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Harassment or discrimination of any kind will  

not be tolerated at OPSEU functions.  
 

Whenever OPSEU members gather, we welcome all peoples of the 
world. We will not accept any unwelcoming words, actions or 
behaviours against our sisters and brothers.  
We accord respect to all persons, regardless of political affiliation, 
including people of colour, women, men, First Nations men and 
women, Métis or other Aboriginal peoples, members of ethno-racial 
groups, people with disabilities, gays, lesbians, bisexual, trans-
gendered/transsexual peoples, francophones and all persons whose 
first language is not English.  
In our diversity we will build solidarity as union sisters and brothers.  
If you believe that you are being harassed or discriminated against 
contact (specified names) * for immediate assistance.  
 
* It is the event coordinator’s responsibility to designate at least two 
qualified persons. The names and phones numbers of such persons 
must be listed. One of the designated members shall be female.  



 

 

 

By the end of this Session participants will be able to: 
� Choose the most effective mechanism for communicating each 
message to their members 

� Use non-verbal communication skills effectively 
� Recognize the non-verbal message when others are speaking 
� Match how they are saying something with the message they 
are conveying 

� Write and deliver an effective message 
 



 

 

 

 

Opening       30 mins 
� Welcome 
� Housekeeping 
� Statement of Respect 
� Introductions 

 
Methods of Communicating    15 mins 
 
How a Message is received    15 mins 
 
Non-Verbal Communication    30 mins 

� Exercise #1 
� Volunteer Role play 

 
How the Message is Said    40 mins 

� No 
� Exercise #2 Message in the Hat 

 
The Message      20 mins 

� Analyzing the Message 
� Exercise #3, Making a Statement 

 
Evaluations       10 mins 
 
 

 



 

 

 
We want to get to know each other a little better so we are going to 
imagine that it is election night at the local. Each of you is running 
for one of the officer positions (you choose which) President, Vice 
President, Chief Steward, Secretary and Treasurer. 
 
Candidates for each office have 1 minute to introduce themselves 
and tell us why you should be elected to the position. 
 
Let’s begin with candidates for the position of President. Could you 
please come forward to introduce yourself? 



 
 
What messages do you need to communicate to your 
members? 
 



 
 
 
 
What methods do your Locals use to communicate with the 
membership? 



 
 
 
 
What of your current communication efforts are working for 
you? 



 
 
 
What strategies are not working? Do you ever hear “I didn’t 
know” or “nobody told me”? 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 
TYPE OF 
COMMUNICATION 

 
EFFORT 

RICHNESS 
OF 
MESSAGE 

 
EFFECTIVENESS 

 
Newsletter 

 
Moderate 

 
High 

 
Low to Moderate 

 
Mail 

 
Low 

 
Moderate 

 
Low 

 
E-mail 

 
Low 

 
Moderate 

 
Low 

 
Phone Tree 

 
High 

 
Moderate 

 
Moderate 

 
Posting Notice 

 
Low 

 
Low 

 
Low 

 
One-on-One 

 
High 

 
High to 
Very High 

 
High to Very High 

 
Take a look at the list we developed of reasons we need to 
communicate with the membership and decide what method 
will work using the chart as a guide. 
 
 

 



 

 
 
 

WORDS

TONE

 BODY
LANG.

 

 

When a message is given, non verbal communication accounts for 

50% of how it is received.  Another 40% is accounted for in how you 

say the message.  That means that the actual words themselves only 

account for about 10% of how the message is received. 

 

 
 



 
 
As you saw in the communications pie chart a full fifty percent of the 
message received in communications comes from non verbal 
communications. This would include gestures, stance, posture and 
facial expression. 
 
Look at the photos in Exercise # 1 for the next few minutes 
and identify the emotion/attitude being portrayed. 
 
#1      #9 
 
#2      #10 
 
#3      #11 
 
#4      #12 
 
#5      #13 
 
#6      #14 
 
#7      #15 
 
#8       
 
 



 

 

Exercise 1 

 

 
 1    2 
 3    4 

 
     5 



 
   6       7 

 
   8    9 

 
10     11   12 
13     14   15 



 

 
 
Volunteer # 1 
 
You work at a Mental Health Facility and are a member of OPSEU.  
Your steward has approached you to convince you to attend tonight’s 
candle light vigil being held outside the hotel where bargaining is 
taking place. 



Volunteer # 2 
 
You are a steward for a Mental Health local of OPSEU. 
 
