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Effective Communication:
Understanding One Another

Background Notes

Listening is an underrated skill!  Most people believe that they get what they want
through talking.  Many successful people, however, spend more time listening
than talking.  When they talk, they often ask questions to learn more.

To increase the
likelihood of
success in its
advocacy efforts,
members of a
network have a
responsibility to
communicate with
one another as
effectively as
possible. To do
this, they must
transmit their
messages in a way
that ensures that
l i s t e n e r s
understand the
intent of the message.  Similarly,  members need to be able to interpret other speakers'
messages as intended.

Ideally, members of a network express their thoughts, feelings, and ideas openly.
They listen carefully to others, and everyone feels free to put forth an idea.  Conflicts
and disagreements are viewed as natural and differences are talked out.  In asking
questions, for example, members know it is helpful to plan their questions in advance
and to ask with a purpose.  They tailor their questions to other members and follow
general questions with more specific ones.  They try to keep questions short and
clear.

Developing good communication skills is challenging.  A network is more effective
if all members strive to transmit their messages clearly and listen carefully to what
others say.  In that way, the knowledge, experience, and special expertise of members
can be shared and used on behalf of the network’s objectives.

When a family life education curriculum was being introduced in
Kenyan schools, religious groups were very vocal in their opposition.
An advocacy team organized by the International Planned Parenthood
Federation convened a seminar bringing together more than 100 leaders,
including government ministers and representatives of local
organizations.

In the keynote address, the leader of the advocacy team presented the
various religious perspectives—Muslim, Catholic, and other
Christian—as well as the perspectives of organizations serving youth
and legal and health institutions.  After a day spent listening to one
another and jointly discussing various perspectives, participants (with
the exception of the Catholic Church representative) agreed the
curriculum was vital for young people.

Family Life Education Misunderstood
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OBJECTIVES

TIME

MATERIALS
HANDOUTS

PREPARATION

ACTIVITY 1

By the end of this unit, participants will be able to identify and demonstrate
effective communication skills.

2 hours

• Newsprint, markers, and tape
• Copies of  handouts

I.2.1 Background Notes
I.2.2 A Communication Model
I.2.3 Observation Sheet for Role-Plays
I.2.4 Communicating Assertively and Listening Actively

• Read Background Notes for Unit 2 and review Handout I.2.2 for Activity 1.
• Draw the communication model from Handout I.2.2 on a sheet of newsprint

for Activity 1 (or distribute the handout before the presentation).
• Copy the role-play scenarios and cut each into two sections for Activity 3.
• Select someone to help you act out the role-plays in Activity 2, and

discuss the situation to be presented.

Introduction to Communication
Time:  15 minutes

Introduce Unit 2  by reviewing the objective and making a brief presentation on
communication. Major points to include in your presentation on communication
follow:

• Listening is an underrated skill!  Most people believe that they get what
they want through talking.  Many successful people, however, spend
more time listening than talking.  When they talk, they often ask
questions to learn more.

• To increase the likelihood of their success in advocacy, members of a
network have a responsibility to communicate with one another as
effectively as possible. They must transmit their messages in a way that
ensures that listeners understand the intent of the message. Similarly,
they must be able to interpret messages in the way the speaker intends
them to be interpreted.

• Developing good communication skills is challenging.  A network is
more effective, however, if all members strive to transmit their messages
clearly and listen carefully to what others say.  In that way, the
knowledge, experience, and special expertise of members can be shared
and used on behalf of the network’s objectives.
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• Refer to the communication model you drew on the newsprint and
explain the following:

− Any communication involves a sender and a receiver.
− The model depicts how communication between a sender and a

receiver can be distorted by different factors; it presents some
strategies for overcoming the distortions.

− Often the message that the sender wants to communicate is NOT
the message that is understood by the receiver. WHY?

− Any time a person begins speaking (the sender), the message is
influenced by the speaker’s beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge.
These same factors influence the way in which the receiver
interprets the message.

− In addition, messages can be distorted by the speaker’s tone of
voice, choice of words,  physical condition, personal feelings
toward the receiver, and the environment or time of day.  These are
distorting factors for the sender.

