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How to Improve Your 
Communication Skills

by Alan Barker

THE SUMMARY IN BRIEF
Communication is at the heart of  everything we do. It shapes relationships, fuels collab-
oration, and determines how effectively ideas become action. We rely on words, tone, and 
body language every day. Yet even with these tools, communication often falters. The 
problem isn’t unclear messages; it’s the gap between what is said and what is understood. 

In How to Improve Your Communication Skills, Alan Barker explores commu-
nication in its widest sense – not just the transfer of  information, but the creation of  
shared meaning. At its core are conversations, the exchanges where trust is built, ideas 
are tested, and decisions are made. Barker highlights the skills that bring these moments 
to life, i.e. listening attentively, asking thoughtful questions, persuading with credibility 
and empathy, and telling stories that engage both head and heart. 

How to Improve Your Communication Skills also offers practical guidance for 
real-world challenges: presenting with confidence, running effective meetings, navigating 
tough conversations, and developing authentic networks.  

Ultimately, communication is both an art and a discipline. When we focus less on the 
words we deliver and more on the understanding we create, we unlock the power to 
collaborate, influence, and lead. 

IN THIS EXECUTIVE BOOK SUMMARY:
•	 Recognize that communication is more than transmission – it succeeds only 

when true understanding is created. 
•	 Use pattern-matching to interpret messages, connecting new information to 

mental models and past experiences. 
•	 Build rapport by mirroring and matching visual, vocal, and verbal cues to 

foster mutual understanding. 
•	 Strengthen conversations as the core of  communication by asking questions, 

listening actively, and creating shared meaning. 

Communication
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Part 1: What is communication? 
Communicate – it’s what we humans do. We’re not alone, 
of  course; every living thing sends messages in one way or 
another to help it navigate its environment or attract others. 
But we humans seem to have developed certain kinds of  
communication. We have an extraordinary command of  
spoken language, but just as impressive is our ability to read 
facial expressions, tone of  voice, and gestures. Why, then, 
should communication be such a problem at work? 

The transmission model  
​​We ‘have’ an idea. We ‘put the idea into words’. We try to 
‘put our idea across’. The ‘receiver’ – hopefully – ‘gets’ the 
idea. This is the transmission model of  communication. And 
it’s very powerful. It governs all the processes and policies by 
which we communicate in organizations. It suggests that in-
formation is objective and measurable. Above all, it’s simple. 
The transmission model is powerful, simple – and wrong. 

Communication begins, not with transmission, but with 
understanding. No matter how effectively I transmit 
a message, it won’t communicate to you if  you don’t 
understand it. 

Pattern-matching: The secret of understanding  
So how do we understand? The simple answer is by pattern- 
matching. Mental models in our brains filter the information 
we pick up through our five senses and create meaning. 
Scientists call this process of  filling in the gaps ‘perceptual 
completion’. How can I distinguish your voice from all the other 
noise in a crowded room? How can a taste bring back a childhood 
memory? Our brains match information to a mental model 
and complete the pattern.  

Building rapport  
Every time we meet another person, we’re pattern-matching –  
seeking to understand each other by using our mental mod-
els. We usually refer to this process of  establishing mutual 
understanding as ‘building rapport’. 

Rapport arises principally out of  shared behavior. Or, more 
precisely, two kinds of  behavior: Mirroring and Matching. 
Mirroring refers to the simultaneous ‘copying’ of  another 
person’s behavior. Matching usually has a built-in time lag. 
For example, if  the other person uncrosses their legs, you 
would wait a few seconds and then do the same.  

We can think of  mirroring and matching in three kinds of  
behavior:  

•	 Visual - posture, gestures, and facial expressions. The 
most important visual element is eye contact. Avoid-
ing eye contact can be disconcerting while staring 
directly and constantly into the other person’s eyes 
can feel intimidating.  

•	 Vocal - we can vary our pitch (high or low), pace (fast 
or slow), and volume (loud or soft). 