You’ve just been instructed by the mobilization committee to talk to 
your members about the candle light vigil being held tonight outside 
the hotel where bargaining is taking place. They want a huge crowd 
out to support the team 
 
Personally you think it is a dumb idea.  It’s cold out and besides the 
management team will be in bargaining and won’t even know you 
are out there.  There have been five demos already and you told 
your spouse that you would go to that play tonight. 
 
You guess you’ll have to talk to your members…it’s your job….but 
you’re not even sure that you’d show up yourself…even if you didn’t 
have tickets for the play. 
 
NOTE:   Talk to the member but let your own feelings show 
up in your posture, tone and attitude. 



 
 
So, did you notice a difference in the spoken and non verbal 
message? 
 
Facilitator record points on flipchart 
 
Which did you believe? 
 
Record results 
 
Would you come out for the vigil based on this steward’s 
presentation? 
 
Record Results 



 

 
 

Let’s practice fitting how we say something with what we are trying 
to achieve. 
 
Names of a number of participants will be drawn from an 
OPSEU hat. Those participants will in turn draw a message 
from a hat that they will then deliver.  Keep in mind the 
different elements that can be employed to match how you say it, to 
your message. 
 
The remaining participants will act as observers. Be prepared 
to give feedback after each presentation 
 

 
 
Local President to LEC 
 
I’m really excited about this new “Building Local Capacity” 
program the Union has introduced. I think that we should 
immediately tell our Staff Representative that we want to 
get involved in the program. 
 
Union Chair of LMC/ERC speaking at meeting with employer 
 
I understand that you don’t feel that you should go to the 
expense of outfitting the old storeroom with gym equipment 
for the employees. 
But, a gym would increase productivity by providing a place 
for employees to re-energize at lunch time instead of going 
out for a heavy lunch.  The improvement in productivity 
alone will more than cover the initial output for the gym. And 
don’t discount the positive effects of improved staff morale. 
 



 
President of Local to membership meeting where there is conflict 
over an agenda item being discussed. 
 
We’ve now heard from a few of you with very differing 
opinions on this subject. I’d now like to hear from the rest of 
the room. 
 
I’m going to go around the room and ask for everyone’s view 
but you are each limited to one sentence for your comments. 
 
 
Steward speaking to Corrections Officer at his jail. 
 
Joe, I heard you ragging on Sonja about calling in sick every 
month when she has the “curse” and the extra work it 
causes everyone else.  She is not a “creampuff”.… she was 
sick!  Calling her out like that in front of other officers was 
not only crude and cruel ……. It was a violation of the 
Human Rights Code. You owe the sister an apology and you 
need to get your act together.  No one is going to let you get 
away with that stuff anymore. 
 
 
 



 Union Health and Safety Representative speaking at Hospital Joint 
Committee Meeting. 
 
I have done some research into the cancer statistics for the 
city.  The rate of all types of cancer for the city is 2.7 cases 
per year per thousand people over the age of thirty.  In the 
last five years in our chemistry department there have been 
five cases of cancer in a department of 21 people.  
 
That means that 1.35% of the population is expected to get 
cancer in a five year period. Chemistry has had almost 20% 
of its population contract cancer in the same five years. 
 
Something is wrong and we need to find out what and 
correct it now! 
 
 
Local Treasurer explaining to an irate member at the general 
membership meeting why he was only paid the $35 per diem meal 
allowance and not his hotel expenses for attending as an alternate at 
his Attorney General Divisional meeting 
 
As I told you when I returned your expense claim form I 
cannot pay for a hotel bill without a receipt. You should call 
the hotel and have them issue a duplicate receipt and then 
the money will be reimbursed. 
 
 



Part time Community College Secretary asking members to send a 
member from the newly organized part time bargaining unit to 
convention as an observer. 
 
We have lobbied for the past fifteen years to be given the 
right to be unionized like our full time brothers and sisters. 
Having finally achieved that goal we have yet to negotiate 
our first collective agreement. 
 
Because we are not yet paying union dues we can only 
attend the convention as observers with voice but no vote.   
 
As the newest members of this local we urge you to allow us 
to exercise that right by electing a part time member to 
attend convention as an observer. 
 
We have waited long enough to be afforded the same rights 
as other CAAT employees.  Please don’t make us wait any 
longer for the valuable learning experience we can obtain by 
attending this year’s convention. 
 
