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The best managers are the best listeners: 4 steps

M
anagers spend a good part of their day
								Memo to Managers
								Re: Communication



		
												MM02
listening to other people. But bear in mind, there’s a big difference between “passive” and “active” listening.
In many cases, managers are too busy thinking about their response rather than lis- tening to the employee’s full statement. In a business setting, this lack of attention can result in costly mistakes, wasted time, poor service and management failure.
By listening fully and in a way that shows understanding and respect for the speaker, you develop a rapport and build trust. That’s the true foundation from which you can man- age and influence others.
Effective listeners use a four-step process to ensure understanding:

1. Listen to the total message
If you hear only bits of what is said, you may draw the wrong conclusions.
Before you begin to frame your response, listen to everything the person has to say and give 100 percent of your attention. Find the main thought the person is trying to share and consider it from his or her perspective— not yours.
Prove that you care by suspending all other activities. Don’t flip through papers or keep checking your watch.

2. Prove your understanding by using nonverbal signals
Let the person know you’re paying attention through your nonverbal cues. Doing so sets a comfortable level for the conversation and encourages the other person to keep talking. It also demonstrates that you’re interested in the topic and paying attention.

5 bad habits to guard against

To be an effective listener, you must pay keen attention to the speaker. This seems like common sense, but too often we don’t walk the walk. As managers, it’s important to model this behavior for employees and teach by example.

To check your effectiveness, take the following listening quiz to make sure you’re not guilty of these bad habits:

1. Are you constantly trying to jump in, fin- ishing people’s sentences when they pause too long?

2. Do you talk before the employee has finished speaking?

3. Do you fail to make eye contact with peo- ple who talk to you or give them verbal cues that you’re listening (e.g., head nod)?
4. Do you often say “Yeah” or “Uh-huh” while others speak?

5. Do you make the same point someone else made, or ask a question that’s already been answered?


Here are some positive nonverbal signals to use:
•    Moving from behind the desk
•    Maintaining eye contact
•    Leaning forward slightly
•    Raising your eyebrows when the speaker
makes a significant point
•    Nodding to indicate agreement

3. Use open-ended probes
These are questions that allow the other person to respond at length, rather than with 

a “yes” or “no.” Open-ended questions begin with words like “why,” “how,” “explain” and “describe.”
By asking these types of questions, you’ll encourage the other person to share his or
her opinions and feelings, and elicit additional information.
Be aware of how many open-ended questions you ask, then consciously work to increase the number. You’ll find that the quality of your communication improves dramatically.

4. Paraphrase what you hear
To say “I understand” isn’t enough. People typically need some sort of evidence of your understanding.
In addition to nonverbal cues and ques- tions, prove your understanding by briefly restating the information you’ve heard or by asking a question that proves you know the main idea.
You don’t do this to prove that you were listening to the person, but to prove that you understand them. There’s a big difference.





Setting deadlines for employees: 4 do’s and don’ts
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W
ithout deadlines, employees flounder. They can’t be aware of the urgency or priorities of a project unless their supervisors tell them. Following are four tips to help supervisors set realistic deadlines for their employees:

1. Do be specific
Name the target day and time. And mean what you say. If you ask for completion “next week,” don’t complain on Friday that you needed it on Wednesday.
If you say, “By the end of the month,” be sure that 5 p.m. on the afternoon of the 31st is acceptable.
By contrast, if you wanted the project completed by 9 a.m. on the 31st so you could present it to your boss that afternoon, say
so. Otherwise, you won’t meet your boss’s deadline.

2. Do clarify priorities
Let people know if this assignment takes precedence over any other projects they’re working on. Avoid issuing a deadline “ASAP,” which usually translates in an employee’s mind to “whenever it gets done.”
What does ASAP mean? Drop everything and work overtime, or first finish what you’re already doing?
Even worse: Never tell employees to work on something “when you get a chance.” If you do, don’t be surprised if it never happens.

3. Don’t set false deadlines
Setting a deadline earlier than necessary (because you don’t trust your employees to meet the real deadline) creates more prob- lems than it solves.

Your staff will soon learn that’s how you operate and will assume there’s always air in the schedule. As a result, they’ll always miss that first deadline, just as you knew they would.
Nor should you claim that a project is
a rush job that just came up when, in fact, you’ve sat on it for a few days. People have a way of finding out the truth. Also, being dishonest about deadlines can hurt you later when a project truly is a rush job. Your staff may not believe you and won’t make the extra effort to get it done on time.
One caveat: If you have a new employee, you may want to allow extra time in the schedule for revisions. Let the employee know that you’re building review time into the schedule.

4. Do establish an update schedule
The best-laid plans can go astray, and so can deadlines. You’ll minimize the chance of this occurring by setting up a progress report schedule when you assign the project. This is especially important for working on long-term projects.
When you make the assignment, discuss how you and the employee will communicate about his or her progress. Do you want the person to stop by your office once a week and give you a quick status report? Send you a daily email? Update the status at the monthly staff meeting?
The schedule should be reasonable and convenient for both of you. It should make sense in terms of the length and complexity of the job, as well as the employee’s competence and experience. Whatever you decide, now’s the time to set the schedule.




