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A leader for good?
Communication in
eadership

—_—
——

Dimos Kyritsis looks at current communication
tools within leadership practice and asks how coaches
can employ these to help transform good leaders

into leaders for good.

nmy professional experience, the majority of
conflicts that occurin the workplace can be
mainly attributed to lack of communication
rather than tolack of expertise, technical skills
or commitment. The good news is that we
always have arole toplayinasituation where
communication skills are required. We can,
therefore, take responsibility for the language
we use and the messages we send to others.
According to Lasaterand Lasater, the authors
of What We Say Matters, speech is the most
human of activities.! They argue that it enables
the functioning of society on alllevels, claiming
thatwhenever we speak, we change the world,
as the way we speak connects us both to
ourselves andtothose we arerelating to.

Goodleaders versusleaders for good
Regarding leadership, the role of the leaderis
to build trust, engage, influence, facilitate and
coach theteam, as wellas manage challenging
behaviour, deal with conflict, introduce change,
and often manage internal politics within
teams.? This multitasking roleis inevitably
fraught with anxiety. Leadership theorist john
Adair® makes a differentiation between being
‘agood leader’and being aleader for good, giving
the example of Adolph Hitler as a‘good leader’,
but who was certainly not ‘aleaderforgood'.
Communication playsacrucialrole in being a
leader for good.

In my leadership coaching practice, many
of my clients have asked for help in developing
their communication skills, citing feelings of
uncertainty about how to communicate
theirmessages, as well as how tointerpret
verbal messages they receive. Regarding
communicating messages, Lasaterand Lasater
argue thatemployees are oftenintimidated
about expressing themselves at work, for fear
they may be disregarded orinvalidated.!

Transactional analysis forleadership
Therapists Stewartand Joines* use transactional
analysis (TA), atheory of personality that
provides amodel of communicationand a
method of analysing systems and relationships,
bothin personaland work situations. It can

help people to stay in clear communicationand
avoid setting up unproductive confrontations.

TAis suitable foruse inleadership coaching
anditcanbe a powerful toolin management,
communications trainingand in organisational
analysis.

One of the most fundamental ideas of TA
is the basic model of three ego states: Adult,
Parentand Child.> We are considered to bein
the'adult’ ego state when our behaviour, our
feelings and our thinking are related to what
isgoingonaround usinthe hereand now,
appealing to all the resources available to us
forsupport. We are deemed to bein the ‘parent’
ego state when we are thinking, feelingand
behavinglike our parents or others who have
been parental figures to us. The model of the
parent ego state can be subdivided into the
categories of ‘controlling parent’and that of
‘nurturing parent’. We are considered to bein the
‘child’ego state when we tend to behave, think
and feel in ways we did when we were children.
This model can be subdivided into the model of
the'adapted child'and ‘free child’ TA provides
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How is it possible to
step out of your
stressful daily tasks and
duties, connect with
yourself, recognise ego
states, become more
aware of your feelings
and needs, and make
requests based upon
your feelings and
needs?
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insights into our behaviour; thus, we canuse it
both todevelop a greater awareness of the way
we communicate and shift between the most
suitable ego state foragivensituation. We can
use TAtointerpret messages asitenables us to
understand thereasons why people feel, think,
behave and communicate the way they do,
helpingus torelease judgments and develop

an empathetic approach towards others.

One of the most powerfullessons | learnt
during my professional coaching training was
thatany message we receive is based uponthe
speaker's world, mental state, belief system,
perceptions and judgments. It'snotonly about
the content of the message (verbal cues), but
about the speaker of that message; their tone
and pitch of voice, the words they choose, their
body language. The good newsis thatit's not
aboutus. Evenif the speaker has plausible
arguments, or if they have areason to be upset,
that does not permit themto beillmannered.
We are all humans, we all make mistakes, we
alldeserve to be treated with respect.