 
Member rising on the floor of the General Membership Meeting of a 
MPAC local on a point of order 
 
Sister President, I rise on a point of order. I believe that the 
amendment you just accepted to change the donation of 
$500 to the Boys and Girls Club to $500 to the March of 
Dimes changes the intention of the motion. I would ask that 
you rule the amendment out of order. 
 
 



Chief Steward explaining to a member that her complaint about not 
getting the permanent job she had been backfilling had no merit at 
law. 
 
I can understand how frustrated you must be not to have 
been the successful candidate for the job you have been 
temporarily filling.  Unfortunately, Stephen also applied for 
the senior position and he has been working in the 
Department for almost as long as you have.  Given that he is 
qualified and has greater public health laboratory seniority 
than you, the contract is clear that he must be awarded the 
position. 
 
I made inquiries of the selection panel and have seen the 
results. You did very well. You and Stephen were deemed 
relatively equal after the competition and so he gets the 
position based on seniority. 
 
Why don’t we talk to the chief tech about your desire for 
advancement?  Maybe then you will be considered for the 
next temporary senior position and that will put you in an 
even better position the next time there is a permanent 
vacancy. 
 
 
A member of a CAAT academic local talking to one of the trustees. 
 
Why do we spend good money to send alternates and 
observers to the convention and divisional meeting?  People 
say that they are just a chance to get to Toronto to Party. 
 
I don’t want my money spent on parties in Toronto! 
 
 



Local Trustee to member complaining about sending alternates and 
observers to Convention and the Divisional Meeting. 
 
Our local decided to send alternates and observers to these 
meetings because it is one of the best ways to understand 
about the workings and decision making processes of OPSEU 
and the CAAT Academic Division. 
 
The alternates are there to replace the local delegates when 
they have to leave the floor of the meeting.  That gives them 
a taste of the responsibility that delegates have in 
representing this local in decision making. 
 
Those “parties” you’ve heard about are the hospitality suites 
that each Region hosts.  They have a cash bar and I 
sometimes think that more work and lobbying goes on in the 
hospitality suite than on the floor of the meeting.  The 
informality allows members, who would never go to a mike 
at the meeting, to express their feelings and wishes on a 
variety of issues before they come to the convention floor. 
 
I think that sending future leaders to these meetings gives 
us a big bang for the buck. 
 
 



Local President of a Ministry of Natural Resources local at a large 
Provincial Park to the Park Superintendent. 
 
I asked to speak to you privately today to inform you of an 
issue which at this point should be confidential.   
 
Three different members who work in the Parks Office have 
told me that they have personally witnessed their Supervisor 
accepting fees for Park Services and pocketing them when 
he thought no one could see. 
 
These members were very upset.  They like and respect this 
Supervisor.  They also know what he is going through at this 
time with the break-up of his marriage. I’ve asked these 
members not to discuss this situation with others, but if 
others mention seeing a similar problem they should refer 
them to me or you. 
 
We decided that it was our duty to report these incidents to 
you.  We all hope there is a legitimate explanation for what 
these members have witnessed.  Personally I don’t want to 
see my members blamed if there appears to be any shortage 
of funds.  
 
But again I hope that any investigation you might choose to 
pursue will reveal that there has been no wrongdoing. 



 
 

Now that we have covered the components of effective 
communication, let’s practice putting it all together.  Below is a list of 
topics you could be discussing with one of your members. 
 
Choose one of the subjects and write a 2 minute statement you will 
use to convey your message to the member. 
 
Be prepared to deliver your message effectively. 
 
Racism has no place in the workplace. 
 
It is important to support the bargaining team with our 
mobilizing efforts 
 
We have to do something to convince members that they 
need to stand up for their rights 
 
It’s tough to persuade the employer to put out much money 
on health and safety issues. 
 
I think what we need to do to make the Labour Management 
Meetings more effective is……….. 
 
I don’t think our local uses computer technology to full 
advantage. 
 
Here’s what we need to do to get the employer to take our 
grievances more seriously……… 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

NOV 2008 

 

 
 
 



 
 

 

Stephen Lewis  
One of the World's Most Respected Humanitarians 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Stephen Lewis is one of the world's most influential speakers on human rights, 
social justice and international development. The former UN Special Envoy for 
HIV/AIDS in Africa, he has been named by TIME  as one of the 100 Most 
Influential People In The World -- in the same category as The Dalai Lama and 
Nelson Mandela. 
 
