “Will you please say more about how this might operate?”

	Illustrating:   “The underwriters need to be responsible to see that we get new business.  We could agree on this now and make the change as soon as the analysis for the end of this month is complete.”
	

	
	Verifying:  “You believe we can stop conflict between Underwriting and Sales by reorganizing, and that we should do it right away - is that right?”

	Modifying a verification summary, after the other gave a summary that seemed materially different from what X intended to say. Also added new specifics at the end:   “That is an important part of what I wanted to say.  I also said that we need to move Underwriting under the Sales & Marketing Division, and that we should change the incentives for the underwriters to make them want to get new business, rather than fighting the sales staff.” 
	

	Checking for verification, when Y doesn’t volunteer one:  “Would you mind summarizing my proposal, just to make sure we both have the same understanding of what I’m proposing?”
	

	
	Verifying a modification:  “You believe we should reorganize by moving Underwriting into the Sales & Marketing Division, and also that we should create incentives for the underwriters that will reward them for new business - and you believe we should make the changes by next month. You believe these changes will reduce or eliminate the conflicts between Underwriting and Sales.  Is that right?”

	Provide More re Verification:  “Yes, that’s right.”
	

	
	Inquire for an Illustration:  “Would you mind giving me a concrete example of how this might work?”

	Illustrating:  “We could agree on the organization change now and make it effective after the underwriting analysis for the end of this month is complete.  It would take longer to design the new incentive system for the underwriters, but we could start on it immediately. The underwriters should have at least half their incentive based on getting new business.”
	

	
	Verify:  “So, half of the underwriters’ incentive should be linked to getting new business, which would make them likely to pull in the same direction as the sales staff.

	Verify: Yes.

Search/Inquire, since Y didn’t volunteer any reaction:  “What do you think about my proposal?”
	

	
	Share a Concern and Inquire Further:  “Here’s a concern I have and I would like to hear your thinking about it.  The company needs to get new business, but this should be good business, profitable business.  The sales staff incentives reward them for bringing in any kind of business.  Underwriting tries to ensure that quotes for new business will be good for the company.  If we eliminate the current checks and balances, I’m afraid we will write a lot of poor business and dump the company’s profitability down the drain!”

	Verify Accuracy of Understanding the Other’s Concerns:  “OK, you are concerned that, if we make the changes I described, we will lose important checks and balances between Sales and Underwriting, and will write a lot of business that is not very profitable.  Is that right?”
	

	
	Response, Followed by additional dialogue between the parties:   “Yes,.....


FEEDBACK
Feedback can provide learning opportunities for each of us if we can use the observations and reactions of others to become more aware of the consequences of our behavior.  Personal feedback can help us become more aware of what we do, how we do it, and how it affects others - which can help us modify behaviors and become more effective in our interactions with others.  Giving and receiving feedback requires courage, skill, understanding, and respect for self and others.

You will be more effective in giving feedback when you:

1.  Are specific, rather than general

2.  Deal with descriptions of observed behavior of the receiver, rather than inferences, attributions, or evaluations  (and focus the descriptions in terms of "more or less" rather than "either-or")

3.  “Own” the feedback by reporting your reactions and the impact on you, rather than labeling the characteristic or attributing intentions of the receiver (e.g., use "I-statements")

4.  Provide feedback that is verifiable (e.g., include specific examples) to allow the receiver to verify whether the feedback data accurately represent events and behaviors

5.  Acknowledge the receiver's freedom of choice about making changes, rather than pressure her/him to accept the feedback and change

6.  Check to make sure the receiver understands your message in the way you intend it.  Use an effective communication process that checks for understanding by the receiver

7.  Sincerely intend to be helpful, rather than to correct, belittle, or punish.

One useful form for giving feedback is:

When you (said or did)________, I felt ________, because ________

Some effective openers for giving interpersonal feedback are:

*  "Something is bothering me.  May I share it with you?"

*  "May I give you some feedback about...?"

*  "I would like to talk with you about something important in our relationship; is it OK to talk now? (or “can we set a time to talk?”)

Some suggestions when receiving feedback:

*  Try to hear, inquire, and understand the feedback you receive - and resist the natural tendency to explain or rationalize the behavior at issue

*  Summarize your understanding of the feedback you receive and verify that you understood what the other person meant

*  Share your thoughts and feelings about the feedback

8 Rex Mitchell 1998-2009, last modified 9/19/09
