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Knowing your communication style

and having a mix of styles on your

team can provide a positive force for

resolving conflict.

A s far back as Hippocrates” dime
t % (460-370 B.C.) people have
tried to understand other people by
characterizing chem according o
personality cype or temperament.
Hippocraces believed chere were
four differenc body fluids chat
influenced four basic types of
temperament. His work was
further developed 500 years later
by Galen {130-200 A.D.).

These days there are any number
of self-assessment tools thar relate
to the basic descripdons developed
by Galen, alchough we no longer
believe the source to be the rypes
of body fluid chat dominate our
systems.

The value in self-assessments
that hielp determine personalicy
stvle, learning styles, communica-
tion styles, conflicc-handling seyles,
or ather aspects of individuals is
that chey help depersonalize conflict
in interpersonal reladonships.

The depersonalization occurs
when you realize that others aren’t
erying ro be difficule, but they need
different or more informacion than
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you do. They're not intending

o be rude; they are so focused
on the task they forger abour
greeting people, They woutd like
o work faster but nor ac the risk
of damaging the relationships
reeded o gec the job done. They
understand chere is a job o da,
bue it can only be done righs with
the appropriate informanion,
which takes time to collect.

When used appropriately,
understanding communication
styles can help resolve conflicr on
ceams, Very rately are conflicts true
personality issues. Usually chey are
issues of style, information needs,
or focus.

Hippoerates and lacer Galen
cerermined there were Four basic
remperaments, as follows:

+ The sanguine person,
characterized by the rendency to
be overly cheerful, oprimistic,
vain, and unpredicrable.

The phlegmaric person, whao is
unemotional, nonchalane, cool,
persevering, and needing
direction.
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» The melancholic person, who is soft hearted,
oriented toward doing chings for ochers, and s
slow in responding.

» The choleric person whose temperament t
domincering, stubborn, opinionared, aad self-
confident.

These descriptions were developed centuries 2go and
are still somewhat ape, although you could updace the
wording. In today’s world, chey translare into the four
fairly common commuuication styles described below:

« The sanguine person would be the expressive ot
spivited style of communication. These people speald
in. pictures. They invest 2 lor of emodion and energy
in their communicacion and often speak quickly,
putting their whole body into iz. They are easily
sideeracked anto a story thae may or may not
illustrace che point they are trying ro make. Because
of thejr enthusiasm they are great team motivators.
They are concerned about peopte and relarionships.
Their high levels of energy can come on sttong a2
¢imss and their focns is
usually on the bigger
picture, wlich means
they sometimes miss the
details or che proper
order of things. These
people find conflict ot
differences of vpinion
invigoracing and love
ro engage in a spiviced
discussion. They love
charge and ate
constantly fooking for new and exciting advencures.

« The phlegmaric person —cool and persevering—
cranstates into the rechnical or systematic
communication style. This style of communication
is focused on faces and technical derails. Phlegmatic
people have an orderly, methodical way of
approm:hing rasks, and their focus is very much on
the task, not on the people, emotions, or concerns
that che task may evoke. The focus is also more
on the details necessary ro accomplish 2 cask.
Sometimes the details overwhelm che big picture
and focus needs to be broughe back o the conrex:
of the task. People with this scyle chink che facts
should speak for themselves, and they are nocas
comforrable wich conflict. They need time to adapt
to change and need to understand boch the logic
of it and che steps involved.
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+ The melancholic person who is softhearced and
oriented toward doing things for others cranslates
into the considerate ot sympatheric communication
seyle. A person with chis communication style is
focused on people and relationships. They are
good listeners and do things for ocher people—
sometimes o the decrimenc of getring things done
for themselves. They want o solicit everyone's
opinion and make sure everyone is comforrable
with whatever is required o gert the job done. At
times this focus on others can distract from the
cask at hand. Because chey are so concerned with
the needs of others and smoothing over issues,
they do nor like conflice. They believe chat change
threatens che status guo and tends to make prople
feel uneasy, so people wich this communication
style necd time to consider rhe changes in order
to adape to them.
« The cheleric temperamens cranslaces into the bold
or direcc style of cormmunication. People with this
style are briefin their
communication— che fewer
words the betger. They are
big picture thinkers and {
love o be involved in many b
things at once. They are
focused on rasks and
ourcames and afren forger
zhar the peopie involved in
carrying out the tasks have
needs. They don’t do deeail
work easily and as a resule

can often underestimate liow much rime it takes

to achjeve the rask. Because chey are so direct, they

often seem forceful and can be very intimidacing

to others. They usvally would welcome someone

challenging them, buc most other scyles are afraid

to do so. They also thrive on change, the more

the berrer.

A well-Funcrioning team should have all of these
communication styles for true effectiveness. All
reams need o focus on the task, and chey need to
take care of relarionships in order to achieve those
casks. They need the big picrure perspective or che
contexz of their work, and they need the details to
be identified and taken care of for success.
We all have aspects of each style within us. Some of
us can easily move from one style to another and adape
our style to the needs of the sicuation at hand —whether L
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the focus is on tasks or relationships, For others,

a dorminane style is very evidene, and it is more
challenging to see che sicuation from the perspecrive
of another style.

The work environment can influence communicarion
styles eicher by che type of work that is required or
by the predominance of one style refleczed in char
eavironment. Some people use one style 2t work and
another at home,

The good news abour communication styles is thac
we all have che ability to develop flexibility in our styles,
The greater the fexibilicy we have, the more skilled we
usually are at handling possitle and actual conflicrs,
Usually it has to be relevare to us o do so, either
because we think it is impartant or because there ace

incentives in our eNVIronment to encourage it. The key
is that we have to want ro become flexible with our
communicarion style. As Henry Ford said, “Wheeher
you think you can or youtcan'’s, you're righel”

This article originaily appeared in “Approaching Change,”
February 2004,
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