A masterful orator, Lewis enthralls with keynotes on the fight against disease 
and poverty in the developing world: clarion calls that bring audiences to their 
feet -- sometimes to tears -- and that get them, whether citizens, governments, 
or corporations, to take action. He can speak generally about the developing 
world, or to specific issues, such as HIV/AIDS, economic development, climate 
change, and a myriad of other topics. He carefully tailors his speeches, enlivens 
them with anecdotes and humor, and is never ashamed of the emotion that may 
overtake him. Without doubt, he is one of history's great humanitarians. 
 
Stephen Lewis is Co-Director of AIDS-Free World, a new advocacy organization, 
based in the U.S. He is Chair of the Board of the Stephen Lewis Foundation, in 
Canada, and was co-chair of the Leadership Programme Committee for the XVII 
International AIDS Conference, held in Mexico City in August 2008. He serves as 
a member of the Board of Directors of the International AIDS Vaccine Initiative.  
 
He is also a Professor in Global Health in the Faculty of Social Sciences at 
McMaster University, where he teaches a class on the consequences of climate 
change in both developed and developing countries. Previously, he chaired the 
first International Conference on Climate Change, which drew up the first 



comprehensive policy on global warming.  
 
From 1984 to 1988, he was Canada's Ambassador to the UN, and, from 2001 to 
2006, he was the UN Secretary-General's Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa. 
From 1995 to 1999, he was Deputy Executive Director of UNICEF at their 
headquarters in New York. In 1970, he became leader of the Ontario New 
Democratic Party, during which time he became leader of the Official Opposition. 
 
Stephen Lewis is the author of the bestseller Race Against Time. He is a recipient 
of the prestigious Pearson Peace Medal, holds 28 honorary degrees, and is a 
Companion of the Order of Canada, the country's highest honour. In 2007, the 
Kingdom of Lesotho (in Southern Africa) invested Lewis as Knight Commander of 
the Most Dignified Order of Moshoeshoe, the country's highest honour. 

 



 

 

 

 

Chicago, IL | November 04, 2008 

If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all 

things are possible; who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our 

time; who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer. 

It's the answer told by lines that stretched around schools and churches in 

numbers this nation has never seen; by people who waited three hours and four 

hours, many for the very first time in their lives, because they believed that this 

time must be different; that their voice could be that difference.  

It's the answer spoken by young and old, rich and poor, Democrat and 

Republican, black, white, Latino, Asian, Native American, gay, straight, disabled 

and not disabled - Americans who sent a message to the world that we have 

never been a collection of Red States and Blue States: we are, and always will 

be, the United States of America. 

It's the answer that led those who have been told for so long by so many to be 

cynical, and fearful, and doubtful of what we can achieve to put their hands on 

the arc of history and bend it once more toward the hope of a better day. 

It's been a long time coming, but tonight, because of what we did on this day, in 

this election, at this defining moment, change has come to America. 



I just received a very gracious call from Senator McCain. He fought long and 

hard in this campaign, and he's fought even longer and harder for the country he 

loves. He has endured sacrifices for America that most of us cannot begin to 

imagine, and we are better off for the service rendered by this brave and selfless 

leader. I congratulate him and Governor Palin for all they have achieved, and I 

look forward to working with them to renew this nation's promise in the months 

ahead. 

I want to thank my partner in this journey, a man who campaigned from his 

heart and spoke for the men and women he grew up with on the streets of 

Scranton and rode with on that train home to Delaware, the Vice President-elect 

of the United States, Joe Biden. 

I would not be standing here tonight without the unyielding support of my best 

friend for the last sixteen years, the rock of our family and the love of my life, 

our nation's next First Lady, Michelle Obama. Sasha and Malia, I love you both so 

much, and you have earned the new puppy that's coming with us to the White 

House. And while she's no longer with us, I know my grandmother is watching, 

along with the family that made me who I am. I miss them tonight, and know 

that my debt to them is beyond measure. 

To my campaign manager David Plouffe, my chief strategist David Axelrod, and 

the best campaign team ever assembled in the history of politics - you made this 

happen, and I am forever grateful for what you've sacrificed to get it done. 

But above all, I will never forget who this victory truly belongs to - it belongs to 

you. 

I was never the likeliest candidate for this office. We didn't start with much 

money or many endorsements. Our campaign was not hatched in the halls of 

Washington - it began in the backyards of Des Moines and the living rooms of 

Concord and the front porches of Charleston. 