6 ways to help employees do their best each day
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A
 manager’s job is 100 times easier and more rewarding when their employees are performing like a well-oiled machine. But when that machine runs slowly or breaks down entirely, a manager’s job becomes expo- nentially harder.
Here are six tips for keeping employees on task and working together toward the com- mon goal, according to a report by OnPoint Consulting:

1. Clarify, clarify, clarify
It’s hard to get things done when people don’t understand their roles, responsibilities or exactly what’s expected of them.
Too often, supervisors assume their employees understand what needs to be done. Or they fear they’ll insult an employ- ee’s intelligence by stating what seems obvi- ous to them.
Don’t underestimate the importance of making certain that everyone is on the same page. Communicating roles and duties clearly is never a wasted effort.

2. Establish clear expectations
Goals are an important part of clarifying. They help employees focus on what’s important
and provide incentives to find more efficient ways to get work done.
The only way to improve how you do things is to set clear, measurable goals and constantly monitor your success in those areas.

3. Don’t micromanage entrepreneurial- minded employees, but do monitor them Entrepreneurial-minded employees—those
who take initiative and do an effective job

without much direction from managers—are often great employees.
But just because you feel like you can let them loose with a project doesn’t mean you shouldn’t check in along the way. In fact, when you empower employees in this way, monitoring becomes even more important. You may be concerned they’ll think you’re micromanaging them. Don’t be.
When done right, monitoring doesn’t have to feel like micromanaging. Use these check- ins as an opportunity to recognize effective behavior and get their feedback.

4. Encourage employees to share 
bad news with you
How? Don’t shoot the messenger!
If there’s a problem, mistake or delay, employees may be hesitant to inform you. They may fear your reaction or worry they’ll look incompetent. That’s why it’s important to react correctly to bad news. Strive to be constructive, not punishing. Express appreci- ation for accurate information, no matter how negative it may be. Respond quickly to the problem with specific actions.

5. Solve problems quickly, but not too quickly
Don’t waste time when dealing with threats or problems. But be aware that jumping to solutions too quickly can end up causing more headaches.
Smart managers know when additional information or analysis is essential—and when it will only delay action without adding value. Before acting, managers should always use a systematic, logical analysis to identify the cause of a problem.

6. Encourage informal interaction
Your employees’ informal relationships are key to getting things done. The ability to connect with a colleague “in the moment” when you have a problem or new information is vital for effective execution.

But in today’s high-tech world, it can be difficult to make these connections. Don’t let co-workers in departments go days just email- ing back and forth. Facilitate informal gath- erings to brainstorm and hash out problems face to face.
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Listen for subtle signs of employee turnover
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M
ost good employees don’t stand up one day and quit out of the blue. They send off subtle hints that, if you’re listening, you can act on before the valued employee walks out the door.
That’s why it’s important to listen to state- ments like these that can act as a “warning system” for employee turnover:
•    “This job isn’t what I thought it would be.” Rather than exploring what the employee was originally told or trying to defend miscommunication, focus on the present. Ask, “What do you want your job to look like?”
•    “I’m at a plateau. I can’t grow here.” Consider that a plea for job stimulation. Provide the employee with new responsi- bilities, cross-training opportunities or exposure to influential mentors.
•    “I don’t receive any feedback.” Most employees crave regular input from their supervisors. Don’t leave them in the dark. Plan regular sessions to discuss ongoing projects and performance.

•    “This place has too much politics.” While you may not be able to eliminate all dissen- sion and politics playing in the organiza- tion, you can level with the employee. If someone makes this complaint, address rumors head-on, and don’t play favorites.




Plug holes in morale with three questions

To discover potentially serious threats to morale, periodically ask employees the follow- ing three questions. Then use their answers
to assess whether they’re disgruntled or dedicated.
1. “If you knew what you know now, would you still have taken this job? Why or why not?”
2. “In an ideal world, how would your job change over the next year?”
3. “What is your favorite part of the job?”




7 common employee gripes (and how to silence them)
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A
 recent study says that 40% of managers in the United States are considered “bad bosses” by their employees. Yet most managers assume their relationships with their employees are strong.
Obviously, some of those bosses are wrong
… and that can create major problems for a business. A Gallup Poll says organizations are
50% less productive—and 44% less profitable—when serious boss-employee conflicts exist.
According to the book 30 Reasons Employees Hate Their Managers, some common employee complaints about management, plus ways managers can silence them, include:
1. “My boss doesn’t respect me.”
•    Get to know your employees as people.
•    Treat them as adults and respect their privacy.
•    Recognize that employees have lives outside
work and try to accommodate those needs.
2. “Nobody appreciates my hard work.”
•    Provide regular feedback and recognition.
•    Mix an equal number of “thank you”s and “good job”s with your critiques. Ask employees for their ideas, then use them.
•    Thank and reward employees when you see them performing well; don’t wait for their next review.
3. “There are different rules for different people.”
•    Focus on being fair and consistent with the workload, pay, perks and appreciation.
•    Be aware of the legal risks of making work decisions based on race, age, gender, religion or disability status.
4. “My performance reviews are useless.”
•    Provide continuous feedback. Nothing in
the review should come as a surprise.
•    Involve employees in setting goals, and
adapt a development mindset.
•    Focus on specific employee behaviors (and cite documented examples). Don’t criticize the person’s character traits.
•    Conduct reviews on time.
5. “My boss micromanages my work.”
•    Realize that employees are not happy when they can’t make decisions. Delegate when possible.
•    Allow employees to have more say in how
they complete their work.
6. “We have too many meetings.”
•    Institute a time limit on meetings.
•    Use a meeting facilitator.
7. “I hate coming to work.”
•    Ask employees what specifically would improve their outlook. Try to at least meet them halfway.
•    Consider how you can enrich jobs (or juggle tasks among employees) to make them more motivated.



