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Communicating effectively is essential for the smooth operation of a 
business. It sounds easy enough to do, but to do it well can be quite 
challenging. When communication is handled poorly, either with 
employees, customers, clients, prospects, or vendors, then problems 
start to occur that most likely could have been entirely avoided. Sound 
communication practices, followed consistently, tend to not only decrease 
potential problem “hot spots” but can be a catalyst for increased operating 
efficiency in a business, as well.
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Perhaps, the most common type of 
communication in a business will involve 
employees. How an owner or manager 
communicates with this group can have a 
profound influence on the productivity and 
profitability of a business. Great care and 
attention should be taken to make sure all 
communications are handled in the best 
possible way. 

Communicating with Employees

The type of communication method – 
emails, phone calls, direct contact – is one 
important element in the communication 
process. Words used, tone, and body 
language are equally important producing 
either a positive or negative reaction from 
the listener. 

Steps to Good Communication with Employees

Some of the best ways to enhance communication with employees aimed at improving 
organizational effectiveness are:
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LISTENING

Communication is a two-way street. 
Listening is absolutely critical to good 
communication. Often, people think that 
they are good listeners when in reality 
they are not. They may “listen” without 
really “listening.” Highly relevant ideas 
might be quickly rejected without sufficient 
thought and consideration because the 
communicator did not properly “listen” 
and absorb the thoughts and ideas of the 
other person. 

It is a frustrating experience for someone 
to feel as though another person is 
not listening to them. Listening and 
understanding the thoughts and opinions 
of others does not necessarily mean 
agreeing with them. Rather, it means 
understanding someone else’s views 
as well as understanding differences. 
Open and honest communication 
enables parties to discuss topics in 
which differences might exist, and then 
move forward. 

Communicating with employees can 
produce unexpected, positive results. 
When employees deal directly with 

customers and clients, they have insights 
into products and services that, many 
times, owners and managers do not 
have. Additionally, employees actually 
doing various activities in a business can 
have great ideas about how to improve 
processes and procedures making them 
more efficient. The end result is a benefit to 
the business. This cannot happen without 
regular communication. Ask questions 
and ask for time to reflect on those ideas, 
if necessary. Asking probing questions 
and considering ideas shows one is 
listening and trying to understand the 
other person’s point of view. Some ideas 
may not be valid or practical, but others 
certainly might be. An owner or manager’s 
opinion does not always have to be the 
best. In fact, many times they are not the 
best. The employee “in the trenches” is a 
valuable source of information providing 
great insights into various aspects of 
a business that can help save money, 
build revenues, drive profitability, retain 
customers, or work more efficiently, but...
owners and managers need to listen.
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INFORMATION SHARING 

Every employee, regardless of position, 
wants to feel a part of the team. Sharing 
information is a key ingredient in 
making all employees feel important 
and empowered to do the best job they 
can. While selected information in most 
businesses (unless publically traded) is 
considered confidential, a certain level of 
transparency can be very constructive. 

In contrast, some businesses even 
embrace a concept known as open-book 
management in which all information 
about the company is shared with all 
employees. This includes all relevant 
business information including financial 
performance figures. The philosophy 
is that the more employees know at 
every level, the more effectively they 
can do they jobs and view themselves 
more as a business “partner” than just 
an “employee.”

OPENNESS

Openness is closely related to listening. 
Employees need a forum in which they 
can express both constructive ideas and, 
even, frustrations. When employees 
know their voices can be heard on any 
subject, they are inclined to be motivated 
to improve, as much as possible, what 
they can. Owners and managers should 
encourage - and welcome - ideas and 
suggestions for business improvement. 
Common practices in this area are:

 ` Open door policy

 ` Team meetings

 ` Suggestion boxes

 ` Idea reward programs

Communicating with Employees
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ELIMINATE A 
“BLAME CULTURE”

Rather than “blaming” someone when 
a mistake is made or something goes 
wrong, turn the experience into a learning 
occurrence. Although a mistake is made, 
understanding the “why” and “how” the 
mistake happened can strengthen the 
business in the future by preventing it 
from happening again. No one wants to be 
belittled and a “blame culture” can lead to 
a shutting down of open communication 
and, even the hiding of mistakes that 
can compound a situation if not handled 
immediately and effectively. 

Instead of trying to assign responsibility 
for an error, turn accusations into 
constructive feedback. 

DIFFERENCES OF PERCEPTION 

Differences in perception can cause 
problems with communications. What one 
person says can likely be interpreted in 
a completely different way than what the 
speaker intended. Understanding that not 
everyone will “get what you mean” the 
first time is useful. Be prepared to react 
for any possible misunderstandings that 
might arise from your communication. 
Some preventive steps are:

 ` Be as clear as possible

 ` Eliminate jargon

 ` Do not use complex language

 ` Ask for questions or feedback to ensure 
communication was clear

 ` Allow for private meetings, if 
necessary, for employees who might be 
apprehensive about asking questions in 
front of others

Negative Question: 

“Who made that mistake?”

Positive Questions 

“Why do you think that went wrong? 

What could we do to prevent that 

from happening again?”
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BODY LANGUAGE

Communication is transmitted not only 
through spoken words. Facial expressions 
and body positions inadvertently, 
also, communicate thoughts. Effective 
communicators understand how body 
language can influence communication 
in either a positive or negative manner. 
Areas to watch for include:

 ` Crossed legs and/or arms – indicates a 
defensive position. 