It was built by working men and women who dug into what little savings they 

had to give five dollars and ten dollars and twenty dollars to this cause. It grew 

strength from the young people who rejected the myth of their generation's 

apathy; who left their homes and their families for jobs that offered little pay and 

less sleep; from the not-so-young people who braved the bitter cold and 

scorching heat to knock on the doors of perfect strangers; from the millions of 

Americans who volunteered, and organized, and proved that more than two 



centuries later, a government of the people, by the people and for the people 

has not perished from this Earth. This is your victory.  

I know you didn't do this just to win an election and I know you didn't do it for 

me. You did it because you understand the enormity of the task that lies ahead. 

For even as we celebrate tonight, we know the challenges that tomorrow will 

bring are the greatest of our lifetime - two wars, a planet in peril, the worst 

financial crisis in a century. Even as we stand here tonight, we know there are 

brave Americans waking up in the deserts of Iraq and the mountains of 

Afghanistan to risk their lives for us. There are mothers and fathers who will lie 

awake after their children fall asleep and wonder how they'll make the mortgage, 

or pay their doctor's bills, or save enough for college. There is new energy to 

harness and new jobs to be created; new schools to build and threats to meet 

and alliances to repair. 

The road ahead will be long. Our climb will be steep. We may not get there in 

one year or even one term, but America - I have never been more hopeful than I 

am tonight that we will get there. I promise you - we as a people will get there. 

There will be setbacks and false starts. There are many who won't agree with 

every decision or policy I make as President, and we know that government can't 

solve every problem. But I will always be honest with you about the challenges 

we face. I will listen to you, especially when we disagree. And above all, I will 

ask you join in the work of remaking this nation the only way it's been done in 

America for two-hundred and twenty-one years - block by block, brick by brick, 

calloused hand by calloused hand. 

What began twenty-one months ago in the depths of winter must not end on this 

autumn night. This victory alone is not the change we seek - it is only the chance 

for us to make that change. And that cannot happen if we go back to the way 

things were. It cannot happen without you. 

So let us summon a new spirit of patriotism; of service and responsibility where 

each of us resolves to pitch in and work harder and look after not only ourselves, 

but each other. Let us remember that if this financial crisis taught us anything, 

it's that we cannot have a thriving Wall Street while Main Street suffers - in this 

country, we rise or fall as one nation; as one people. 

Let us resist the temptation to fall back on the same partisanship and pettiness 

and immaturity that has poisoned our politics for so long. Let us remember that 



it was a man from this state who first carried the banner of the Republican Party 

to the White House - a party founded on the values of self-reliance, individual 

liberty, and national unity. Those are values we all share, and while the 

Democratic Party has won a great victory tonight, we do so with a measure of 

humility and determination to heal the divides that have held back our progress. 

As Lincoln said to a nation far more divided than ours, "We are not enemies, but 

friends... though passion may have strained it must not break our bonds of 

affection." And to those Americans whose support I have yet to earn - I may not 

have won your vote, but I hear your voices, I need your help, and I will be your 

President too. 

And to all those watching tonight from beyond our shores, from parliaments and 

palaces to those who are huddled around radios in the forgotten corners of our 

world - our stories are singular, but our destiny is shared, and a new dawn of 

American leadership is at hand. To those who would tear this world down - we 

will defeat you. To those who seek peace and security - we support you. And to 

all those who have wondered if America's beacon still burns as bright - tonight 

we proved once more that the true strength of our nation comes not from our 

the might of our arms or the scale of our wealth, but from the enduring power of 

our ideals: democracy, liberty, opportunity, and unyielding hope.  

For that is the true genius of America - that America can change. Our union can 

be perfected. And what we have already achieved gives us hope for what we can 

and must achieve tomorrow. 

This election had many firsts and many stories that will be told for generations. 

But one that's on my mind tonight is about a woman who cast her ballot in 

Atlanta. She's a lot like the millions of others who stood in line to make their 

voice heard in this election except for one thing - Ann Nixon Cooper is 106 years 

old. 

She was born just a generation past slavery; a time when there were no cars on 

the road or planes in the sky; when someone like her couldn't vote for two 

reasons - because she was a woman and because of the color of her skin. 

And tonight, I think about all that she's seen throughout her century in America - 

the heartache and the hope; the struggle and the progress; the times we were 

told that we can't, and the people who pressed on with that American creed: Yes 

we can. 



At a time when women's voices were silenced and their hopes dismissed, she 

lived to see them stand up and speak out and reach for the ballot. Yes we can. 

