
Why is it that during the most challenging business conditions I often find that leaders communicate with employees less?  Could it be that they are simply nervous that something they weren’t supposed to share slips out, creating a major business blunder?  Or, perhaps a difficult question gets asked, one for which they are not yet prepared and would rather not be put in the awkward situation of not knowing the “right” answer.  In some cases, I suspect leaders are so focused on meeting the business goals at hand, especially during turbulent times, that they don’t pay as much attention to “people” concerns.  Otherwise, the mantra becomes: let’s just get the job done anyway we can and communicate later!  
Whatever the reason…leaders out there, please stop this behavior right now!  I can tell you that the vast majority of leaders I work with in one-on-one coaching sessions often possess excellent communication skills.  But typically, during stressful times, a time of crisis, cautious times, or when business conditions are not ideal, it seems many leaders have a tendency to either communicate less or stop communicating altogether.  Ironically, it is during these times that leaders should expand their communications. 

Of course, leaders should think through and anticipate tough questions in advance.  By no means am I suggesting that leaders spout forth opinions and speculations.  Remember, however, that a leader’s role is to lead the way!  What a concept, right? No doubt, effective communication is important when directing budget cuts and managing other daily kinds of organizational activities. Here, though, I’m referring to communications outside of typical work situations and activities. 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter, author, consultant and former editor of the Harvard Business Review, wrote about change leaders in one of her articles.  In it, she writes that some of the most important things a leader can bring to changing organizations are “passion, conviction, and a confidence in others”.  Too often, as she notes, leaders announce a plan, launch a task force, and then simply hope that their employees find the answers!  During times of challenge, we find that leaders focus their energies more on “meeting the goals.”  Of course, this is expected, right?  This is why they are leaders, right?  That is, to make sure the organizational goals are achieved?  Yes, of course!  Remember, though, that usually the most expeditious way to meet ambitious goals will be through the people who have been chartered to carry out the responsibilities at hand.  These employees need to believe and trust in their leaders so as to wrap their arms around the mission.  Leaders need employees who understand what is going on and why, and what they are expected to do.  And guess what?  Yes, you’re right!  Leaders need to become advocates of the realities in organizations. Employees want to know: What’s going on? What is the direction and why?  What’s the impact?  What’s next?  Effective communication will help get leaders to where they need and want to go.

Okay, how do leaders provide information critical to building the confidence and trust needed to carry forth the mission?  Simply use the communication skills that I experience in one-to-one coaching sessions.  Get educated on the issues.  Anticipate employees’ questions and concerns.  Ask good questions. Listen completely. Leaders should actively collect information.  These are the times when leaders will want to focus keenly on employees and initiate simple conversations.  By the way, if leaders do not have all the answers, that’s certainly okay.  It’s better for a leader to say something like “I really don’t know the answer to that question.  Let me do a little research and get back to you.” And please, leaders, follow through on your promises!  Provide an answer, even if the answer is, “The research is still in process!”  

Also, leaders should remember to recognize, reward and celebrate the accomplishments of their teams.  Doing so doesn’t cost anything, right?  But, communicating simple successes is often underutilized.  Open up the lines of communication, articulate goals, and acknowledge others.  All of these things will help to build the effective partnerships that are needed to carry out the mission.  Remember, successful partnerships don’t just happen.  So, to all leaders:  loosen up,  stay genuine, be yourself, and finally, relax, and have a conversation!
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Relax and Have a Conversation!         
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