− At the other end of the transmission is a set of distorting factors that
affect how the message is received. These include the level of
interest, personal feelings toward the sender, physical condition,
and demands on time.

− Communication can be improved by adopting strategies for
reducing or eliminating distortion. Strategies include using both
open and closed questions to help clarify meaning, relying on
multiple communication channels to verify the message and its
meaning, using simple language when speaking, providing limited
information to reduce confusion, and paraphrasing what has been
said to ensure understanding.

• The purpose of Unit 2 is to highlight the fact that good communication skills
can be learned and to give participants the opportunity to practice those
skills.

Effective Communication
Time:   30 minutes

Facilitator Role-Plays (10 minutes)

1. Start this activity with two brief role-plays to reinforce the information
in the presentation. The first role-play should demonstrate ineffective
communication skills. The second should demonstrate good
communication skills.

Note to Facilitator:  Select another facilitator or one of the participants to help
you present the role-play.  Take a few minutes to decide on the situation and the
roles you are playing.   Use the same situation for both role-plays.  The topic can
be anything.    For example, a colleague who takes credit for your work or a manager
who gives vague instructions for an assignment.

2. Take no longer than 1-2 minutes for each role-play. No introduction is
necessary.

ACTIVITY 2
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3. In the first role-play, both parties should demonstrate poor listening and
speaking skills. Examples include
• Angry or defensive tone of voice,
• Interrupting the speaker,
• Lack of eye contact/rolling the eyes,
• Sarcastic manner and tone,
• Poor body language (slouching, wringing hands), and
• Lack of clarity in expressing a position/opinion.

4. In the second role-play, both parties should demonstrate good listening
and speaking skills.  Examples include
• Making eye contact,
• Good tone of voice,
• Positive body language (sitting up straight, nodding head in agreement),
• Paraphrasing the speaker,
• Not interrupting, and
• Asking for clarification.

Brainstorming (20 minutes)

1. When the role-plays are completed, ask the participants to think about
what they observed in the scenarios with respect to language,
communication styles, body language, etc.  What were the specific
behaviors that increased or decreased the level of trust between the two
parties?

2. Write the following on newsprint:

3. Ask participants to think about the first person in the role-play who
demonstrated good communication skills and to describe the behaviors
that helped that person deliver a clear message. Write the responses on
the newsprint under “Sender.”

Note to Facilitator: If necessary, prompt the participants’ responses with the
following questions:

• Did the sender look directly at the receiver?  Make eye contact?
• Did the sender use a tone of voice free of anger or defensiveness?
• Did the sender chose her/his words carefully, use short sentences,

and speak clearly?
• Did the sender avoid sarcastic comments and inappropriate nonverbal

behaviors?
• Did the sender use appropriate body language?

Effective Communication Techniques

ReceiverSender
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4. Now ask the participants to describe what the receiver did to make
certain she/he received the message accurately, without distortion.  Write
the responses on the newsprint under “Receiver.”

Note to Facilitator: If necessary, prompt the participants’ responses with the
following questions:

• Did the receiver look directly at the speaker?
• Did the receiver interrupt the speaker?
• Did the receiver use appropriate body language?  Nodded head in

agreement?
• Did the receiver ask for clarification?
• Did the receiver paraphrase the sender’s words to be certain he/she

understood the message?

Transition
Now that the participants have identified some effective communication skills, they
are going to practice using and observing these skills in role-plays.  In any
communication, the sender and receiver are involved in an exchange of information.
As shown in the communication model presented earlier, the way that we send and
receive information is influenced by each person’s perceptions and experiences—or
distortions.  People’s perceptions often vary and lead to misunderstanding or conflict.

The following role-plays separate the roles of the sender (the person who seeks to
initiate communication about a given situation) and the receiver (or listener).

Practicing Communication Skills
Time:  1 hour and 15 minutes

Participant Role-Plays  (1 hour)

1. Divide the participants into groups of three and provide each group with
copies of the three scenarios and three observation sheets (Handout
I.2.3).

2. Explain the following instructions:
• There are three roles for each scenario—speaker, listener and observer.

The roles rotate from one scenario to the next so that each member of
the triad can practice all three roles.

