Communication: To Talk or How to Talk?

Abstract:
Communicating effectively to affect a change; it's what we all want to do. The question is:
how do we go about doing that? Some tips from having to learn the hard way, touching
subjects such as leadership, teamwork and negotiation.
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About Me

Before we begin this talk, allow me to start by introducing myself. As you should know, I’m
Daniel. But my traditional name is: “Jeong Hyun Chan”.
I was born in Seoul, Korea {South by the way, and no, I am not related to Kim Jung Un nor
nuclear weapons}. However, I grew up in Kenya, where I went to an American school - that’s
where this accent is from. At age 10, I arrived in South Africa, and stayed here most of the
time.
Now, I’m 26. I have a BsC in Computer and Information Sciences, Applications Development
and Networking. I enjoy UX mostly (so have played around with a lot of JavaScript), as well
as Java, which I used to code with during my university years. As for SQL, I learned from my
last job as a System Analyst, where I learned to love it.
The talk I’m giving is based off some lessons I learned there, where I noticed that,
communicating wasn’t just cutting it. I needed to know how. And finally, I think I’ve found a
few answers. But, it’s still a process.
By no means am I a communications expert. In fact, communication is something I’ve
struggled with, ever since I was young … whether it be during school, high school, and even
university! I had to struggle to learn it, and I still am.
So if you have any questions, suggestions, or even challenges afterwards, I’m all ears. After
all, I’m here to learn, as much as every one of you, and I hope that this talk can benefit you
all in some kind of way.
Right, let’s get started!

Introduction to Communication
So … communication … we do it every day right? Mostly by talking, texting, emails …
whether it be to our family, friends, ourselves … sometimes our pets … and if things get
really desperate, even a random rock that we come across.
And actually, for technology too. I remember last month, during the developer user group, a
speaker was giving a talk on UX, and mentioned about feedback. For example, if we press a
button on a smartphone, we e
 xpect something to happen. Why? Because we’re
communicating! We’re communicating an instruction, and expecting the appropriate
response. It’s as if our brains are hardwired in such a way, to not only value giving input, but
also value receiving feedback.
But often enough, the feedback isn’t what we expect, right? Think about the workplace.
Sometimes, we ask for X, but get Y instead. Or get X … a million years later. And sure,
sometimes, it’s not our fault; it’s his or h
 er problem. But, is there anything w
 e can do better?

The Answers

In my pursuit to understand this, I found two key answers.
Number 1: effective communication requires effective leadership. This is especially for those
who work within a team and communication becomes all the more important. { Now don’t
shut down this idea yet. I’m sure some of you are like “That isn’t my ballgame!” No, I’m not
talking about leading the crowd here. I’ll elaborate soon enough}
Number 2: effective communication is a negotiation. This applies to any conversation,
especially when we’re talking to people we don’t know. We need to clearly know our goals,
and consider their goals too.

#1: Effective communication requires leadership.
Let’s start with #1: Effective communication requires effective leadership.

What am I getting at here?
I’ll give you a simple thought experiment:
Suppose we have two people. Alice and Bob. Alice asks Bob to take her out to watch a gig.
Bob agrees.
I’ll represent this with a diagram.

Alice communicates with an intention. In this case, the intention is to g
 et Bob to take her out
to a gig.

Cool! But what is intention: isn’t it the desire to influence? Essentially, Alice desires to
influence Bob (or perhaps, exert her influence on Bob), to get Bob to do what she wants.

And If we take it a step further, Alice’s actually desires to l ead Bob.

Isn’t that right?
It doesn’t matter why Bob agrees; perhaps, Alice has some leverage: Bob made a promise
and desires to keep his word, or … Bob is utterly infatuated with Alice, and Alice knows this.
Or, they could be dating, or be best friends!
Either way, there’s influence, and as long as Bob has agreed, Alice, has successfully l ead
Bob.