•	 Verbal - we build verbal rapport through the words 
we speak. An obvious way to build rapport verbally 
is to agree with what the other person is saying. An 
even more powerful technique is to ask a question. 

Communication: A new definition 
Communication suffers not from garbled messages, in-
formation overload, or interruptions in transmission but 
because the process of  creating shared understanding is 
breaking down. A clear sign of  that breakdown is a lack 
of  rapport.  

Conversation: The currency of communication  
The fundamental tool of  communication – the principal 
way by which we seek to share understanding – is conver-
sation. Improving your communication skills means, more 
than anything else, developing your conversation skills. 

Part 2: Conversation: The basics 
How to start a conversation  
How do you start a conversation, especially with someone 
you don’t know? The key is to ask a question. Have a little 
store of  questions ready. Look for something in your shared 
situation and ask a question relating to that. Keep it simple. 
It should be open, one that can’t be answered with ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’. Start with one of  the six Ws – who, what, when, 
where, why and how. How do you know the host? What interested 
you about this event? Alternatively, start with a compliment or 
a relevant personal question. I really enjoyed your talk. Tell me 
about that badge you’re wearing. 

Taking turns  
The first golden rule of  conversation is one speaker at a time.  

To take your turn properly, you need to work out when to 
speak and what to say. And to do both of  those things, you’ll 
need to listen. By listening, you will be able to join the 
conversation naturally. First, come in on cue. Second, show 
that you’ve been listening. Third, say something relevant to 
what your companion has said. 
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The first golden rule of conversation is  
one speaker at a time.

Using the Cooperative Principle 
The second golden rule of  conversation is to assume that 
the other person wants to say something meaningful to you. 
We call this assumption the Cooperative Principle. 

The Cooperative Principle helps you take your turn more 
effectively. You can judge when your companion has finished  
making a point, or whether they need more time. You can then 
decide what to say yourself  – which should link to what 
your companion has just said. 

Keeping the conversation on TRAC  
The Cooperative Principle lays the foundation for four 
other assumptions we usually make in our conversations. 

We usually assume that speakers in conversations will speak 
the truth, say something relevant to the topic of  the conver-
sation, contribute adequate information, and speak clearly. 
We can remember these maxims by using a simple acronym: 
TRAC — True, Relevant, Adequate, Clear. 

Making the most of small talk 
One of  the best ways to exercise your conversation skills is 
to hold some social, low-risk, low-stakes conversations.	  

Small talk is an opportunity to get to know other people and 
learn something from them. It’s also an opportunity to build 
our own confidence in presenting ourselves to others. The 
best objective for a conversation is to make your companion 
feel good about themselves.  

Small talk tends to be dominated by a few particular topics. 
Look for a topic that relates to the situation you find your-
selves in or to the person you’re talking to. To deepen the 
conversation, listen attentively. If  your companion mentions 
the city where they went to school, use that detail to ask 
follow-up questions. Or use the link to tell a story of  your 
own (keep it brief). 

Sometimes the conversation will dry up. Or get stuck. That’s 
okay. Have a store of  moves ready that will allow you to end 
a conversation politely and respectfully – ‘I hope you don’t 
mind, but I have to…’. 

Part 3: Six ways to improve your 
conversations at work 
1 – Clarify your objective 
State your objective clearly at the start. This technique is 
called ‘headlining’. For instance, I want to talk to you about the 
development plan. 

Objectives roughly divide into two categories: exploring a 
problem and finding a solution. When you’re thinking about 
your headline, ask: ‘Problem or solution?’ If  you make your 
objective too specific at the start of  the conversation, you 
might limit your options for success. In a negotiation, for 
example, think about different possible destinations – what’s 
your preferred outcome, what would you be willing to settle 
for, and what’s not negotiable? 

2 – Manage your time  
Conversations take time, and time is the one entirely non-
renewable resource. Generally, an effective conversation 
will probably start quite slowly and get faster as it goes on. 
Manage time well, both for and in your conversations.  