When there was despair in the dust bowl and depression across the land, she 

saw a nation conquer fear itself with a New Deal, new jobs and a new sense of 

common purpose. Yes we can. 

When the bombs fell on our harbor and tyranny threatened the world, she was 

there to witness a generation rise to greatness and a democracy was saved. Yes 

we can. 

She was there for the buses in Montgomery, the hoses in Birmingham, a bridge 

in Selma, and a preacher from Atlanta who told a people that "We Shall 

Overcome." Yes we can. 

A man touched down on the moon, a wall came down in Berlin, a world was 

connected by our own science and imagination. And this year, in this election, 

she touched her finger to a screen, and cast her vote, because after 106 years in 

America, through the best of times and the darkest of hours, she knows how 

America can change. Yes we can. 

America, we have come so far. We have seen so much. But there is so much 

more to do. So tonight, let us ask ourselves - if our children should live to see 

the next century; if my daughters should be so lucky to live as long as Ann Nixon 

Cooper, what change will they see? What progress will we have made? 

This is our chance to answer that call. This is our moment. This is our time - to 

put our people back to work and open doors of opportunity for our kids; to 

restore prosperity and promote the cause of peace; to reclaim the American 

Dream and reaffirm that fundamental truth - that out of many, we are one; that 

while we breathe, we hope, and where we are met with cynicism, and doubt, 

and those who tell us that we can't, we will respond with that timeless creed that 

sums up the spirit of a people: 

Yes We Can.  

Thank you, God Bless You, and may God Bless the United States of America. 

 
 



 

 

 

Effective Listening is the other half of Effective One-On-One 
Communication. No matter how brilliant your speaking skills are 
communication will be ineffective if you do not actively listen to the 
other person’s message. 

 

The following Article by Dr. Larry Nadig gives excellent insights into 
the art of effective listening.  Since Dr. Nadig is a marriage 
counselor his examples reflect his practice but the skills are just as 
relevant to the Union context. 

 



 

 

 

 

Tips on Effective Listening   

"We were given two ears but only one mouth, 
because listening is twice as hard as talking."    

Brief Theory of Communication   

Expressing our wants, feelings, thoughts and 
opinions clearly and effectively is only half of the 
communication process needed for interpersonal 
effectiveness. The other half is listening and 
understanding what others communicate to us. 
When a person decides to communicate with 
another person, he/she does so to fulfill a need. 
The person wants something, feels discomfort, 
and/or has feelings or thoughts about something. 
In deciding to communicate, the person selects the 
method or code which he/she believes will 
effectively deliver the message to the other person. 
The code used to send the message can be either 
verbal or nonverbal. When the other person 
receives the coded message, they go through the 
process of decoding or interpreting it into 
understanding and meaning. Effective 
communication exists between two people when 
the receiver interprets and understands the 
sender’s message in the same way the sender 
intended it.   

Sources of Difficulty by the Speaker  



Voice volume too low to be heard. 
Making the message too complex, either by 
including too many unnecessary details or too 
many issues. 
Getting lost, forgetting your point or the purpose 
of the interaction. 
Body language or nonverbal elements 
contradicting or interfering with the verbal 
message, such as smiling when anger or hurt is 
being expressed. 
Paying too much attention to how the other 
person is taking the message, or how the person 
might react. 
Using a very unique code or unconventional 
method for delivering the message. 

Sources of Difficulty by the Listener  

Being preoccupied 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 rebuttal to 
what the speaker is saying. 
Listening to your own personal beliefs about what 
is being said. 
Evaluating and making judgments about the 
speaker or the message. 
Not asking for clarification when you know that 
you do not understand. 

The Three Basic Listening Modes  

1. Competitive or Combative Listening 
happens when we are more interested in 
promoting our own point of view than in 
understanding or exploring someone else’s 
view. We either listen for openings to take 



the floor, or for flaws or weak points we can 
attack. As we pretend to pay attention we are 
impatiently waiting for an opening, or 
internally formulating our rebuttal and 
planning our devastating comeback that will 
destroy their argument and make us the 
victor.  

2. In Passive or Attentive Listening we are 
genuinely interested in hearing and 
understanding the other person’s point of 
view. We are attentive and passively listen. 
We assume that we heard and understand 
correctly but stay passive and do not verify it.  