Developing empathy and compassion
Having found myselfin this position, lasked
myself what | have to embrace and what|
have tolet go of in order not to take things so
personally, and the answer came along. | had to
suspend taking responsibility for other people’s
communication patterns and embrace empathy
and compassion. None of this came naturally to
me. | had to reframe my own disempowering
perspectives, practise, and effect changes. My
coaching supervision supported me alotin this
journey. Kegan and Lahey® of Harvard University
elaborate onthe change challenges we face
today, differentiating between ‘technical’and
‘adaptive’ change. The former necessitates the
development of new skills, while the latter‘can
only be met by transforming your mindset, by
advancing it to amore sophisticated stage of
mental development'®Investinginanew way
of communicationis definitely an adaptive
change challenge. The notion thatany message
wereceiveis associated with the speaker’s
world and mental state is one of the essential
pillars of empathy and compassion.

Itisworth considering that offering empathy
and compassion neither requires thatwe
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approve of nor condone the other person’s
behaviour, nordoes itdetract fromour own
perception of reality or perspective. We can

give empathy and compassion to someone and
atthe same time disagree with or disapprove

of theiraction(s). It simply helps us to understand
thereasons why someone speaks or acts the
way they do, and we can therefore focus on
observing the other person’s speech, and
release any judgment we may be holding, which
islikely tolead us tolabelling that person. As
psychologist Kristin Neff writes: " The moment
you see the manas anactualhumanbeingwhois
suffering, your heart connects with him. Instead
of ignoring him, you find to your amazement that
you are takinga moment to think about how
difficult hislifeis. You are moved by his painand
feelthe urge to help himin some way'’ Empathy
involves understanding the reasons why
someone behaves as they do, while compassion
entails the clear seeing of suffering, feelings of
kindness for those who arein discomfort, and
the acknowledgement that all of thisisa
common human condition.

As|noted earlier, the way we speakis the
way to connectto ourselves and to others.
Duringmy recent teacher training inrestorative
yoga, my tutor, Deborah Berryman, emphasised
theimportance of empathy and compassion
inteaching, pointing out that we cannot give
empathy and compassionto other people
unlesswe give itto ourselves, otherwise we are
building non-functioning relationships with
unclearboundaries. That was another powerful
lesson that brought home to me thatlhad been
judgmental and critical towards other people
not because of the things they said or did, but
because I had beenjudgmental and critical
towards myself. According to Neff, compassion
forourselvesinvolves recognising our own
discomfortand suffering, discerning the reasons
foroursuffering, extending kindness to
ourselves because of our suffering, and realising
that thisis a part of the common human
experience.” We are not the only onesin
this world thinking, feeling, speaking and
communicating the way we do. Apart from our
verbal communication, our state of mind affects
our non-verbal communication, and our body
language in general, which others pick up on.

The key components of non-violent
communication

The first gift of (self) empathy and (self)
compassionis thatitenables us todifferentiate
between observations of facts and evaluations
whenwe communicate, as both help us to
release judgments. This forms the first
component of the non-violent communication
(NVC) model, developed by Marshall Rosenberg,®
who argues that a combination of observations
and evaluationsis often heard as criticism.
Observationisastatement based uponafact
thathappened, andis free fromany form of
our own perception or opinion. The statement,
‘She said she willnot meet her deadline’ offers
an example of pure observation, while the
statement'She won't meet her deadline’is

an example of observation mixed with
evaluation, asit contains our own estimation
of her performance. Leaders caninvestin

the art of observational language whenever
they evaluate someone’s performance at
work, so as to make it more useful and less
prone to misinterpretation.

Empathy and compassion are also associated
with the identification of feelings. Once again, to
improve our capacity toidentify, acknowledge
and assuage the feelings of others, we need first
todevelop agreater awareness of ourown
feelings and be able to communicate them.
Thisisthe key to self-expression - the second
component of non-violent communication.

We often expect other people to guess how

we feel, while we are reluctant to express and
communicate our own feelings, in the false belief
thatthe more vulnerable we appear to be, the
more likely we are to be exploited. Rosenberg
highlights that the expression of one’s
vulnerability is likely toresolve conflicts.®

He also argues that when we express our
feelings, we should be cautious to distinguish
between feelings and thoughts, which entails
distinguishing betweenwhat we feeland what
we think we are, as well as how we think others
react or behave towards us. He argues that the
statement 'l feel that you don't respect me’does
notinvolve an expression of a feeling, as he does
notidentify'youdon'trespect me'tobe afeeling.
Rather, it expresses what the speaker believes
the other personisdoingto him. By contrast, the
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sentence:’lamsadthatyoudid notattend the
meeting’ does verbally express afeeling.

