
Communicating at Work: Tools and tips for effective
communication at work

Communication is a vital part of every job. It helps you solve problems, share information, and work well
as part of a team. There's a lot that goes into good communication, whether it's in person, on the phone,
or electronically. Fortunately, it's a skill you can learn.

 This is the first in a five-part series of articles on effective communication at work.

Tools and tips for effective communication at work

Everyone has a different style of communicating. Some people are shy about speaking up; some
are more outgoing. Some communicate in a formal way, while others tend to be more casual.
Regardless of style, good communicators have a number of practices in common. Good
communicators are clear, concise, correct, complete and courteous. Here are some ways to put the “5
Cs” into practice:

Be clear. Make it easy for others to understand you. Speak clearly and slowly enough that people
can follow everything you say. In email and other written correspondence, break up a long
sentence into two or more short sentences if this will make your message easier for most people
to understand. Break up long paragraphs as well.

Be concise. Keep your messages short. Show respect for people’s time by not providing too
much information or information that isn’t necessary. Doing this wastes people’s time and adds to
overload. It also makes them more likely to miss the critical information you are trying to
communicate.

Be correct. Double-check facts before you give them to others, and let people know right away if
you've made a mistake. Use people’s full and correct titles in business correspondence, such as
“John Smith, Vice President of Sales and Marketing” instead of “John Smith, Vice President.”
Ensuring all information is correct will give credibility to what you're trying to communicate.

Be complete. Give people all the information they need to understand a situation. Never lie or
intentionally withhold key facts if you're able to provide them. Talk with your manager if you have
questions about whether it's appropriate for you to provide certain information that someone has
requested.

Be courteous. Say “please” and “thank you,” and say “I’m sorry” if you were rude or said
something you shouldn’t have.

More tips

Be a positive communicator. Avoid gossip, complaining and negativity at work. When criticism
is necessary, make sure it's constructive for the individual and helps improve the situation.
Whenever possible, focus on what you value and admire about your manager, co-workers and
organization.

Offer sincere praise. Let your co-workers and others know you appreciate their efforts. Take the
time to tell them how much you appreciated a presentation or how well you thought they ran a
meeting. If they were managing a difficult customer well, say something like, “I really admired



how patient you were with that customer. Her whole attitude changed when you showed her
calmly how she could solve her problem.”

Show an interest in the people you work with. Get to know your co-workers, customers and
clients, and others. You don’t have to become best friends, but acknowledging people’s lives
outside of work can strengthen relationships. Something as simple as asking “How was your
weekend?” can make everyone feel a little more like they’re a part of the community at work.
Share information about yourself that you're comfortable sharing, too. Getting to know others
(and letting them get to know you) fosters community and makes work more enjoyable.

Know what’s expected of you. Ask for clarification of any directions or instructions that are
unclear. If your manager asks to have a report ready “soon,” ask for more specifics. (“What date
did you have in mind?”) If you aren’t sure how to proceed with a task, ask for more information.
(“I’d be glad to rewrite the memo. Could you suggest ways to make it stronger?”) Be sure to use a
cooperative tone of voice so you don’t appear to be challenging a request or trying to avoid a
task.

Remember to use concise, clear language. When making a request or giving instructions, be
specific about what you're asking your co-worker(s) to do and when you'd like it to be completed.
Be sure to provide any specific information they'll need. Follow up verbal instructions with an
email so that they have a specific document to refer to.

Touch base often with your co-workers. Check in with people regularly just to see how things
are going. This will help you stay connected and avoid misunderstandings. If you have a tight
schedule without much free time to chat with co-workers, you might touch base by leaving a
voicemail message when you know someone isn’t going to be at their desk. (“Hi, it’s Nicole. Just
calling to say I hope your project is going well. Call me if you want to talk.”)

Watch and learn from people who are good communicators. Pay attention to the good
communicators in your organization or work group. What do they do that makes them so
effective? Do they have a special way of making people feel valued and appreciated? A style of
leading meetings that's focused but also relaxed? Watch their actions and, when appropriate, ask
for advice and suggestions.

 This is the first in a five-part series of articles on effective communication at work. Read
the next in the series, “Face-to-face and virtual communication.”
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