3. Active or Reflective Listening is the single 
most useful and important listening skill. In 
active listening we are also genuinely 
interested in understanding what the other 
person is thinking, feeling, wanting or what 
the message means, and we are active in 
checking out our understanding before we 
respond with our own new message. We 
restate or paraphrase our understanding of 
their message and reflect it back to the 
sender for verification. This verification or 
feedback process is what distinguishes active 
listening and makes it effective.  

 Levels of Communication  

Listening effectively is difficult because people vary 
in their communication skills and in how clearly 
they express themselves, and often have different 
needs, wants and purposes for interacting. The 
different types of interaction or levels of 
communication also add to the difficulty. The four 
different types or levels are. 

1. Clichés.  



2. Facts.    
3. Thoughts and beliefs.  
4. Feelings and emotions.  

As a listener we attend to the level that we think is 
most important. Failing to recognize the level most 
relevant and important to the speaker can lead to a 
kind of crossed wires where the two people are 
not on the same wavelength. The purpose of the 
contact and the nature of our relationship with the 
person will usually determine what level or levels 
are appropriate and important for the particular 
interaction. Note the different requirements in the 
following situations: 

You’re lost, and you ask a stranger for directions. 
Your child comes to you crying. 
You are in trouble and someone offers to help. 
Your spouse is being affectionate and playful. 
Opposing council is cross-examining you in court. 

If we don’t address the appropriate elements we 
will not be very effective, and can actually make 
the situation worse. For example: If your wife is 
telling you about her hurt feelings and you focus on 
the facts of the situation and don’t acknowledge 
her feelings, she will likely become even more 
upset. 

There is a real distinction between merely hearing 
the words and really listening for the 
message. When we listen effectively we 
understand what the person is thinking and/or 
feeling from the other person’s own perspective. It 
is as if we were standing in the other person’s 
shoes, seeing through his/her eyes and listening 
through the person's ears. Our own viewpoint may 
be different and we may not necessarily agree with 



the person, but as we listen, we understand from 
the other's perspective. To listen effectively, we 
must be actively involved in the communication 
process, and not just listening passively. 

We all act and respond on the basis of our 
understanding, and too often there is a 
misunderstanding that neither of us is aware of. 
With active listening, if a misunderstanding has 
occurred, it will be known immediately, and the 
communication can be clarified before any further 
misunderstanding occurs. 

Several other possible benefits occur with active 
listening: 

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 helps people to spot the flaws in their reasoning 
when they hear it played back without criticism. 
It also helps identify areas of agreement so the 
areas of disagreement are put in perspective and 
are diminished rather than magnified. 
Reflecting back what we hear each other say helps 
give each a chance to become aware of the 
different levels that are going on below the 
surface. This helps to bring things into the open 
where they can be more readily resolved. 
If we accurately understand the other person’s 
view, we can be more effective in helping the 
person see the flaws in his/her position. 
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. 

Listening Tips  

Usually it is important to paraphrase and use your 
own words in verbalizing your understanding of 
the message. Parroting back the words verbatim is 
annoying and does not ensure accurate 
understanding of the message. 
Depending on the purpose of the interaction and 
your understanding of what is relevant, you could 
reflect back the other persons:  

1. Account of the facts.  
2. Thoughts and beliefs.  
3. Feelings and emotions.  
4. Wants, needs or motivation.  
5. Hopes and expectations.  

Don’t respond to just the meaning of the words, 
look for the feelings or intent beyond the words. 
The dictionary or surface meaning of the words or 
code used by the sender is not the message.  
Inhibit your impulse to immediately answer 
questions. The code may be in the form of a 
question. Sometimes people ask questions when 
they really want to express themselves and are not 
open to hearing an answer.  
Know when to quit using active listening. Once you 
accurately understand the sender’s message, it 
may be appropriate to respond with your own 
message. Don’t use active listening to hide and 
avoid revealing your own position. 
If you are confused and know you do not 
understand, either tell the person you don’t 
understand and ask him/her to say it another way, 
or use your best guess. If you are incorrect, the 
person will realize it and will likely attempt to 



correct your misunderstanding. 
Active listening is a very effective first response 
when the other person is angry, hurt or expressing 
difficult feelings toward you, especially in 
relationships that are important to you. 
Use eye contact and listening body language. 
Avoid looking at your watch or at other people or 
activities around the room. Face and lean toward 
the speaker and nod your head, as it is 
appropriate. Be careful about crossing your arms 
and appearing closed or critical. 
Be empathic and nonjudgmental. You can be 
accepting and respectful of the person and their 
feelings and beliefs without invalidating or giving 
up your own position, or without agreeing with the 
accuracy and validity of their view. 