What makes a good boss?

Qualities that U.S. workers consider necessary for being a good boss (in order of importance), according to The Lee Group:
1. Communicates a clear vision
2. Sets performance expectations
3. Provides feedback
4. Offers support
5. Recognizes efforts
6. Gets to know employees
7. Makes work fun
8. Acts decisively

Helping employees accept change

in the workplace: It’s all about the 4 C’s
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N
ew project. New boss. New goals. New office.
Employees are constantly facing changes to their work environment. Supervisors who are able to understand the impact of those changes on their employees—and are able to help them through those unsteady times—will earn their employees’ trust and loyalty.
To start, you must first understand why people are so quick to resist change. By know- ing this, you can make intelligent decisions about how to introduce changes.
The initial response is often negative. People seem to instantly scan any new changes for any factors that aren’t to their benefit. Then they complain about it. This negative focus often blocks their awareness of positive aspects.
Also, when employees do welcome changes, that initial optimism is sometimes followed by a period of regret (the “buyer’s remorse” phe- nomenon). The bottom line: Expect negative reactions and plan accordingly.
Change equals loss. One main reason for the negativity: When things change, you lose something. You may gain something as well, but a loss is usually involved. For example, employees may win promotions but also lose the comfort of their previous jobs.

Acceptance requires planning
If you want employees to accept change,
invest some time in planning and communica-

tion. Too often, managers throw a change out there and expect others to say, “Well, that’s just fine.” That’s not likely.
To get people to accept change, the first step is to understand what, from their per- spective, they feel that they’re losing. If you can empathize with their feelings—and pos- sibly compensate for the loss—you’ve taken a giant first step toward acceptance.
Here are four more factors—the four C’s—
to promoting acceptance of change:
1. Caring. Listening and responding to peo- ple’s reactions is just as important as explain- ing the reasons for change.
2. Control. People want input into how change will be implemented. But never ask for input unless you plan to consider it.
3. Choice. Employees feel better if they are given options as part of the change process. The more choices they have, the more they feel in control.
4. Competence. Workers are happier about change if they feel they have the skills and abilities to succeed after the change. The faster you can help someone move through the learning curve, the faster they will accept the change.
So, before you begin to implement any important changes with employees, take time to develop a plan that incorporates those four features.

15 questions to ask employees in their first 60 days
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R
ecruiting, hiring and training new employees can eat up a manager’s time. The last thing a manager wants to do is restart the process all over again because that new hire just stood up and walked out the door after three months.
To avoid repeating that time-consuming process, it’s important to talk with new employees soon after they arrive to uncover potential problems that can cause turnover.
Many managers make the common mistake of waiting until an employee’s performance or behavior shows problems before talking with the employee. By then, however, it could be too late. The employee is halfway out the door.
Make it a point to meet with new hires within the first 60 days. Your goal: Discover their likes/dislikes about the job and environ- ment, see if the job meets their expectations and nip potential problems in the bud.
View these one-on-one chats as a contin- uation of new-employee orientation and a way to gain fresh insight into your department and the organization. Start the meeting by remind- ing new employees that you’re glad they’re
part of the organization, and that you value their input and observations.
Then ask some of the following questions, adapting them to your own needs:
1. Why do you think we selected you as an
employee?
2. What do you like about the job and the organization?
3. What’s been going well? What are the highlights of your experiences so far? Why?
4. Do you have enough, too much or too little time to do your work?



5. How do you see your job relating to the organization’s mission?
6. What do you need to learn to improve? What can the organization do to help you become more successful in your job?
(Don’t ask these two questions unless you are prepared to follow up with action. Otherwise, you can build false expectations, and that can cause disappointment.)
7. Tell me what you don’t understand about your job and about our organization.
8. Compare the organization to what we explained it would be like.
9. Which co-workers have been helpful since you arrived? (Goal: Pinpoint which employees can be influential in retaining the new hire.)
10. Who do you talk to when you have questions about work? Do you feel comfortable asking?
11. Does your supervisor clearly explain what the organization expects of you?
12. How does it go when your supervisor offers constructive criticism or corrects your work?
13. Do you believe your ideas are valued? Give examples.
14. How well do you get along with your co-workers?
15. Have you had any uncomfortable situations or conflicts with supervisors, co-workers or customers?
Finish the discussion by asking the employee if he or she has any questions for you or suggestions on how the job can be managed better.