Now, do we find this in business?
Well, yes, all the time! We receive requests or instructions, and we sometimes give them!
Those commands that we give are to lead fellow colleagues, subordinates or clients in a
certain direction to fulfil an objective. Usually, such commands can be given when there’s
leverage - power control.
However, consider when there’s no leverage. How does that work? I don’t know about you,
but I’ve certainly asked that question before, especially when working as a team with
colleagues, who seemed more passive, despite the urgent messages and frenetic body
language of those around them.
I couldn’t help but wonder, how does one inspire? I mean, we’re all at the same level right?
So, I have no leverage - I cannot command. Then what do I need to influence others, so that
my communication wouldn’t be so ineffective?
And then, BAM, it hit me, where there’s influence, there’s leadership. So, effective
communication requires effective leadership.

But firstly, was I right? And secondly: HOW?

How did history’s great leaders do it, like some of the famous people we know.

{By the way, the guy in the middle is my country’s most famous naval admiral. If it wasn’t for
him, there’d be no Korea on the map, it would be Japan! Not only was he an exceptional
naval admiral, he was also an exceptional leader with tremendous influence - one that
caused the government to fear him}

They spoke words in times of little or no leverage. I mean, you didn’t see Nelson Mandela go
to your house and try shake you up, right? Yet, they had tremendous influence. I needed to
find out how.

The 21 Laws
Funny enough, when I mulled that question, my mother came to the rescue. Out of the blue,
she sat me down for a talk, and recommended that I start listening to audiobooks by John
Maxwell - a leadership expert - on YouTube. { I usually don’t like my mother giving me those
talks, but alas, it was what I needed at the time so I dug in!}.
I found this book called “The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership”.

… and that really started opening my eyes, about why my communication was so ineffective.
Eventually, I bought the audiobook too.

Here’s the 21 laws according to Maxwell:

Quite the mouthful, right?
I won’t go through every single one - you can read or listen to the book for that. However, I
will explain a few interesting laws. I will also highlight the laws that I was good at (green) and
bad at (red). Laws that are more-of-a result of good leadership will be in blue. And later, I’ll
represent them differently to help you understand them better.
Here we go:

Woo, a lot of red there, right? Some interesting laws, by the way:
“The Law of the Lid: leadership ability determines a person’s level of effectiveness.” A simple
analogy we can see here is when there is someone working solo, versus a team. A team can
do so much more - don’t you agree?
{I learned this the hard way, where once, I left my Business Analyst (BA) out during
requirements gathering. I had looked at his Business Requirements Specification (BRS), but
it left me with too many questions, as I was one level down the SDLC, I thought I was OK.
Later, when it came to User Acceptance Testing (UAT), my poor decision cost me an
immense amount of time, as I had to bring the BA back up to speed, because he had to do
the UAT. This cost time, energy, and made me realize: it’s about working as a team everybody is important! If there’s questions to ask, ask it openly and respect others’
opinions}
Also, a team doesn’t just work well together … it requires the people to work together, and
that requires a great leader. {Think about Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak who started Apple
together. Wozniak was brains, whilst Jobs was the leader. Because of Jobs’ leadership,
Apple is what it is now}

Another interesting law is: “The Law of the Big Mo: Momentum is a leader’s best friend.”
Have you ever worked on something and it starts sluggish. Then … it suddenly picks up
momentum? Things start falling into place, everybody is working together like clockwork, and
you can see the success coming?
I’ve experienced that, and it’s awesome! However, have you ever had that cut off? Where
management says something like: “Oooh sorry, hold that off, you need to work on something
else.” I’ve experienced that too, and damn, it doesn’t feel great. All the motivation, energy,
thinking patterns … seems to have crashed into an iceberg. It’s like the light at the end of the
tunnel was a train!
{I even remember a tester friend resigned because of experiencing that a bit too much}
Maxwell argues that a leader is someone who can identify that momentum, then make the
necessary decisions to perpetuate it, because that’s the momentum required for not only one
success, but perpetual success. And it makes everyone work better, and look better too!