Heightened awareness of our feelings
andthe reasons we experience each feeling
helps ustogain further clarity of our needs.
The expression of our feelings facilitates the
expression of our needs. The more we express
our needs, the more likely we are to fulfil them.
Acknowledging and expressing our needs is the
third component of non-violent communication.

Rosenberg®and Lasaterand Lasater* agree
that the way to get our needs metis through
request making. We therefore ask for actions
that may comfort our needs. Rosenbergisin
favour of using positive language when we make
requests, suggesting that we communicate
to otherswhatwe dowantthemtodo, rather
thanwhat we don't.Lang suggests we focus
onverbal positive pathways as a means of
reframing negative pathways, arguing that
speaking the positive is as empowering as
hearing the positive.®

Requests seemto be more constructive
when they are accompanied by the speaker’s
feelings and needs, otherwise they may be
perceived asdemands. Lasater and Lasater
argue that a speaker who makes arequest
should be open to the possibility that the other
person may decline. If they try to pressure
someone into agreeing, then they make a
demand, no matter how calm and kind they
may appear to be. In the workplace, leaders are
likely to make arequestinagroupsituation.Ina
group, the members need to be clear about what
therequestisand whoitisdirected towards, so
that they can know what they are expected to
doandhow they are expected toact. Request
makingis the fourth and final aspect of NVC.

Creatingleaders for good
The above theories and practices of
communicationinvite leadersfirst to connect
and communicate with themselves, asameans
of developing a greater awareness of theirown
patterns, feelings and needs, and communicate
them through observations and through request
making, instead of demand making. Considering
Lasaterand Lasater!, who argue that whenever
someone connects with themselves, they
connect betterwith others, we caninferthata
leader whois connected with themself builds a
greater connection with their team members.
AsKinyon and Lasater state:'When you tend
well toyourself, you canlisten with interest,
hear the other person, and understand whatis
going on for them. Working through a conflict
with them starts with connecting to yourself'°
How isit possible to step out of your stressful
daily tasks and duties, connect with yourself,

recognise ego states, become more aware of
your feelings and needs, and make requests
based uponyourfeelings and needs?

Theansweris practice. Leaders can focus
on practising these skills outside of work, in
situations that do not seem to be stressful.!
They can therefore train the brain to memorise
the sensation produced and to bring it forward
whenneeded. Adailyritualcanalsoactasa
reminder. Kinyon and Lasater stress that daily
practice of askillenables one tointegrate it so
thatthey can have access to the body memory
toregain awareness, presence and choice in
the moment they need .

These communication theories and
practices are also highly applicable to coaching
relationships. As coaches, we can be
overwhelmed by the dynamics of the
conversations with our clients, as well as by our
willingness to support our clients in producing
results. Unless we give empathy and compassion
toourselves, we will be unable to extend
empathy and compassion to our clients, release
any hidden judgments we might make, and
develop greater unconditional positive regard
forthem. The theory of ego states that TA offers
canhelpusunderstand better both where our
clients are, and then pinpoint the ego state we
find ourselves in and make the choice to shift
into adifferent state to connect with ourselves
and betterserve them.

Havinginvestedin developing self-
compassion and empathy, lam much more
present, focused and calmin my sessions.

My clients are picking up that energy, stating
that they are feeling listened to and cared for.
Adopting the model of transactional analysis in
my relationships with my clients has helped me
move from the state of 'nurturing parent’into
the'adult'state, and that shift has given agency
tomy clients and greater ownership over their
results. In following the principles of non-violent
communication, lhave managed to create

more structure for my clients and set clearer
boundaries with them.

Acoach, aleader, and anyone whois able
to express themselves and communicate
their feelings without defensiveness, attack,
judgment or blame, has the ability to inspire
otherstodothe same.Inspirationisaclear
contributing factor to change. Modelling healthy
behaviouralandrelational patternsasacoach
is askill that has the potential to elevate a good
leaderinto aleaderforgood. ®
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Dimos KyritsisisanICF-certified coach, a
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