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Why It’s Important 
 
Shortly after being promoted into my first managerial role at a large, bureaucratic  
organization, I was invited to attend a ‘Conducting Performance Evaluations’ workshop 
administered by my company’s HR leaders. In this workshop, I learned one of the dirty 
little secrets to surviving the dreadful year-end performance evaluation process: in the 
absence of hard data, I could always include “Needs to improve communications skills” on 
my direct report’s evaluation.  

This criticism is universal, unassailable and - ultimately - useless because everyone 
can benefit from improved communications skills. “Needs to improve communications skills” 
was my performance evaluation cheat-code. No employee can claim to be a perfect 
communicator. No direct report can question their manager’s qualitative assessment of 
their communications abilities. “Needs to improve communications skills” was the perfect 
“check the box” performance evaluation feedback.  

This lesson was instructive on two levels.  

Firstly, it is true that the ability to clearly communicate is an essential skill that every 
professional can improve. The benefits of effective communications are so important 
that they extend well beyond the professional realm. Improving your communications 
abilities can strengthen your relationships with friends and family members and help 
you avoid fruitless arguments stemming from simple misunderstandings. Effective 
communication is a cornerstone skill in life and work. 

Secondly, in the decade since my first ‘Conducting Performance Evaluations’ workshop, 
I’ve discovered that the performance evaluation process is a wonderful example of the 
importance of effective communications. Or rather, I’ve discovered that the 
performance evaluation process is a perfect example of the misery that often 
accompanies ineffective communications. For a process that is designed to 
communicate clear, concise and actionable feedback to employees looking to improve 
their performance, performance reviews often create more questions than they answer - 
from the managers conducting the evaluations to the employees awaiting feedback.  

In Most Likely to Succeed, Wagner and Dintersmith define effective communication as the 
ability “to use sound vocabulary, communicate clearly across multiple media forms, 
with a range of styles, and engage in constructive debate. ” Our team likes this 1

definition of effective communications because it doesn’t overemphasize or 
underemphasize the importance of delivering prepared speeches, narrating power point 
presentations, handwriting memos, typing emails, persuading prospective customers, 
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engaging a fan base through social media platforms or giving actionable feedback to 
direct reports. 

There are some professions where your mastery of one of the above-mentioned 
communications forms is particularly important to your job effectiveness, but the key 
to success in every single one of these communications forms is clarity. Master the 
ability to clearly articulate your point or perspective and adapting this ability to every 
new and emergent form of communications will be easy.  

Except maybe with performance reviews. 
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What Good Looks Like 

The effective communicator uses sound vocabulary, delivering clear messages across 
every media form they engage. They can deliver messages in a range of styles, 
constructively debate with others and communicate through conflict. We’ll break down 
each component of effective communication to further illustrate what good looks like 
in this critical skill. 

Sound vocabulary. Using sound vocabulary isn’t about having “the best words,” but 
about omitting the needless ones. In ‘The Elements of Style,’ Strunk & White dedicate 
one of their elementary rules of usage to removing unnecessary words: 

A sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences, for the 
same reason that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary 
parts. This requires not that the writer make all sentences short, or avoid all detail and treat 
subjects only in outline, but that every word tell.  

 
This is wonderful advice for all communicators, not just writers. Never use two words 
when one will do and make every word tell.  

Clarity. If you’ve worked in the same industry or company for many years, it’s likely 
that you’ve acquired a bloated, jargon-filled vocabulary. Every company, industry and 
profession has their secret society buzz words that add more communications clutter 
than they do clarity. As an effective communicator, your goal should be to simplify and 
declutter your messages. 
  
In ‘On Writing Well,’ William Zinsser writes that “the secret of good writing is to strip 
every sentence to its cleanest components.” This simplicity increases the likelihood 
that the reader understands what the writer is trying to communicate. Much like with 
the benefits of using sound vocabulary, the benefits of clarity and simplicity extend 
beyond writing to every communication form. 

When explaining how best to pitch a new business idea, an accomplished entrepreneur 
and educator once told us that - no matter how innovative the idea - your goal should 
be to describe your business with such clarity and simplicity that your grandmother 
would understand it. This is a fabulous communications objective for any complex 
message. 