The Laws - Categorized
Ok, now back to the topic: I’ll represent the 21 laws differently, after some categorization.
Here we go:

It’s not a perfect categorization (nor is it all the laws. Also, some laws can cross categories),
but nevertheless … ooh boy … That … really was an eye-opener for me.
Take for example, how I was failing in my relationships:
We had two primary methods to connect with each other in the workplace, other than
humorous office banter, and that was:
●
●

Bar night
Smoke breaks

And … I rarely indulged in either of them. I didn’t want to compromise my work hours, nor did
I smoke. In fact, once, I went up to bar night (because I needed a drink), but I took my work
too, asking questions to other colleagues. The next day, I was scolded by my managers
{Now I know why}.
I thought I was doing ok, because I was working hard, even when things got tough. I’d put in
the extra hours if needed. I thought I was a living example, and I rarely pointed fingers.

However, what was killing it all was this lack of connection. People may have admired me for
that, but they didn’t know me. Hence, they saw a hero … alone.
After I realized this, I started to connect more, and eventually, I could see things start to
change, slowly but surely. After all, leadership is a p
 rocess. I guess, communication was too.
Later on, before I left the job, I talked with my colleague who had caused me to ponder about
this whole ‘leadership and communication’ dilemma. We had a heart to heart, and he told me
something like this: “Daniel, I can see you are very smart, but you can be intimidating,
especially when you go beyond what is required. It can cause scope creep”
Aah, that was another thing - s cope creep! I was very thorough with whatever I did. And yes,
I produced excellent results, and found and fixed some critical bugs. However, I was horrible
with deadlines, and management lost faith in me. I had little to no solid ground with them. In
fact, it was one of the reasons that cost me my job (my contract was not renewed /
converted to a permanent).
Luckily, I started catching on and tried to act more reliably. I did this by planning way ahead
of time (Law of Navigation) so that my colleagues could have a realistic amount of work to
do, within the allotted deadline; they all had to rely on my specifications to develop or test a
change. In addition, I ensured that, no matter what, I voiced my opinions and concerns,
ahead of time too, involving all parties - no one was left out.
I think I left in a good note - I hope.

The Law of Magnetism
A very interesting law I’d like to point out is “ The Law of Magnetism: Who you are is who you
attract”, as this might be your easiest and most obvious starting point in communicating
effectively.

I noticed this law in my workplace. Those I had the greatest influence with, were those like
me; people who were very thorough with their work. They liked to take their time, to ensure
that no stone was unturned. I found that, with them, it didn’t matter how they looked, nor
spoke, nor whatever … just with that fundamental similarity, it was a lot easier to get a
conversation started, and find common ground.
On the other hand, I found it a lot more difficult to naturally converse with those who were
“swift and efficient - quick and dirty if required”.
Maxwell argues that, in companies that encourage teamwork, this is a force they need to
actively work against. And it makes sense. If a team is just composed of the same type of
people (that naturally attract to rach other), … strengths are magnified … but so are
weaknesses.
In terms of communication, it sheds light to where one might find things easy or more
difficult. And that might be a good starting point for you.
If it’s difficult, well … that’s where the next section for this talk: Effective Communication is
a Negotiation.

But before we get into that, let’s wrap up #1:

#2. Effective Communication is a Negotiation

Tell me something: what is the most annoying conversation you can have? As for me, I find
it happens during the following two scenarios:
1. I’m totally not interested in what my friend (or other person) is talking about
2. I have absolutely no idea W
 HY they’re telling or asking me about all of this!
Do you agree?

Especially with the second point! And yes, we listen out of respect, or as for me … I’ve done
that many a million times whilst struggling to communicate. Guess it takes one to know one!
But damn, it’s very frustrating when t he point seems to be floating in outer space, waiting for
gravity to bring it down. Or, once it’s finally brought down, it’s burst apart like meteor
fragments.
That’s where negotiation comes in; when we communicate, it’s not just about me, it’s about
us, and what we’re both interested in.
Right, let’s get started!

By the way, for this section, I looked into a course called, “Successful Negotiation” by
George Siedel of Michigan State University, available on Coursera.org.

I found it very insightful, and perhaps it will be for you too { And it’s still open. Ends on
December 5th}.