3 – Structure your thinking 
You can improve your conversations enormously by giving 
them structure. The simplest way to structure a conversation 
is to break it in half. We can imagine thinking as a process 
in two stages. We do first-stage thinking when we’re working 
out what we’re thinking about; we do second-stage thinking 
when we’re working out what to do about it. First-stage 
thinking explores reality and translates what we have found 
into language. Second-stage thinking then manipulates the 
language to decide on an action. 

We can break down the two stages of  thinking into four 
conversations:  

•	 Relationship - an exploratory conversation seeking 
to build rapport and a shared understanding of  our 
objective. 

•	 Possibility - continues the exploration; it develops 
first-stage thinking and seeks to find new ways of  
looking at the problem. 
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•	 Opportunity - takes you into second-stage thinking; 
this is a planning conversation focused on future action. 

•	 Action - involves agreeing what to do, who will do it, 
and when it will happen.  

4 – Move beyond argument 
If  you want a conversation to move beyond argument, seek 
to do two things: distinguish ideas from people and think in 
parallel. We often identify with our own ideas. When that 
happens, criticizing an idea becomes, implicitly, a personal 
attack. When we think in parallel, everyone in the conver-
sation should feel that we’re thinking about the same issue 
or topic, and in the same way. The most satisfying conversa-
tions create the sense that we’ve found common ground. 

The Ladder of  Inference is another tool that can take our 
conversations beyond argument. At the bottom of  the ladder 
is observation; at the top, action. We step onto the first rung 
of  the ladder by selecting data (we choose what to look at). 
In the second rung, we infer meaning from our experience of  
similar data. In the third rung, we generalize those meanings 
into assumptions. In the fourth rung, we construct mental 
models (or beliefs) out of  those assumptions. In the fifth 
rung, we act on the basis of  our mental models. 

5 – Make it visual 
Many of  our conversations use visual elements. There are 
lots of  ways in which to make our thinking visual. We could 
draw on paper, draw on a flip chart, or build a model. Some 
of  the most powerful visuals are the images we create in our 
listeners’ minds with words we use.  

6 – Summarize 
Summarizing involves recognizing the specific point someone 
has made, appreciating the position from which they say it, 
and understanding the beliefs that inform that position. 

Part 4: The skills of enquiry 
Paying attention 
‘Seek first to understand, then to be understood.’ We seek 
to understand by enquiring. And the skills of  enquiry are 
the skills of  listening. Listening starts with paying attention. 
Real listening means pausing our own thinking and allow-
ing the speaker’s thoughts to enter our mind. 

Interrupting is the most obvious symptom of  poor attention. 
We interrupt because we’re making assumptions. Once you 
stop interrupting, the conversation will become quieter. 

Pauses will appear. Think of  these pauses as junctions in the 
journey of  your conversation. 

Treating the speaker as an equal  
You’ll only enquire well if  you treat the speaker as an equal. 
Speaking raises our status; listening raises the other person’s. 
If  you raise your status, you automatically lower theirs. But 
raising their status might, in effect, lower yours. 

Patronizing the speaker is the greatest enemy of  equality in 
conversations. 

Cultivating ease 
Good thinking happens in a relaxed environment. Cultivat-
ing ease will allow you to enquire more deeply and discover 
more ideas. 

Be encouraging  
In order to liberate the other person’s ideas, you may need 
to do more than pay attention, treat them as an equal, and 
cultivate ease. You may need to actively encourage them to 
share their ideas. One of  the worst enemies of  encourage-
ment is competitiveness. Competition forces people to think 
only those thoughts that will help them win. Instead of  
competing, welcome the difference in your points of  view. 
Then try to find common ground. 

