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1. Basic principles
What should we take into consideration while
communicating at the office?

Communication at the office is neither complicated nor very simple. Each of us has basic
skills of interacting with the other. On the other hand things are not always great and
easy and this causes conflicts. People are more or less satisfied with the others, some do
their job better while others still need to improve their work, what is normal for one
person is not necessarily right for the other. Moreover, when working with volunteers
there are some particularities that need to be taken into consideration, as their interest
and motivation are somewhat different than those of the organisation’s staff. It is in this
kind of situations that communication becomes very important in preserving a good
group dynamics and in keeping people involved in their work.
While each situation requires different approaches, there are some aspects that should
be taken into consideration in order for a discussion to end with results rather than with
conflicts.
Smile and show appreciation!

A smile is welcome at any meeting that you will have with your teammates. If you meet
to discuss positive aspects or to work on something, it helps people relax, enjoy the
work you are doing together and feel good about cooperating with you. If you meet to
discuss negative aspects about the performance of one of your team members, it will
give confidence to the other that you are still on the same side and you are meeting
together to find a solution. Otherwise, these kinds of meetings are often interpreted as
confrontational and they end up focusing on who is right and who is wrong, rather than
on a constructive solution.
Whatever is the purpose of the meeting don’t forget to show appreciation for the
individual’s work. If you enjoy the work one person did, one idea that he presented, the
way he handled some situation, don’t forget to mention this. Everyone is searching for
appreciation. If you are unsatisfied with some aspects about it, you can still bring into
discussion the positive ones. For example, if one staff member that is otherwise very
competent is not respecting the deadlines that he was supposed to, you can start the
discussion by “Your work here has been appreciated until now and it could even better
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if you would pay more attention to deadlines” or “You show great motivation in your
work and it is a great pity for mistakes like missing deadlines to cast a shadow on it”. It
again shows that your goal is not to create a conflict with him but to help him achieve
better results, which are in both of your interest.
It is not just what you say that counts. How you say it is equally important!

Communicate in a way that captivates and motivates, show that you believe in what you
are saying and in the positive impact of what you are proposing. Treat the others with
respect and try to engage them in finding a solution instead of directly ordering them
what to do. People who feel they are being approached with respect will be more
reasonable to requests. Moreover, when decisions are
taken with the participation of all parties involved,
people are more motivated to put them into action.
Also, explain on each occasion why the things are the
way they are or what are the objective factors that
make you decide one way or another. The goal of
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your meetings is not to criticize but to find solutions
together.
Some phrases you could use in order to put all these in practice are:
•

“This is why I am turning to you to try to find a reasonable solution so that it will
be in both your interest and the interest of the project”;

•

“Do you think that we could find a solution to this?”;

•

“Let’s think. Isn’t there any other way to solve this, as at this point we are in a
lose-lose situation”;

•

“I was wondering if you could help me solve this challenge that we are facing”;

•

“Do you find this a reasonable request for you?”;

•

“Does this make sense to you?”;

•

“Let’s not see this as a problem for a while”;

•

“It is important both for the project and also for you, personally”;

•

“We all have to work together to make some adjustments in order for everyone
to be confortable and the project to achieve its objectives”;

Whatever you say,! always be polite, no matter the discussion! Politeness will help avoid
unnecessary conflict.
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Make sure that you have a participatory approach in solving the issues you are
dealing!

Involve all interested parties in finding a solution! Asking a person to get involved in
finding a solution for a problem in which the person is part of will help more than telling
that person what you personally and in a non-transparent way decided that he/she
should do.
Avoid saying “NO”!

“No” has a very negative impact and also closes the path for further communication as
it implies that you are not willing to listen to any other arguments for the proposal and
that you made a personal decision regardless of the other’s interests. Make sure to
make the other acknowledge that you have understood their proposal and, if you
disagree with it, that there are some objective aspects that do not allow you to agree
with it (e.g. “I understand your point of view and I could totally agree to this, but we
have to take into consideration that…” or “I know that you would very much enjoy it but
we must also consider that”).
Show that you care!

If the other feels that you show in interest in his matter he will be more open for also
caring about your interest and it will be easier for all of you to find the common
grounds. Showing that you care is not just a “single day” process (“today I care,
tomorrow I don’t”), it is a way of thinking and of acting that should guide you
throughout the project and the facilitation process. Avoid phrases like “I don’t care” or
“it is not my job” but instead give advice in any of the matters that you are being
addressed, even if this is just politely explaining that a more suitable person to handle
this would be our colleague, “X”. Also, promising that you will solve something and not
doing it doesn’t help and has the negative effect of making the other lose his
confidence in you thus blocking future reasoning together.
Try to put the other person in your or a colleague’s position so that he gets a
clearer image of what is happening!

Also, when reaching some key points with respect to the other’s perception, be sure to
emphasize them (e.g. “Just like you need your personal space, imagine that he also
needs his own space. Does this seem reasonable to you?” or “I would like to ask you to
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imagine that you could take all the decisions about this project. How would you handle
this situation?”).
Show empathy!

The reverse of the previous tip also works. Don’t forget to think at things also from the
perspective of the other person and think also about his interests. For a negotiation to
be successful, each party must win something, so in any discussion it is best to know not
only what you want but also what will make the other person happy.
Make sure that any decision that you take together is stated into an action plan!

A simple “Yes, I will change this!” will not do it. After deciding on the basics, work
together on developing an action plan in which both the other person and you take
responsibility on what you are doing and until when this needs to be done! This is also
helpful in tracking the changes and approaching the situation again if, for one reason or
another, things are not improving. Write the plan on paper in order to have a clear
reminder of what needs to be done and also make sure that the other reads it,
acknowledges it and even make a copy of it, in order to have these guidelines with him
at all time. There is no need for having signatures on the plan or anything of that matter,
especially if it is the first time that the situation is addressed, but make sure to have the
plan with you and to refer to it if you see that the necessary steps are not taken (e.g.
“Last time we discussed about this, we made this plan. Do you remember about this
paper?”).
Don’t concentrate on proving you are right!

In a discussion the important thing is the result, not who
was right or wrong about it. If the other is opposing your
idea, which at the end is proven to be the right one,
don’t make a big deal out of this, just enjoy the fact that
the conflict was avoided and that you have reached an
agreement that is beneficial for both parties.
Don’t talk just about work!

Even if you meet just at work and most of your interaction is about this, your
communication should not refer only to professional aspects. Talking about other
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personal things like interests, hobbies, views, aspirations or even private problems that
one of you is facing will create better connections between you and your teammates
that will help the professional relationship and the overall atmosphere at work.
Prepare in advance!

A lot of the issues can appear spontaneously, but for the others you more or less know
in advance that you will be facing them. Try to gather all the relevant information
regarding the topic (by finding about the opinion of others, reading the reports or the
CV/motivation letter of the volunteer, his Facebook profile, etc.) and think about the
best strategy to approach the things, developing a discussion plan.
Evaluate yourself!

It is impossible to fully change your approach after reading this manual once, twice or
even ten times. It takes a lot of practice to do this but you must show commitment to it.
Evaluate yourself after each conversation you have, check the manual or have a selfreflection and see what you have been missing. Write it down and try to include it in
your next meetings. Also, when hearing the others speak, listen to them and analyze
what they are doing right and what doesn’t sound so good.
The most problematic cases you will be faced with are also the best sources of
learning!

Treat each difficult situation that will appear not like a problem but like a source of
developing yourself and of improving your leadership skills, which will make you a
valuable asset to your organization.
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