Mentoring Skills: Communication
"Communication is a prerequisite for trust, and trust is a prerequisite for a successful mentoring connection."
Open lines of communication are necessary in order for a mentoring partnership to be successful. Both parties must be open minded, willing to listen to new or different ideas, and be able to give honest, direct, and tactful responses. 
Effective communication is a two-way process. Effective communication is influenced by the organizational culture, or the values and norms within the environment. It involves a "sender" who has a message. The sender sends the message via a specific "channel," (speaks, writes, etc), to the "receiver." The "receiver" receives the message on another specific "channel," (listens, reads). The receiver then replies to the original message in the same way. It is also critical to be aware of how the environment, values, organizational norms and culture will all influence the way people send and receive messages. (See diagram).   

 

"Most people don’t want to hear your problems, but almost everyone loves to give advice." (Peddy, 1998, p.26).
Listening

Communication is an intricate part of our lives. The speed and accessibility of communication today has changed the way our society functions. From the Internet and email to pagers and cellular phones, the developing speed of communication has had a phenomenal impact on our world. Our society is moving so rapidly that we sometimes forget an important part of communication: the lost art of listening. 

Listening can be a difficult skill to master. This applies to all people, and it applies regardless of rank, age, social status, etc. Listening requires time and patience. A mentor should avoid arriving on the scene as a subject matter expert and begin "to offer simplistic solutions to complex problems." (Peddy, 1998, p. 50). Careful listening will ensure you completely understand the situation and how it affects that individual, before you begin to discuss the issue. 
 There is more to listening than just nodding your head politely, and hoping that you will get your chance to speak soon. You must focus and understand what is being said. Listen for what you hear and what is ‘unspoken.’ When you are unclear of the message ask for clarity. 
There are two types of listening: Passive Listening and Active Listening 
Passive Listening

Passive listening is when a listener does not provide verbal feedback. The intended receiver (audience) may not even be aware that his or her body language is continuously sending messages. Since the receiver interprets these messages, it opens the possibility for a receiver to interpret a completely different message than what the sender is trying to communicate.  

"Sometimes passive listening is appropriate. If your protégé wants to air a gripe, vent frustration, or express an opinion, you may want to listen passively." (United States Coast Guard, "Mentoring Program" 1998, p. 3). 
As a participant you should never feel as if you must always have the answers or that you are obligated to have the answer all the time. There are occasions when just listening is enough. A sender may form new ideas or even resolve his or her own conflict, simply by talking about his or her issue and having someone listen. It gives that person a chance to ‘get things off their chest,’ and ‘to get their thoughts together.’ 
"Respectful listening is the ability to become absorbed in what the other person is saying about her problem, treating her words as confidential communication, not injecting our own views, opinions or suggestions. When respectful listening occurs, the other person has an opportunity to gain insight into her problem by articulating it, to sort things out, perhaps to develop some alternative solution, and almost always to gain emotional release and relief from the quandary which besets her." (Shea, 1992, p. 47).

Active Listening

Active listening is providing verbal responses to a sender. These verbal responses are simply a way to let the sender know that the audience (receiver) understands what sender is trying to communicate. 
 One way of doing this is to ask questions to ensure you understand. If you are not clear on a particular point ask the sender to elaborate. Your questions will clarify for the sender whether you truly understand or require additional information. For example ask, "What do you mean by this…?" Ensure you ask open-ended questions that encourage additional explanation. 
Another way of communicating to the sender that you understand is paraphrasing. Rephrase in your own words what you think the sender is trying to say. "Let me make sure I understand, you are saying that…." 

People will notice if you are an active listener. People will have a tendency to gravitate towards you and trust is much easier to establish. 
"Soldiers listen to leaders who listen to them." (FM 22-100 Military Leadership, p. 5, 1999). 
 

Some tips for active listening are:

· Stop talking: You can’t listen when you’re talking.

· Make eye contact: Look at the person, this will help you concentrate, and it tells the sender you are interested in what they have to say.

· Avoid distractions: Shut the door; don’t answer the phone; do not allow interruptions; do not keep things in your hands.
· Avoid interrupting: Allow the sender to finish what they are trying to say; do not interrupt the sender.

· Hold your fire: Ensure you completely understand the sender’s point before you draw conclusions. Refrain from getting excited, control your emotions, and learn not to get angry.

"Capitalize on thought speed: On average, a person speaks at 125 words a minute. But people process what they hear at almost four times that speed. Do not let your mind wander while you are waiting for the persons next point." (United States Coast Guard, 1998, p.14).  
· Empathize: Try to see the situation from the other person’s perspective. ‘Take a walk in the other person’s shoes.’
· Concentrate: Make a conscious effort to focus on what the sender is saying. Make eye contact: Look at the person; this will help you concentrate, and it tells the sender you are interested in what he has to say.

· Listen for feelings: How something is said is just as important as what is said. Tone of voice can specify the magnitude of the issue to the sender.
·   Recognize your own prejudice: Be aware of your feelings about the subject, the occasion, and the sender. Make an impartial assessment of what is being said. 
· Ask questions: Ask for the sender to elaborate when you need clarification. Avoid antagonizing the sender or asking questions that will embarrass or demean the sender. 
·  Be Patient:  Allow the speaker time to formulate his or her ideas. Ensure you let the speaker complete what they are saying before replying. 
·   Put the speaker at ease:  Let the speaker know you will not take offense to honest and meaningful input. Ensure they are relaxed and comfortable.  Allow the speaker to speak freely.
· React to ideas, not people:  Ensure that the focus of your reaction is on the issue at hand. Avoid reacting to the person communicating or the way they are communicating.  
"Conflict is not usually about the issue but how it’s handled." (King, 1999, p.1)
Feedback

Feedback is an important part of the communication process. Feedback is letting the sender know that you understand the message he or she is trying to convey. When the receiver (audience) completely understands the message, he or she can provide a viewpoint based on experience, facts, or intuition on the subject. 
There are two types of feedback: Verbal and Non-verbal. 
Non-verbal Feedback

"65%-85% of communication is through body language. What makes this even more startling, is that we don’t know what our body language looks like because we can’t see it."(King, 1999, p.1).