Become a more effective listener. Practice the 
active listening technique and make it one of your 
communication skills. 
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Cultural Barriers to Effective 

Communication 

Effective communication with people of different cultures is especially 
challenging. Cultures provide people with ways of thinking--ways of 
seeing, hearing, and interpreting the world. Thus the same words 
can mean different things to people from different cultures, even 
when they talk the "same" language. When the languages are 
different, and translation has to be used to communicate, the 
potential for misunderstandings increases. 

Stella Ting-Toomey describes three ways in which culture interferes 
with effective cross-cultural understanding. First is what she calls 
"cognitive constraints." These are the frames of reference or world 
views that provide a backdrop that all new information is compared 
to or inserted into.  

Second are "behavior constraints." Each culture has its own rules 
about proper behavior which affect verbal and nonverbal 
communication. Whether one looks the other person in the eye-or 
not; whether one says what one means overtly or talks around the 
issue; how close the people stand to each other when they are 
talking--all of these and many more are rules of politeness which 
differ from culture to culture.  

Ting-Toomey's third factor is "emotional constraints." Different 
cultures regulate the display of emotion differently. Some cultures 
get very emotional when they are debating an issue.  They yell, they 
cry, they exhibit their anger, fear, frustration, and other feelings 
openly. Other cultures try to keep their emotions hidden, exhibiting 
or sharing only the "rational" or factual aspects of the situation.  

All of these differences tend to lead to communication problems. If 
the people involved are not aware of the potential for such problems, 



they are even more likely to fall victim to them, although it takes 
more than awareness to overcome these problems and communicate 
effectively across cultures.  

 Human resource professionals who have helped immigrants obtain 
jobs and who have worked with companies to build better 
relationships with immigrant employees have identified some of the 
common cultural differences and misunderstandings that often show 
up in the workplace. 

 
Some examples of these are: 
 
Roles and Status: In some cultures, a social hierarchy often exists 
that can create “bumps” in communication in the workplace. For 
example, in many countries, women are subordinate to men. 
Working in an American business, women from these countries may 
feel they should defer to their male counterparts or should not speak 
to or even look directly in the eyes of their male supervisors, 
managers or co-workers. When men innocently try to interact with 
them in the workplace, such women can feel uncomfortable or 
violated in some way. In contrast, males with such cultural 
backgrounds may not adapt well to working equally with females or 
having female supervisors. Understanding the interaction between 
sexes and the roles assigned in various cultures is important. 
 
Personal Space: Americans typically prefer to stand about five feet 
apart when conversing. However, people from different cultural 
backgrounds may have different “comfort zones”. For example, 
Germans and Japanese like more distance, and Arab and 
Latinos generally like to get closer. Knowing these nuances in 
personal space can help communications tremendously. 
 
Body Language: Body language says a lot, but it can be interpreted 
differently in the world. For example, most Americans typically signal 
“no” in shaking their heads, but people from some countries raise 
their chins. Another example is with eye contact. 



Americans like to make eye contact, and when it does not happen it 
can be taken as a sign of evasiveness. In some Latin and Asian 
countries, however, averted eyes are a sign of respect. Similarly, 
people from some cultures do not feel comfortable shaking hands. An 
American worker or manager may view this as lack of respect or 
ignorance. 
 
Religion: In many cultures, religion dominates life in a way that is 
often difficult for Americans to understand. For example, workers 
from some Muslim cultures may want to pray three times a day in 
accordance with their values and beliefs. There may also be religious 
holidays on which people of certain religions are forbidden to work or 
need to follow certain customs. These differences need to be 
respected, where possible, and not ignored. 
 
Personal Appearance: Hygiene and grooming, eating habits and 
attire can vary from country to country and culture to culture. For 
example, some people may wear attire such as a headdress as part 
of their custom and beliefs. To remain true to their beliefs, some 
workers may want to continue to wear this dress in the American 
workplace. Employers may view this as inappropriate or unsafe. It is 
particularly problematic in businesses in which workers wear 
uniforms. In another example, immigrants from India, Turkey or 
other countries may use spices in their diets that are emitted through 
the body. American workers can interpret this as dirty or unhygienic, 
which is not the case. 
 
Other cultural nuances exist. However, with the increasing number of 
nationalities in the workforce, it is impossible to identify all of the 
potential cultural differences. Many resources are available to help 
employers and workers learn more about specific cultures if they are 
so inclined. 

 

 


