Communication barriers in the workplace
Communication barriers in the workplace prevent the effective exchange of thoughts and ideas. Communication barriers can exist in several forms: 
· Physical
· Language
· Culture 
· Perceptual
· Emotional 

These barriers may cause tension and damage working relationships, poor performance among employees and can result in low motivation. Messages can be disrupted by a variety of communication barriers, competing messages and listening filters. Filtering can be both intentional and unintentional. The organisation’s structure and culture can inhibit the flow of vital messages. The larger and more complex the organisation the more effort we need to put into communicating well. Minimising barriers and distractions in the communication environment is everyone’s responsibility.

Physical barriers

· Working from different offices
· Working online – technical problems, messages/emails popping up all of the time
· Information overload - infomania
· Hearing impairments and speech difficulties
· Noise 
· Distractions e.g., uncomfortable and cold meeting rooms, distractions when working from home e.g., other people working and living in the shared space

Tips

· Provide plenty of opportunities for networking and collaboration – both face to face and online. 
· Remember, working remotely or in different offices doesn’t mean “out of sight, out of mind.” 
· Use good practices when communicating online – set ground rules for different media e.g., using instant messages, emails, meetings, etc… 
· Informal and formal communication are important.
· Speak clearly, rephrase don’t repeat, keep your hands away from your face, eliminate background noise, maintain eye contact, be patient.



Language

· Having different first languages
· Unfamiliar accents
· Talking too quickly
· Jargon and over complicated terms
Tips 

· Smile!
· Be mindful of adapting your communication style to other people’s needs
· Avoid using jargon or raise awareness of essential jargon e.g. Jargon Buster
· Remember your non-verbal communication – could you be misinterpreted? Use relevant body language to emphasise your message
· Use visual aids and examples to support and illustrate your message
· Check for understanding 
Culture

Diverse teams tend to be more productive and creative. However, we must be mindful that having people from different backgrounds e.g., different cultures, races, languages, generations, experiences, extroverts/introverts can bring some communication challenges that we must work on. 
· We might assume everyone thinks the same. 
· We have different values, norms and preferences. 
· We are energised in different ways.
· The norms of social interaction vary in different cultures e.g., the concept of personal space varies between cultures.
· So is the way we express emotions.
· Prejudices lead to stereotyping. People often hear what they expect to hear rather than what is actually said and jump to conclusions.
Tips 
· Strive to get the best out of people
· Bring people together to learn together
· Provide effective induction and team building 
· Find common ground
· Get to know each-others’ communication preferences
· Ask questions and listen well.


Perceptual

Imagine you go into a meeting with the assumption that it is going to be a major waste of your time. How likely are you to listen well? To engage in the discussion and to actively participate? Your motivation is probably pretty low. That’s a perceptual barrier.
The assumptions we carry with us into exchanges influence our communication approach and can hinder our ability to get our point across or receive messages from others. 
Tips
It would be useful if we could switch off our own perceptions, biases, and assumptions. Navigating around this barrier is not that easy but tips include:  
· Maintain a positive mental attitude (PMA)
· Look for facts and evidence and present facts and evidence. 
· View situations from different perspectives – put yourself in someone else’s shoes. Encourage colleagues to do the same. 
· Ask clarifying questions, rather than make assumptions.

Emotional 

Internal distractions (thoughts and emotions) can prevent us from focusing. How we feel and how we communicate are closely related. For instance, if you feel anxious, you might avoid speaking up; if you’re angry you are less likely to listen. Negative emotions can make us disengage from communication and can lead to lack of trust. 
Having our mind on other things is a barrier to attentive communication. The habit of multitasking is guaranteed to create communication distractions. Attempting to multitask increases the workload on your brain - you are forcing it to constantly switch between different contexts and re-orient each time. Rather than getting more done, chronic multitasking often reduces productivity and increases errors. As more communication takes place on mobile devices, we need to better insulate ourselves from noise and distractions.
Having an audience’s undivided attention is a rare luxury. In many cases you are competing with other messages that are trying to reach them at the same time. This includes their other (work and home) priorities and issues. All are competing for attention. 
Tips
· Learn to understand your emotions and how to deal with them. Name your emotions – e.g. “I feel angry” or “I feel frustrated with our lack of progress on this.” Naming emotions out loud can actually be helpful in diffusing the emotions. Name it and tame it! 
· Know when it’s time to walk away or take a break and return to the conversation at another time when everyone is calmer.
· Focus on one task at a time – no more multitasking when communicating!
· Recognise when it’s the best time to communicate – have the team got other things on their mind. Make meetings purposeful, focused and short. 
· Get your technology and devices to work for you, not the other way around!