• Before starting each role-play, the observer should read BOTH role
descriptions while the sender and receiver should read ONLY their
respective roles.

• At the start of each role-play, allow 1-2 minutes for preparation.
• The observer watches the role play carefully and uses the observation

sheet (Handout I.2.3) to note effective and ineffective communication
skills exhibited by the sender and receiver.

• Each role play should take approximately 10 minutes.
• After each role-play, the observer shares his/her observations with

the sender and the receiver (approximately 5 minutes).

ACTIVITY 3
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Scenario 1

Role-Play to Build Communication Skills

Scenario 1 — Sender

You and several colleagues regularly work together to develop project proposals.
Normally you divide tasks according to your expertise and work on your respective
components until you reach an agreed-upon deadline.  At that time, you come
together and share your work to bring the whole proposal together.  One colleague
in particular, the monitoring and evaluation specialist, is rarely prepared with her
material.  On several occasions, you and other team members have completed
your components only to discover that the monitoring and evaluation section is
missing.  Now you have an important proposal under development with the due
date only two weeks away.  Offer some feedback to the monitoring and evaluation
specialist (the receiver) to ensure that she understands the importance of the due
date to the rest of the group.

Scenario 1 — Receiver

You are the monitoring and evaluation specialist on a staff team that regularly
works together to develop proposals.  Several times a year, the team meets to draft
proposals.  You are always responsible for the monitoring and evaluation section,
but you  cannot prepare your material until the rest of the project is designed.  You
rely on the information generated by your colleagues to develop your section. As a
result, you usually fall behind the agreed-upon deadline.  Your colleagues will
offer you some feedback about not meeting the deadline.
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Scenario 2

Role-Play to Build Communication Skills

Scenario 2 — Sender

You are a member of an advocacy network of NGO leaders in the population and
development field.  You and four other colleagues make up the network’s
coordinating committee which is responsible for mobilizing resources to support
the network.  Because the network is not legally registered in your county, various
members channel funding through their own NGOs to finance the network’s
activities.  As a result of a recent strategic planning process, the network submitted
proposals to three private foundations.  While making follow-up calls to the
foundations, you learn that the Women’s Health Association, a member of your
network, submitted a proposal in competition with the network’s request.  The
donor tells you that she has granted $25,000 to the association and now will not be
able to fund the network.  The Women’s Health Association executive director is
one of your colleagues on the network coordinating committee.  Approach him/
her and express your concern about putting the Women’s Health Association’s
needs ahead of the network’s interests.

 Scenario 2 — Receiver

You are a member of an advocacy network of NGO leaders in the population and
development field.  You and four other colleagues make up the network’s
coordinating committee, which is responsible for mobilizing resources to support
the network. As a result of a recent strategic planning process, the network submitted
proposals to three private foundations.  By chance, you met the program officer of
one of the foundations at a cocktail reception.  As you discussed the network’s
activities, the program officer let you know that she was not supporting the network’s
funding request because she was not convinced that the network was a cohesive
group.  She let you know, however, that she would entertain the idea of funding
your own NGO (Women's Health Association).  You prepare a proposal and receive
a positive response that the foundation will provide you with a $25,000 grant.  One
week later, a colleague from the network’s coordinating committee approaches
you to discuss the network’s funding needs.
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Scenario 3

Role-Play to Build Communication Skills

Scenario 3 — Sender

You are a member of an informal network of women leaders in the population and
development field. As population issues gain greater visibility on the national
agenda, your network has had several opportunities to speak to prominent policy
makers. On these occasions, one of your network colleagues tends to do all the
talking. Even when members of your group establish an agenda before a meeting,
the colleague often ignores the agreement on who is to speak and instead discusses
all the agenda items. Because the colleague’s behavior  seems to follow a pattern,
you decide to approach your colleague (the receiver) and tell her you think she is
dominating the network’s strategic communication activities.