Multiple media forms. The effective communicator understands how to bring sound 
vocabulary and clarity to every medium. Most of us are more comfortable 
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communicating through one particular medium over the others. Some feel most 
comfortable expressing their opinions using long-form text (e.g. emails and written 
memos), some are most comfortable communicating verbally (e.g. phone calls, in-person 
conversations and presentations) and others feel most natural when they’re communicating 
via short-form text (e.g. instant messaging, SMS). 

Depending on the audience and the objective, each of these media forms is a valid and 
potentially effective communications vehicle. You should understand how to clearly 
communicate in all of them. But if you’re unwilling or unable to communicate in one 
particular media form, you’re at a disadvantage when your communications objective 
or your audience calls for that form. 

A range of styles. The effective communicator doesn’t only understand how to convey 
messages across a variety of mediums, they also understand how to deliver messages 
using a range of styles (depending on what the objective dictates). They can be formal 
and informal, humorous and somber, scripted and improvised. 

Along with sound vocabulary and clarity, an ability to communicate effectively across a 
range of styles requires situational awareness and audience understanding. Whether 
you’re communicating over email, a conference call or an informal team dinner, 
achieving your communications objective will require your accurately assessing the 
audience and the situation, and using these inputs to determine the most effective 
style.  

Engage in constructive debate. Understanding how to engage in constructive debate 
is essential to effective communications. Even when armed with all the facts that you 
need to achieve your communications objective and even after you’ve clearly 
communicated these facts to your audience in a stylistically appropriate manner, you 
must be prepared to debate the validity of your facts if they’re challenged. As the 
effective communicator, your job doesn’t end after you’ve delivered the message to the 
targeted audience. Your job is for the message to be understood by your intended 
audience, and oftentimes, that requires your defending and debating your points in a 
way that doesn’t distract from the message. 

Communicating through conflict is a similarly important skill for the effective 
communicator. There are frameworks - like the nonviolent communication and radical 
candor models - that can be practiced to ensure that conflicting views among team 
members, collaborators or friends are resolved without resorting to hurtful actions. 
When the going gets tough, the effective communicator doesn’t run and hide; she 
understands how to stay on-message and express herself with clarity. 
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Auditing Your Current State 
 
Before improving your communications skills, you need to understand your strengths 
and weaknesses, starting with content (vocabulary) and ending with delivery 
techniques (clarity, media forms, styles and debate / conflict). 

Vocabulary. There are many quizzes and games  that are marketed as tools to help you 2

determine the strength of your vocabulary. In the US, the largest companies 
distributing these tests are the same organizations collaborating with the giants of the 
standardized testing industry . These standardized tests - and the companies that help 3

students and professionals prepare for them - are far from perfect . 4

Team BLEEKER prefers a simpler approach to assessing the strength of your 
vocabulary: mindful reading. If you make a habit of reading material produced by 
skilled writers, paying close attention to the words you understand and the ones that 
you don’t, the strength of your vocabulary will soon become clear. If you understand 
the meaning of all of the words you’re reading - and you’re reading pieces from a 
variety of authors across a variety of subjects - you have a strong vocabulary. If you’re 
struggling to understand a few words per paragraph per piece, your vocabulary could 
use strengthening. 

At a time when most Americans with a smartphone or home internet access are 
surrounded by excellent writing from a diverse collection of writers, paying for a 
vocabulary assessment program to conduct this audit seems foolish. For your audit, 
you’ll want to read as much as possible, keeping track of the words that are giving you 
a hard time by keeping a list on your phone, computer or notebook and researching 
them using a reputable digital or dictionary . 5

Clarity. Self-assessing your ability to communicate clearly is more challenging than 
self-assessing the strength of your vocabulary. To determine the clarity of your 
messages, you’ll need feedback from your audience. 

Whatever the communications medium you’re using, you should look for direct (e.g. 
Asking your audience how well they understood you or asking your audience to explain back to you 
what you just communicated to them) and indirect (e.g. Looking for signs of misunderstanding or 
disengagement while your message is being delivered or after the message has been communicated) 
audience feedback.  

You can increase the degree of difficulty in your communications clarity audit by 
gathering feedback from audiences far-removed from the subject-matter you’re 
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covering - the further removed the better (i.e. Grandma or Grandpa). If Grandpa is 
nodding along to your presentation and he can recite back to you the main message 
points, you’re winning the clarity war. 

