Seven communication tips an effective leader must have 

If persuasion is what you want, the email, voice mail, telephone and telefax are “poor” channels. If you want to put your workers on the vision trip, look into their eyes and tell them your mission.

Small things have great effects. For example, communication is something every Dick and Harry do. Yet, it carries such a great deterministic power that the success or failure of any union depends on its proper use! Bad or no communication trips collective balance and unleashes disintegration. For example, communication failure among European powers was essentially responsible for the outbreak of World War I, some historians say. And in an organisation, it’s easy to see how a communication failure can wreck things up. It taxies the organisation along the path of division for a sorry flight to workers’ disloyalty, apathy and aloofness. The organisation’s fibres wouldn’t cohere; and the lack of cohesion would hinder motivation for progress. Workers would work for the pay; but they would be unwilling to go the extra-mile to achieve anything extraordinary for the organisation. The vision trip then would have on board a bunch of grumbling, petty, uncommitted men. Men ever ready to jump ship at the least rolling of billows!

Conversely, good communication ensures corporate homeostasis and helps move things up. It gives rise to a bond of peace, a pervasive sense of fraternity, unity and mutualism. The effect of all this is internal cohesion; which helps inject workers with motivation for progress. This makes the vision trip a jolly ride of one happy throng. The end is all-round growth for the organisation. Leadership communication is, therefore, passing a message to an audience by any appropriate means such that the audience understands the message, accepts it and reacts to it according to the sender’s expectation! I admit this is a rather stringent view of effective communication in that it includes persuasion and attitude change in the effects.

Many leaders may agree that good communication results in successful transmission, acceptance, and understanding of information or a message. But some may frown at the idea that it must result in persuasion. Their experience won’t agree with this prediction. For, many a leader can remember various instances when communication fails to move people to any action leading to change. I won’t deny such a failure occurs. But, while some of the people may choose to shrug off the charm of effective communication, the majority often succumbs to it. The Bullet Theory of communication doesn’t always hold. But that doesn’t mean its claims are totally false. Other things being equal, when messages are communicated effectively, they catch.

It isn’t, however, my purpose to explore rare cases of communication failure. I’m out to share with you the factors of good communication that enhance organisational growth and stability. Factors that most leaders can testify play a crucial workplace role in calming storms, fuelling zeal and making the workforce go marching as to war.

Now, effective communication isn’t necessarily a function of eloquence or oratory. You don’t need to be a Cicero in order to be a good communicator-leader. Fluency does help; and eloquence can play the catalyst. But the effective communicator requires more than a gift of gab. A lot of wordsmiths with feline tongue and nimble pen are bad communicators. Figurative language, good phrasing and flawless grammar may count as inputs of good communication; but they are not the hub. To get anticipated results through communication in leadership, here are seven things you must do:

* Examine the message. Ensure that you prepare your message well. By this I mean: make it right in both content and context. Simple, it seems! But I’m not sure all leaders take all pains to tidy the content and context of their message before sending it. By content I mean the hard facts. By context I mean the human factors controlling delivery of the message. Certainly, not all leaders possess and apply the diligence of Winston Churchill that helps ensure an oral or written communication is strong, deep, sensible and credible enough to galvanise its audience. Churchill spent hours rewriting and rehearsing his speeches. No wonder, they contributed to Britain’s resilience and victory in World War II.

I guess every leader knows what he wants to say and gets the content right either on paper or in oral speech. But how many of us worry about how our message may impact the sensibilities of our audience? In delivering his message, the leader should consider the emotional intelligence of his audience, their capacity to receive, understand and react to dissonant messages without feeling dehumanised. Naturally, nobody suffers criticisms gladly. And everybody wants to hear what they like to hear. If you’re always hitting the people with the bullets of brutal facts, you can’t convince them to buy into your plans. Yes, you’re the boss and you can fire dissenters. But dissenters know they can be fired, so they hide. The upshot of this is the emergence of a hibernating, discontent, disloyal workforce. This is one reason why many change-efforts fail. The workforce kills the dream.