Scenario 3 — Receiver

You are a member of an informal network of women leaders in the population and
development field. As population issues gain greater visibility on the national
agenda, your network has had several opportunities to speak to prominent policy
makers. Among your colleagues, you have the most extensive experience in
communication. You have appeared many times on television and radio to talk
about population issues. While you respect your colleagues a great deal, you
recognize that some of them are not very skilled in communication. In some recent
meetings with policymakers, you have taken the lead role in representing the views
of your network. A colleague approaches you about changing the communication
strategy.
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Follow Up to Role-Plays  (15 minutes)

When the role-plays are completed, lead a general discussion on what
participants observed.  Use the following questions to guide the discussion:

• Which scenario was the most difficult to play and why?
• What were the most common behaviors observed?
• How, if at all, did gender or culture influence the exchange?
• What did you learn about your own style of communication?
• What are the implications of the lessons learned for communication

within the network, especially with respect to norms?

By practicing good speaking and listening skills, network members will be able to
communicate accurately and skillfully with one another as well as with supporters,
policymakers, the media, and the general public.  Good communication techniques
will help advance the objectives of the network’s advocacy efforts.  Distribute
handouts for Unit 2.

Teamwork, like good communication, is an essential component of successful
networks.  It is the topic of the next unit.

SUMMARY

MOVING
AHEAD
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Background Notes

Listening is an underrated skill!  Most people believe that they get what they
want through talking.  Many successful people, however, spend more time listening
than talking.  When they talk, they often ask questions to learn more.

To increase the
likelihood of success
in its advocacy
efforts, members of
a network have a
responsibility to
communicate with
one another as
effectively as
possible.  To do this,
they must transmit
their messages in a
way that ensures
that listeners
understand the
intent of the
message.  Similarly,
members need to be
able to interpret
other speakers'
messages as
intended.

Ideally, members of a network express their thoughts, feelings, and ideas openly.
They listen carefully to others, and everyone feels free to put forth an idea.
Conflicts and disagreements are viewed as natural and differences are talked
out.  In asking questions, for example, members know it is helpful to plan their
questions in advance and to ask with a purpose.  They tailor their questions to
other members and follow general questions with more specific ones.  They try
to keep questions short and clear.

Developing good communication skills is challenging.  A network is more effective
if all members strive to transmit their messages clearly and listen carefully to
what others say.  In that way, the knowledge, experience, and special expertise
of members can be shared and used on behalf of the network’s objectives.

Handout I.2.1

Family Life Education Misunderstood

When a family life education curriculum was being
introduced in Kenyan schools, religious groups were very
vocal in their opposition.  An advocacy team organized
by the International Planned Parenthood Federation
convened a seminar bringing together more than 100
leaders, including government ministers and
representatives of local organizations.

In the keynote address, the leader of the advocacy team
presented the various religious perspectives—Muslim,
Catholic, and other Christian—as well as the
perspectives of organizations serving youth and legal
and health institutions.  After a day spent listening to
one another and jointly discussing various perspectives,
participants (with the exception of the Catholic Church
representative) agreed the curriculum was vital for
young people.

Effective Communication:
Understanding One Another
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Handout I.2.3
Observation Sheet for Role-Plays

Use this sheet to record your observations about the communication techniques
used during the role-plays.  Note specific examples of effective and ineffective
communication skills.   Pay attention to the skills listed earlier on the flipchart
(e.g., good/bad body language, appropriate/inappropriate tone of voice,
supportive/nonsupportive tone of voice).

Effective Communication Skills Ineffective Communication Skills
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Handout I.2.4

Communicating Assertively and Listening Actively*

Characteristics of assertive communication include

♦ Speaking in short, direct sentences;
♦ Using phrases such as “I think,” “I believe,” and “in my opinion” to

show that you assume responsibility for your thoughts;
♦ Asking others to clarify what they are saying when you are not

certain you understand them;
♦ Describing events objectively rather than exaggerating,

embellishing, or distorting; and
♦ Maintaining direct and extended eye contact.

Characteristics of active listening include

♦ Reacting to what people say by nodding, smiling, or using other
actions that show you are listening;

♦ Paraphrasing what the speaker said to check that you
understand;

♦ Asking for clarification when you are not completely clear about
the meaning of something said;

♦ Not jumping to conclusions before the speaker is finished; and
♦ Phrasing questions in a way that the other person can respond

in a manner of his/her choosing.

*  Adapted from CEDPA. Supervision Training Manual.  1996. Washington, DC: CEDPA.
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