Media forms + styles. Auditing a communicator’s effectiveness across every available 
media form and communications style would require observing many asynchronous 
performances and judging the delivery using qualitative and quantitative measures. 
Like judging an athlete’s combined performance in the decathlon, rhythmic gymnastics 
and synchronized swimming. 

A complete media form and style audit would necessitate judging the communicator’s 
effectiveness delivering formal messages via email, informal messages via phone calls, 
detail-heavy messages via conference calls, morale-building messages via in-person 
conversations, inspirational messages via group presentations, scripted messages via 
keynote speeches, agenda-advancing messages via Slack and more. It would be even 
more difficult for professionals to accurately self-audit their communications abilities 
across all of these different styles and platforms.  

In the absence of proactive feedback on your form-specific performances, you should 
solicit feedback from colleagues, mentors or coaches. Ask them if you’re 
communicating clearly during meetings, if your main points are landing during 
presentations and if your intended messages are delivered over email. If it’s not clear 
from the audience reaction, ask them if your use of humor is well-received and if your 
attempts to motivate are working (or are they falling on deaf ears).  

You should’t entirely rely on others for this audit. You should also build a self-
awareness of your stylistic and media form usage. Are you using one media form to 
deliver most or all of your messages without regard for the content or the audience? 
Are you relying on one style of message-delivery for every situation? Does one 
particular media form cause you anxiety or discomfort?  

Developing compensatory behaviors to account for your communications shortcomings 
is not uncommon, but addressing them first requires your becoming aware. 

Debate / conflict. During a workshop that he facilitated for BLEEKER’s 2016 
Fellowship cohort, Eric Meade - a futurist, organizational strategist and founder of the 
Whole Mind Strategy Group - declared that all conflict is inherently good. Eric 
explained that conflict allows for growth, creativity and the resolution of differing 
points of view. Relationships and organizations can thrive when all individuals 
involved understand how to properly resolve conflict. 
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As such, an audit of communications effectiveness in this area is not determined by 
judging your ability to avoid debate or avoid conflict. If you’re not engaging in debate 
or  resolving conflicts, you’re as ineffective as the communicator who’s constantly 
engaged in violent debates and disagreements. Auditing your ability to debate and 
resolve conflict starts with determining whether you actively engage in these activities 
or avoid them. 

If you're engaging in debates and embracing conflicts, how effectively do you 
communicate your points? And are these points made at the expense of others? If you 
don’t have a framework that you can use to engage in these communications forms 
without violating others, it’s likely that you have room to improve. 
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Getting Started 
 
After determining your communications strengths and weaknesses, you can get started 
on a path to improvement. As mentioned in the introduction, every professional could 
benefit from improved communications skills. To maximize the impact of your practice, 
you need to understand where your limited time should be spent strengthening your 
communications skills. In the sections below, we outline where you should place your 
developmental emphasis as you work towards becoming a more effective 
communicator. 

Improving your vocabulary. There are some interesting digital services that are 
designed to help English-speaking adults strengthen or expand their vocabulary. 
Websites, podcasts and mobile applications like Inkpaste, Vocabulary, Quizzitive, 
Lexicon Valley and the Mnemonic Dictionary all aim to help users improve certain 
aspects of their vocabulary. In your quest for an improved vocabulary, you should 
explore these solutions (and others). But the approach that the BLEEKER team most 
strongly advocates for is one of mindful reading. 

Setting aside just 15-minutes every day to mindfully read (i.e. paying attention to the 
words, researching the ones you don’t understand) one short story, two chapters of a 
book or a few online articles authored by talented writers will have a sustained, 
positive impact on your vocabulary. If you’re wondering how to find the talented 
writers producing material worth reading, many are employed by newspapers like The 
Boston Globe, The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Los Angeles Times, 
The Plain Dealer, the Chicago Tribune, the Guardian and The Oregonian. Many others 
are writing for digital and print publications like The New Yorker, The Atlantic, and 
Vanity Fair. And some of these writers have received awards from organizations 
celebrating excellence in journalism and writing like the NABJ’s Salute to Excellence 
winners and the Pulitzer’s annual prize winners.  