 ` Looking away – when eyes are averted, 
it can mean that a person feels 
uncomfortable or guilty. 

 ` Leaning forward – the person is 
interested and actively engaged in what 
is being said.

 ` Leaning back – the person is 
disinterested and, perhaps, disengaged 
in what is being communicated. 

` Covered mouth – can mean uncertainty, 
but can also mean that the person is 
not being truthful in some instances. 

Review your own body language and 
those around you looking for these signs. 
Consider changing your approach, if 
necessary, to make sure you are giving off 
positive “vibes” rather than negative ones. 

Communicating with Employees
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FEEDBACK

Individuals who communicate effectively 
understand that feedback – positive, 
negative, or constructive - is fundamental 
to improving the success of any 
business. Both the giving and receiving 
of feedback help people to be better 
motivated and to improve on what they 
do. Positive and constructive feedback to 
employees is particularly important for 
motivation. It can recognize employees 
for achievements and help them grow in 
their positions. Overall, feedback makes 
employees have a sense of self worth - 
feeling good about themselves, their work, 
and their employer. 

Have you ever heard of the “feedback 
sandwich?” Basically, it is tool that can 
be used in business to give constructive 
feedback to employees. Praise or 
compliments are given first, followed 
by constructive criticism (sandwiched in 
between), followed by another praise or 

compliment. Educators use this approach, 
as well, praising a student on some aspect 
of performance, followed by how an 
assignment could have been done better, 
followed by more praise. The praise and 
compliments serve as a motivating factor 
while the constructive criticism is used as 
a learning tool. Caution: when used too 
often, it can lose its effectiveness. 

Remember, also, that feedback works 
in two ways. If you give it, you have to 
expect to receive it. While not always 
palatable, receiving feedback is a great 
way to learn, grow, and improve. Even, 
an owner or manager is not always right 
or perfect all the time. If you’re on the 
receiving end, accept feedback graciously. 
If it is not exactly what you want to hear 
or hoped to hear – think, relax, and reflect 
before responding. 
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Effective communication with customers 
and clients helps in building loyal 
relationships. Retaining current customers 
and clients takes less effort and cost 
than trying to obtain new ones. Many 
of the same rules previously discussed 
about communication with employees 
are applicable in dealing with customers 
and clients. 

Communicating effectively with customers 
and listening to their feedback can be 
invaluable in improving a company’s 
products and services. Existing products 
or services can be either “tweaked” or 
additional products or services developed. 
Responding to customer needs and adding 
value through customer feedback is an 
excellent method for company expansion. 

Communication with prospective 
customers and clients can work in one 
of two ways. The prospect will either be 
brought on board as new business or will 
be driven away to a competitor instead. 
When communicating with prospects, 
focus must be on the benefits of using a 
company’s product or service. Customers 
buy value and want solutions to 
problems. They usually are not interested 
in all of the different intricate features 
and details of a product or service being 

offered. In fact, many times they already 
know what is being offered; rather, they 
want to know why a company’s product 
or service is better than the competition. 
Communicate to prospects the value 
of your company’s product or service 
explaining aspects of differences and 
superiority that competitor’s cannot offer. 
With the proper communication and 
message, prospects can be turned into 
customers.

Communication with Customers and Clients

Communication with Prospects
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Many businesses falsely assume that there 
is no great need to communicate with 
vendors – the business buys – the vendor 
sells. In the context of a simple sale, 
this type of straightforward transaction 
is pretty simple. In the larger scheme of 
business, vendors play an important role 
in the supply chain management system. 

Communication with vendors is much 
more than price. It should, also, include:

 ` Terms of delivery

 ` Anticipated delivery date

 ` Penalties for late deliveries 

 ` Other detailed items that might be 
specialized for the company

No assumptions should be made when 
communicating with vendors. All details of 
the agreement should be covered ensuring 
that each side understands the terms and 
expectations. Making vendor assumptions 

is dangerous and all agreements should 
be communicated both verbally and in 
writing. How a transaction was handled 
in the past does not mean that it will 
be handled the same way in the future. 
Vendor procedures change as do vendor 
employees. Just as a business owner or 
manager perceives how something will be 
handled, the vendor will also have 
a perception as to how the transaction 
should be handled. The two perceptions 
might not be a mirror image of the other. 

Vendors can also be a valuable resource to 
businesses by understanding the industry, 
market, competition, and end-user likes 
and dislikes. It benefits a business owner 
or manager to communicate frequently 
with vendors. A small business or SME 
cannot operate in isolation without current 
marketplace information. Vendors are one 
source for this type of knowledge.

Communication with Vendors



Communication in businesses can 
be motivating, challenging, or even 
problematic. When communications 
are handled properly, problems 
are minimized. When they are not, 
fixes are fairly easy in most cases. 
Speaking (words, complexity, body 
language) and listening are critical 
components of communication. 
Style, approach, openness, and 
acceptance of feedback make a big 
difference in how messages are 
received and understood – or not 
understood. 

Communications, at times, must be 
adapted based on the situation and 
the audience. Some conversations 
might call for simple, candid 
language while other situations 
might call for more complex 
wording. Perception can be reality, 
so it is important to ensure that 
perceptions and communications 
are not distorted. 

Summary
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