Position based vs Interest Based Negotiation
One of the first things Siedel introduces is the concept of “Interest based Negotiation” versus
a “Position based Negotiation”

Position based negotiation is the traditional approach. Simply put, it’s a conversation of:
“What do I want” versus “What do they want”, and we start from there.
On the other hand, interest based negotiation asks: “ Why do you want it.” From there, we
can possibly get a better negotiation where the both parties are satisfied e
 ven more.
Siedel gives the analogy of sharing a pizza. Suppose there’s Alice and Bob who both want a
cut from it:

Here’s the traditional, position-based negotiation: “Want Pizza? Ok! Cut it in half!”

Both parties are happy right? But really?
Suppose we try understand why each want the pizza:

Ok, … if that’s the case, couldn’t this be a better alternative? { By the way, the salami and
tomato sauce is my idea. Siedel has his own example on this}

So, by asking why, the actual deal has changed, but … both Alice and Bob are satisfied. And
heck, if Bob was on a diet (and wanted a light cheat-salami-meal), he’d be even more happy!
And that’s important whilst communicating. If we each know why, it gives us a better picture
for both of us. Then, we may find something that makes us even more happy.
As for a workplace analogy:
Suppose business requests something new. They want a new piece of functionality, or in
your case, as BI developers, a new report.
Eager rookies like me, usually say “Ok, let’s go for it!” However, the more experienced
analysts or developers usually ask “Why?” Reason being, a workaround may already exist;
it’s just unconventional or unexplored. If they find something, they’d report it back, and
renegotiate the change. If business agrees to the alternative, viola: development time saved
and money saved.
Of course, this can’t always be the case. Especially when dealing with clients who have
immense leverage, and “why” may not s eem like a good option.
Siedel suggests to always do the following.
● First, try interest based - ask: “Why?”
● If that doesn’t work, go for position based

Conducting a Negotiation Analysis
Siedel also shares about how to conduct a Negotiation Analysis. I think it’s an excellent tool
for any communication scenario. It asks:

By the way, BATNA is: “Best Alternative to a Negotiation Agreement” - your fallback plan.
Your stretch goal is your hopefully realistic outcome that you’d push for (your lucky shot!)
I believe that conducting such an analysis can help give clarity to one’s goals before
communicating, which will further help when the actual conversation takes place.
In addition, one can conduct a negotiation analysis on the o
 ther party as well. Why? to find
the common ground - the region of interest.
Ok, what do I mean here?

Finding the Region of Interest
Let’s lay the negotiation analysis out, as if Alice and Bob were conversing. We’d get
something like this:

As you notice, Alice starts off with her BATNA, followed by her least acceptable, most
acceptable, and finally her stretch goal. Same as Bob. Now where’s the common ground?

Right, there it is! And that’s what Siedel terms as the r egion of interest; it’s where the terms
of negotiation will most likely happen. And if we can figure this out … well, what would go
wrong?
Also, notice how, if Bob stretches too far, Alice will rather go for her BATNA. Same as Bob.
And in business, we may very well find ourselves in such a scenario.

Having a BATNA
For example, suppose there is a Die Hard manager or client that has no space for
negotiation. In fact, attempting to negotiate might just get us fired.
Then it’s the BATNA -

- the Best Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement that becomes all the more important.

Sometimes, during escalations, I’ve found that I’d know my “Least Acceptable”, “Most
Acceptable”, and “Stretch Goal”, but, I didn’t know my BATNA. So, when I escalated an
issue, and received resistance, I didn’t know what to do.
Later, after things went downhill, I’d get the blame. Did I escalate the issue? Yes I did. Did I
try negotiate? Yes I did. But did I have a BATNA? No, I made no such arrangements.
After speaking to some wiser folks, I’ve heard there’s many ways to deal with that. Perhaps,
it might be a signed document or an email sent. Perhaps it might be a secret audio
recording? Well, I’ll leave that up to you!
Anyway, to wrap up this section.

Conclusion
To conclude:

I hope you’ve enjoyed this talk, and that it’s benefited you all, in some way or another. Thank
you.