Mindfully read as much material as you can, as often as possible, from as broad a 
variety of talented writers as you can identify. Over time, your vocabulary will certainly 
improve as a result. 

Improving your clarity. Regardless of the medium, simplification is the key to 
improving the clarity of your messages. Improved message clarity can be achieved by 
becoming a more active editor of your content; always looking for words to remove, 
slides to cut and stories to sharpen. To strengthen your simplification abilities in a 
consequence-free environment, you can practice with Summarizing Exercises and 
PechaKucha Exercises. 
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Summarizing (or précis) exercises require participants to shorten a passage (i.e. editing 
the content from 150 words to 75 words) without losing its meaning. Effective 
summarization requires that the participant first read and understand the complete 
passage then extract only the essential information for the new, shortened version. You 
can practice this exercise using any lengthy, online article for your source material. Or 
you can use one of the many summarizing or précis writing exercises online. But 
strengthening your ability to comprehend and edit will be key to your improved 
message clarity, whether you’re drafting emails, keynote speeches or public relations 
talking-points. 

Practicing PechaKucha is another excellent exercise in simplicity. PechaKucha is a 
restrictive presentation format designed by Astrid Klein and Mark Lytham where “you 
show 20 images, each for 20 seconds. The images advance automatically and you talk 
along to the images. ” The intentional limitations of PechaKucha (only twenty seconds 6

per slide, automatically advancing images, less than seven minutes per presentation) 
necessitate clarity if the presenter intends to deliver their message without breaking 
format. The next time that you’re given less than ten minutes to present a complex 
subject to a distracted audience, try PechaKucha. It’s more likely to capture their 
attention and it’s a great exercise in message clarity. 

Media forms & styles. Once you’ve begun strengthening your vocabulary and 
improving your communications clarity, you’re primed to conquer every media form 
and style needed to communicate effectively. Of all the forms and styles that could 
benefit from your attention, strengthening your writing and public speaking 
capabilities would likely lead to the greatest overall impact in your communications 
effectiveness. 

Improving your writing. Constructing, deconstructing and presenting clearly 
communicated thoughts in writing is a skill that can (directly or indirectly) support 
every media form and style. Fortunately, you don’t need fancy equipment or expensive 
lessons to improve your writing. All you need is a little direction, plenty of patience 
and loads of practice. 

For the direction, you only need four books; two to read and two to reference. 

Books to read: ‘The Elements of Style’ by E. B. White and William Strunk Jr’ and ‘On 
Writing Well’ by William Zinsser. 

Books to reference: Webster's Dictionary and Roget's International Thesaurus 
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‘The Elements of Style’ and ‘On Writing Well’ provide all of the writing principles and 
methods that you’ll ever need. These are books that you’ll want to read and re-read as 
long as you’re writing. Webster’s Dictionary and Roget’s Thesaurus are resources that 
you’ll want to keep close at hand while you’re writing and editing. 

Beyond reading and referencing these four books, you’ll need to put these lessons to 
work with consistent practice. For the practice, Team BLEEKER recommends a regular 
journaling routine. Setting aside between five and twenty minutes a day to express 
your thoughts and feelings on paper won’t only improve your writing, but this exercise 
is also known to deliver a variety of health benefits (e.g. reduced stress, emotional 
clarity) . 7

Improving your public speaking. The formula for effective communications through 
public speaking is similar to the formula for effective communication through writing: 
direction, patience and practice. For the direction, our team is happy to recommend the 
work produced by former BLEEKER Fellowship partner, Own The Room.  

Own The Room develops world-class communicators at the leadership level. They 
focus on communication-training that connects, engages, and creates impact. Via an 
experiential curriculum, highly-interactive exercises, and powerful storytelling, Own 
The Room helps BLEEKER Fellows become the types of communicators that their 
audiences seek out and remember. 

Beyond their coaching services, Own The Room delivers excellent practice advice 
through their blog and in ‘Your Perfect Presentation,’ the book written by Own The 
Room Founder & Chief Product Officer Bill Hoogterp. ‘Your Perfect Presentation’ 
includes much of the direction needed to become an effective speaker and covers topics 
including how the brain processes information, what audiences respond to and why.  