It isn’t easy to inspire the workforce with a barrage of bare facts lampooning their shortcomings. You would only succeed whipping up self-pity, anger, despair and forlorn. Imagine a leader seeking to increase employees’ productivity in order to trigger growth. Here is a part of his address to his line officers. (Let’s call him Mr Frank).

Mr. Frank: “… I must say I’m not impressed one bit about your performances … The last quarter has witnessed rapid reduction in turnover and actual sales, and you line officers show no concern. The workforce is docile and wrapped up in slothfulness – and you line officers don’t bother. Now, I won’t stay here as CEO fiddle-playing while this great organisation drowns in red. Some of you will be laid off… At least, that will prove to the lazy drones that we mean business…”

Not even in the military will such bare facts inspire or motivate anyone to give their total best. Mr Frank spoke with tongue dipped in gall. He was unmindful of the human context of his message. I bet those officers would leave the meeting with one idea: It’s time to look elsewhere for a job. Hard facts need be delivered with understanding of human sensibilities and frailty.

The right context would demand that Mr Frank reword his message and “cool” the tone and mood of its delivery. With graceful tone and concerned but non-vindictive mood, he could make his message more persuasive and less scathing, thus:

“Our performances haven’t been too encouraging. See, the last quarter has witnessed rapid reduction in turnover and actual sales – and I suppose all of us are worried by the sharp decline. Our workforce can perform better so I would want to know what else the organisation can do to increase productivity. This is my duty as CEO. Let’s act fast. For a continuous decline in a company’s fortunes will in the end result in downsizing. However, I believe we can move things up and avoid the pain of lay-offs …”

Whether in writing or speaking, effective communicator-leaders weigh their words and put them in context. Of course, effective communication doesn’t foreclose rebukes and reprimands. But an effective leader would rein in deviants in plain words shorn of insults.

* Establish the right working climate
Working climate relates to how the workers are treated and valued. It shows in the quality and type of relationship that exists between the leader and the workforce. Dr John A. Kline, the academic provost of Air University has identified three basic climates: (1) Dehumanised. (2) Over-humanised. (3) Situational. 

The first climate treats workers as machines, discourages initiatives and creativity and thrives on command-and-control structures. The second climate places workers’ personal welfare above organisational goals. It advocates promotion of workers’ self-worth, avoids schism and favours decision-making by consensus. The third climate combines features of dehumanised and over-humanised climates. It’s an approach that harmonises individual and organisational goals. I call it “fair deal” climate. This approach ensures workers are “whipped” into line when the situation demands maximum control. And when it’s necessary to adjust the organisation’s policy to boost workers’ satisfaction, it’s done. Each climate has its own catalytic effect on effective communication in the workplace. I won’t dwell on the effects here; but will tell you the best approach leaders seeking success should use. 

If you seek to excel in using communication as human influence strategy, I recommend “situational climate”. It confers credibility on the leadership because of the fair-deal equitable symbiotic relationship it fosters. Owing to the leader’s sincerity and fairness, the audience is more positively exposed and responsive to his messages. For this reason, strategic communication under “situational climate” probably is the most effective for real organisational change.

*Engage the right channel
In this modern time of a vast array of communication technology, leaders are tempted to adopt the cheapest, fastest and safest technology to send their messages. Writing in The Technology Management Handbook (1998), Dr Terry Pearce, the leadership communication scholar, noted that: “There seems to be general agreement that some messages just do not lend themselves to technology.” Such messages are communications intended to inspire people to go for change. Studies have shown that no medium has the power of human speech delivered face-to-face with the audience. 
Research by Albert Mehrabian (of the University of California LA) in the 1970s on how people understand and draw conclusions about what they hear showed that people rely on the words only for 7% of their judgement, 38% on voice quality and 55% from other physical cues such as gestures, body movements, space, etc. Thus, as regards persuasion, the email, voice mail, telephone and telefax are “poor” channels. If you want to put your workers on the vision trip, look into their eyes and tell them your mission.

(To be continued)