Recent studies show correlations between the use of facial expressions by popular political leaders during public speaking and their tendency to have high public approval ratings.Think about how you have reacted to an astonishing or shocking moment in your life. Chances are someone may have approached you after the fact and said, "I wish you could have seen your face," or "I wish I had a camera, your expression was priceless." There are countless anecdotes that clearly illustrate the fact that body language plays a large role in the way we communicate. 
The way we sleep, eat, stand, sit, work make eye contact, or cross our arms… everything we do communicates a message about who we are or perhaps provides insight into what we are thinking. If the receiver does not provide verbal feedback to a sender, there is no way for the sender to know how the message is being received. The receiver may communicate a message inadvertently through body language. 
Be aware of your posture and positioning when speaking. Slumping in your chair or slouching as you stand may suggest boredom, fatigue, or other reasons for disinterest. Crossed arms are typically a defensive position. Crossed arms may also suggest contempt. Ensure that you have good eye contact with the sender as this demonstrates you are interested in what they are saying. Be aware of the length of your eye contact. Avoid staring at the sender; avert your eyes appropriately. Staring may make a sender uncomfortable or suggest aggression. Averting your eyes occasionally suggests contemplation of the sender’s message. 
Body language sends powerful messages. Remember the old cliché "Actions speak louder than words." 
Verbal Feedback 

Verbal feedback is an orally communicated reply to a sent message. The ability to clearly and concisely articulate your thoughts and ideas is an acquired skill. 
Here are some general guidelines to follow for giving feedback: 
· First ensure you understand the message that is being sent. If you are unsure of a particular point, ask the sender to clarify the area of uncertainty. If you think you understand, then verify this with the sender. Paraphrase or restate what you think is the focus of the sender’s message. 
· Next determine what kind of feedback the sender is seeking. For example, the sender may be looking to vent or to get something of his or her chest. If this is the case, the only feedback desired is as explained in the role of the active listener. If you are still not sure, ask the sender what kind of response if any he or she desires. In many cases, especially in a formal mentoring relationship, the sender is looking for more in depth verbal feedback. How in depth the feedback may be is described in the following two subjects.  
1.      The sender is looking for your opinion on the subject. Explain how the message impacts you or how you think the message will impact others. Use examples of similar situations you have been involved in the past that are related to the current event. 
2.      The sender may be looking for your advice. What would you do if you were in the sender’s place? 
· Describe how you perceive the message. This is your perspective, but avoid being overtly critical of the message. This may provoke a defensive reaction from the original sender. Your perspective should leave the original sender feeling that he or she has the option to use or decline your feedback. 
· Be specific, leaving no room for interpretation.
· Use ‘I messages’ when addressing issues (non-direct). Avoid using ‘You messages,’ language that suggests blaming or judgmental behavior and may be perceived as defensive.
· “You need to clean up those reports.”
vs.
“If I were you, I would work on improving those reports.”
· Ensure feedback is directed towards the issues the original sender may control. Avoid reminding the original sender of the issues they cannot control.  Doing so will only add to the sender’s frustration. 
· Give feedback consistently and timely. This allows the original message sender to become accustomed to when you will offer feedback.   
· Be willing to receive feedback on your feedback. Be willing to accept another’s opinion even if you do not agree.  Accept it for what it is…an opinion…use that opinion as you wish.  
· Do not feel you must have an answer for everything. Do not try to psychoanalyze the sender’s message. Refer problems or issues that need professional help to the appropriate sources. 
"Authentic dialogue promotes mature self-governing work teams who ‘walk the talk’.” (Sinetar, 1998, p.75).
It is not only what you say but also the way you say things that are equally important. Feedback can be given in several different ways as the following scenario illustrates. As you read through the different responses, consider which approach you feel is most effective and why.

Scenario:

A fellow coworker has received word that someone else was awarded a competitive new position. The coworker has this to say, "That figures! It doesn’t matter how hard you work or what you know, it’s who you know. That is how you move up around here."  
Various feedback options available to a receiver:  
Intimidating: "You better not say that kind of thing."  
Commanding: "Stop feeling sorry for yourself."  
Criticizing: "Saying that will not help you."  
Demeaning: "You sound like a child when you say that.’  
Appealing: "You should be glad you have the chance to try."  
Suggesting: "Try something new."  
Confirming: "You are right, you always seem to fail."  
Interpreting: "You are just feeling stressed out."  
Comforting: "Don’t worry about it, you will be just fine."  
Diverting: "You had a better chance than me. I would have never even had a chance."  
Searching: "Why do you feel like you can’t get anything done?"  
Well-wishing: "I think you really deserved the position. It is too bad you didn’t." 
There are a variety of ways a person can respond to any given situation. In the case above, each response is geared toward the same desired outcome. Which way would work better or is more likely to achieve the intended response? Which response is more likely to escalate the situation? How do you react to situations like the above?   
Consider how you like to receive information and understand that others may prefer a different method.  Understanding how you mentor and/or how your protégé’s preferred style of communication is different or similar can make the difference in building trust in the early stages of your mentoring partnership.
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