Even after reading and re-reading ‘Your Perfect Presentation,’ you’ll need to put these 
newly learned tips and techniques to work through continual practice. If your 
professional and personal activities don’t offer you consistent opportunities to publicly 
present, you should practice making use of the video recorder on your mobile phone or 
your computer’s webcam. You won’t improve without practice and you needn’t wait for 
an audience to sharpen your public speaking skills. 

Improving your debating. Although there is not one book that we can recommend 
that offers the direction needed to improve the types of debates that you’ll most likely 
find yourself engaged-in throughout your professional endeavors, there is a practice 
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that we are encouraging you to adopt. We call this practice the Community Discussion. 
Here’s what you can do: 

1. Invite an odd number of friends or colleagues (3, 5 or 7) to join you for a discussion 
on a specific topic (any topic will do). 

2. In your invitation, ask that they all read the same article related to the topic and 
arrive at your gathering with an answer a question that doesn’t lend itself to an easy 
answer: (e.g. “Is access to healthy, affordable food a basic human right?”)  

3. At your gathering, start by splitting your guests into pairs and ask them to, one at a 
time, convince the other of their answer to the question. (5 minutes) 

4. Bring everyone together and ask each pair to explain their collective answer. (5 
minutes per pair)  

5. As a group, discuss the varying positions 

The goal of this practice isn’t to reach consensus on the issue you’re discussing or to 
score more ‘points’ than your opponent, but to strengthen your ability to understand 
an unfamiliar issue well-enough to form an opinion, communicate that opinion and 
then defend that opinion (if necessary) without resorting to violence. 

Improving your conflict resolution. The macro goal in improving your conflict 
resolution skills is similar to the goal in improving your debating skills: communicating 
effectively without resorting to violence.  

The nonviolent communication model is one effective framework for embracing 
conflict positively in personal and professional situations. The nonviolent 
communication model involves “empathetically listening and honestly expressing, 
[using] the four steps of the model: observations, feelings, needs, requests. ” During 8

Eric Meade’s presentation to BLEEKER Fellows, he led our cohort members through an 
exercise where they practiced nonviolent communications.  

During the exercise, Fellows split into groups of three and engaged in the following 
practice:  

• Participant A does a skills rehearsal of an emotionally charged situation they are 
currently facing at work. 

• Participant B plays A’s counterpart in the situation.  

� Copyright 2017 Bleeker Inc. Page   of  12 16



• Participant C acts as an observer to maintain the NVC process and offer 
observations in a debrief. 

During this exercise, special emphasis was placed on the specificity of the observation , 9

the statement of feelings without attributing intent , the clarity of the need  and the 10 11

emphasizing the explicit  and implicit  elements of an effective request. 12 13

Using the same format as the one above, you can practice your nonviolent 
communication skills with a couple of colleagues. But more importantly, you can begin 
incorporating the nonviolent communication framework into your feedback routine. 
The Nonviolent Communication Center’s website includes many helpful, free-to-use 
tools and materials that will help you engage in supportive conflict-resolution through 
nonviolent communication.  

In ‘Reinventing Organizations,’ Frederic Laloux outlines additional techniques and 
principles that you can use in the workplace to resolve conflicting views among team 
members (many of which are based-upon the Nonviolent Communication principles) . 14

These techniques include ways to effectively bring tensions to the surface and then 
resolve the conflicts once they’ve surfaced. 

By practicing the steps in the nonviolent communication framework and the 
techniques identified through Frederic Laloux’s research, you will improve your ability 
to deliver messages in the face of conflict and strengthen your abilities as an effective 
communicator. 
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Tools & Resources 

• 10 Writing Tips from Legendary Writing Teacher William Zinsser: Open 
Culture 

• Writing English as a Second Language: The American Scholar (via William 
Zinsser) 

• Conflict Resolution: Reinventing Organizations Wiki 
• The 2 Parts and 4 Components of NVC: The Center for Nonviolent 

Communication 

Reading List 

• Visions and Revisions: The American Scholar  
A reconstruction of how William Zinsser wrote his classic book On Writing Well 
and revised it in successive editions. 

• First, use plain English: Yale Alumni Magazine 
The author of On Writing Well recalls how he taught Yale students to cut through 
the clutter. 

