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Listening is considered one of the most important skills of
today’s leaders and managers. It is also a skill that can be
improved upon by careful attention to what is being said, by
rephrasing what you are hearing, and by being attentive to the

emotional tone as well as the words that are being spoken.

Supportive Communication

and it also probably will lead to greater productivity.
Supportive communication has the characteristics shown in
Figure .5.

Supportive communication: an approach to

communicating that recognizes both the need to transmit

information and to enhance interpersonal relationships

Effective communication in organizations, as elsewhere, aims

at transmitting information accurately, honestly, and in such a
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way that the receiver will understand, accept, and use that COMMUNICATION

information. But effective communication also must help to
develop and maintain interpersonal relationships, specifically
by enabling people to express and accept differences in how
they feel. Supportive communication refers to an approach
to communicating with others that recognizes both of these
‘purposes of communication: to convey needed information and
to enhance interpersonal relationships in the group or
organization. Engaging in supportive communication probably

will engender a happier and more pleasant work environment,
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1. Supportive communication is problem oriented, not
person oriented. It focuses on problems and their solutions
rather than on the individual. For example, a manager
practicing supportive communication would say, “Let’s
work together to improve our work” rather than “Your
laziness is really the problem.” The reason for this

Supportive approach is that people rarely change their personalities,

Comminicstion ‘but they can change their behavior. Focusing on the
problem rather than on the person opens opportunities for
positive and constructive change.

2. Supportive communication encourages being descriptive,
not evaluative. Similarly, providing information that is
descriptive rather than evaluative avoids making a
judgment or placing a “label” on the other person and is,

@ therefore, less likely to be met with a defensive reaction.

For example, a manager practicing supportive
communication might say, “You have been late to work
three days this week” rather than “You really messed up

Communicate Better at Work
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this time.” To engage in descriptive communication does
not mean that you ignore the issue at hand; rather, it

‘means that you approach it in a more positive, action-

©

Understand Supportive Communication

oriented way.

Supportive communication is specific, not general. The
‘more specific a statement is, the more helpful it will be. For
example, a manager practicing supportive communication
‘might say, “There were three factual errors and five
‘grammatical mistakes in your report” rather than “You are
really sloppy.” General statements often are extreme and.
‘might make the person feel incompetent or insignificant.
Under these conditions, there s little reason to expect
anything to change. Similarly, it is important to avoid
either/or statements (e.
you'll be assigned less important work”). Both extreme

Either improve your writing or

<> 5681310-309

e

X

W B O

Organizational Behavior

statements and either/or statements reduce the range of
possible actions that might be taken to correct the problem
and, therefore, reduce the likelihood that anything positive
will be done.

Supportive communication is conjunctive, not disjunctive.
Conjunctive statements clearly relate to what was said
previously and move the conversation forward. Disjunctive
statements are not connected and often create a roadblock
interfering with effective communication. They tend to be
final. For example, a manager practicing supportive
communication might say, “Let me try to build on what you
just said” rather than “That's not important. Let’s move
on.” Effective communicators recognize that it is important
for people to take turns speaking and do not dominate
conversations; they want to listen to others, not just to
themselves. And they recognize that all parties must agree
to move to a new topic (at least implicitly) or else someone
‘might get lost. The shift should not occur too abruptly or

appear to be an exercise of control.
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5. Supportive communication is validating, not demeaning.
Supportive communication helps people to feel recognized,
understood, accepted, and valued, whereas negative or
demeaning comments make people feel inadequate,
incompetent, and insecure. A demeaning message or a
‘message expressed in a demeaning tone, even if
unintended, can cause serious damage to effective
interpersonal relationships. A supportive communicator
‘might say something like, “I understand your position even
if mine s slightly different” rather than “You simply aren’t
‘making any sense.” There are various types of
communications that people consider demeaning. One is
taking a superior attitude or giving others the impression
that you think you know everything and that they know
very little. This may occur through put-downs (where the
communicator tries to make himself or herself look good
by making others look bad) or through one-upmanship
(where the communicator tries to elevate herself in the
eyes of others). Validating communication, on the other
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hand, acknowledges the importance of others, including
their feelings and values, and is characterized by respect
and flexibility.

. Supportive communication is owned, not disowned.

Supportive communication also is owned in the sense that
the speaker takes responsibility for what is being said.
Someone communicating supportively might say, “I have
decided to deny your application” rather than “They have
decided to deny your application.” Communication that is
not owned puts the person receiving the message at a
psychological distance from the speaker and inhibits
building a strong interpersonal relationship.
Communication that is attributed to another person or that
is ambiguous with respect to the source of the information
also makes it difficult for the receiver to pursue the issue
further, and that can be very frustrating.

7. Supportive communication is two-way, not one-way.

Supportive communication also involves listening carefully





