Advanced communication skills

“Seek first to understand, then to be understood”

Stephen Covey

The starting point for really effective communication is the willingness to put yourself in the other person’s shoes: put your own perspective aside while you imagine viewing the situation from their point of view.  Once you have understood their world and communicated this effectively to them, the other person is much more likely to be willing to listen to understand your perspective.
Barriers to effective communication:

· Inattention – allowing distractions to intervene

· Listening until there is something to say – interrupting or part-listening while rehearsing what to say

· Hearing what is expected – allowing prejudgements or your own perspective to color what you hear

· Listening for points of disagreement – looking for an opportunity to attack instead of focusing on positives

· Feeling defensive – allowing your own emotions to cloud the message

Skills:

Ask questions

· to seek clarification

· to get further information

· to probe deeper

· reflective questions to defuse emotion, create understanding, communicate empathy
· use open-ended, neutral questions to explore their perception without imposing yours

Demonstrate listening and genuine interest

· use supportive and encouraging words

· reflection – repeat back key statements they make in their original words

· paraphrasing – repeat back what they say in your words to check your understanding

· summarizing – to clarify, pace the conversation, gain agreement and keep conversation on track

Non-verbal skills
· supportive gestures – smiles, nods of the head

· eye contact – direct but not staring

· note taking – where appropriate

· look interested – facing speaker, leaning slightly forward, calm manner, open facial expression and body language
· use silence to prompt further exploration – don’t feel the need to fill gaps in the conversation
Observe the speaker and listen for what is not said, as well as for what is said.  Pay attention to signs of mismatch between the verbal and non-verbal messages they give, or between what they say they believe and how they have acted.  Provide feedback on this mismatch if you think it would be helpful.