• Storytellers: Outlook 
The 2012 Nobel Literature Prize laureate on how he crafts his stories 

• The Kekulé Problem: Nautilus 
Where did language come from? Cormac McCarthy is best known to the world as a 
writer of novels. These include Blood Meridian, All the Pretty Horses, No Country 
for Old Men, and The Road. At the Santa Fe Institute (SFI) he is a research 
colleague and thought of in complementary terms. An aficionado on subjects 
ranging from the history of mathematics, philosophical arguments relating to the 
status of quantum mechanics as a causal theory, comparative evidence bearing on 
non-human intelligence, and the nature of the conscious and unconscious mind. 

• How to Write: The Awl 
“But this is just how writing professionals do it. We wake up super duper fucking 
early and we start thinking our big thoughts and then we write. It’s that simple. 
This is how you get ‘er done, motherfuckers!”  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• The Power of Story: Aeon  
How storytelling affects our brains and the way we interact with one another. 

• People Have Started Being Brutally Honest To Each Other At Work: BuzzFeed 
News 
A US management guru wants us to start being painfully honest with each other at 
work, and some of London’s most progressive companies have accepted the 
challenge. What does it take to survive a week in the world of “Radical Candor”? 

• Managing Up, Down, and All Around: Rad Reads 
How Clear Communication, Compassion, and Candor can Unlock Flow and 
Productivity for Teams 

• Diaries and Dictaphones: The Toast 
“I had always been a self-conscious keeper of diaries. I was unsure of who I was 
writing to and nervous that someone might read it. Notebooks, I found, removed 
this pressure. Sitting so peculiarly between fact and fiction, they held at least some 
claim to objectivity which I found to be liberating. They were based in a fallacy of 
random observation, bypassing a diary’s linearity, and foregoing its authority.” 

• 5 Lessons To Improve Your Public Speaking Skills: Fast Company 
“If you want to improve your presentation skills, honest feedback is your new best 
friend. Here are five crucial lessons Obama learned after botching a 2012 debate.”  

• Get to the PowerPoint in 20 Slides Then Sit the Hell Down: Wired 
“Let us now bullet-point our praise for Mark Dytham and Astrid Klein, two Tokyo-
based architects who have turned PowerPoint, that fixture of cubicle life, into both 
art form and competitive sport.”  

 “Most Likely To Succeed” 2015 (Tony Wagner & Ted Dintersmith)1

 “Knoword is a fast-paced word game that challenges your vocabulary, tests your typing skills, and stimulates you 2

mind.”

 “The Testing Industry's Big Four” (Frontline) 3

 “The standardized testing industry has long grappled with questions of racial, socioeconomic and gender fairness. 4

On average historically, whites and Asians do better than blacks and Hispanics on the SAT; wealthier children do 
better than poorer ones; and boys do better than girls — slightly better in verbal skills and considerably better in 
math. It is unclear why these gaps persist, test designers and social scientists say, but the differences are the subject 
of much study, including the research on negative stereotypes.” 

“Tutors See Stereotypes and Gender Bias in SAT. Testers See None of the Above.” (The New York Times) 
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 Merriam-Webster’s website also hosts a 10-question, “How Strong Is Your Vocabulary” quiz here.  5

 “Frequently Asked Questions” PechaKucha.org 6

 “The Health Benefits of Journaling” PsychCentral 7

 “The 2 Parts and 4 Components of NVC" Center for Non-Violent Communication 8

 “When you arrived late for this morning’s 9:30 meeting…” Good. “When you arrive late for meetings…” Not 9

good.

 “…I felt angry…” Good. “…you made me feel angry…” Not good.10

 “… because I am needing every employee to respect the time of others …” Good. “ … because I need you to be on 11

time …” Not good. 

 Requestor, Requestee, Future action and Time12

 Conditions of satisfaction, Presupposition of competence, Shared context and  Sincerity13

 “Conflict Resolution" (Reinventing Organizations Wiki) 14
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http://reinventingorganizationswiki.com/Conflict_resolution
https://www.cnvc.org/Training/the-nvc-model
http://www.merriam-webster.com/word-games/vocabulary-quiz
http://www.pechakucha.org/faq
http://psychcentral.com/lib/the-health-benefits-of-journaling/