Asking quality questions  
Questions are at the heart of  enquiry. We may stop ourselves 
from asking a question because we fear challenging author-
ity, or looking stupid. Here are six main types of  questions 
we can use:  

•	 Closed questions – can only be answered with ‘yes’ or ‘no’
•	 Leading questions – put the answer into the other 

person’s mouth 
•	 Controlling questions – help you to take the lead in 

the conversation 
•	 Probing questions – build on an earlier question or 

dig deeper 
•	 Open question – cannot be answered with ‘yes’ or ‘no’
•	 Reflecting questions – restate the last remark with no 

new request 

Rationing information  
Information is power. Withholding information can be a 
power move, putting you at an advantage over the other 
person. But offering too much information can also inter-
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To ration information, don’t interrupt, 
time your intervention, filter information, and 

don’t give infomation to show off.

fere with enquiry; it can stop the other person thinking ef-
fectively. To ration information, don’t interrupt, time your 
intervention, filter information, and don’t give information 
to show off. 

Giving positive feedback 
We use feedback to check that we’ve understood clearly. 
But feedback can do more: it can prepare us to switch from 
listening to speaking – from enquiry to persuasion. It can 
prepare us to move from first-stage thinking to second-stage 
thinking, from problem to solution. Begin your feedback by 
carefully reflecting your companion’s idea back to them. 

Part 5: The skills of persuasion 
The most successful persuasion will always include a great 
deal of  influencing. 

Character, logic and passion  
Persuasion combines three skills: Character (ethos), logic 
(logos), and passion (pathos). 

Ethos is the skill of  establishing trust and fostering respect. 
To develop your ethos, ask: ‘Why should this person believe 
me?’ Just saying you share someone’s values isn’t enough – 
you need to show it with examples. 

Logos constructs an argument: it makes a case, finds reasons 
to support that case, links the reasons logically to the case, 
and uses the word ‘because’ to show the links. But logos 
never work in isolation. Every argument is based on assump-
tions. If  your listener doesn’t share your assumptions, logic 
alone won’t persuade them. 

Pathos is defined as an appeal to the emotions. The func-
tion of  any emotion is to tell us what to do. So, if  we want 
to persuade our audience to do something, we must engage 
their feelings.  

What’s the big idea?  
What do you want to say? A single idea is more likely to per-
suade your listener than a group of  ideas because one strong 

idea is easier to remember. To find that big idea, ask three 
questions: What is my objective? Who am I talking to? What 
is the most important thing I have to say to them? 

The best way to introduce your big idea might be to tell 
a story using the Situation, Problem, Question, Response 
(SPQR) method. Tell the listener something they already 
know and identify a problem that prompts your listener to 
ask a question. Your response should be your big idea. 

Arranging your ideas logically 
Logic is the glue that binds ideas into arguments. An argu-
ment consists of  three elements: a claim (the point you’re 
arguing for), a reason (a statement that supports the claim), 
and the word ‘because’. All the logic in your argument is 
tied up in that simple word: because. Look back at your big 
idea – that is your claim. It should provoke the question 
‘Why?’ You must answer that question. 

Expressing your ideas   
When we express our ideas, we need to combine the rational 
logos of  our argument with the emotional and imaginative 
appeal of  pathos. To express your ideas more vividly, use 
images, examples, and metaphors. By linking a topic to 
something the listener already knows, you create a bridge 
that allows them to cross over into your thinking. 

Remembering your ideas 
The art of  memory has been replaced by technology. But 
memory still plays an important part in persuading others. 
To remember your material, use visual aids such as mind-
maps, flipcharts, and whiteboards. 

Delivering effectively 
If  you’re saying one thing but your body is saying another, 
your listener is unlikely to believe you. To deliver your ideas 
well, maintain effective eye contact, use your voice well, and 
make your body language persuasive.  

Professional persuaders observe their listeners’ behavior and 
mirror it subtly. Try to match your own posture and move-
ment to that of  your listener. 
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Part 6: Storytelling and the uses of 
narratives 
What is a story?  
A story has four key features. First, it has a cast of  characters, 
always doing something, interacting with their situation, their  
environment, or with one another. Second, it includes a moment 
of  tension, a turning point or ‘hinge’ around which the story 
revolves. Third, it reaches a conclusion that gives the story 
social meaning. And fourth, it carries a moral – the ‘so what’ ele-
ment, the reason for telling the story in the first place. A story 
without this final element will always leave us dissatisfied. 

How stories work  
Stories are effective because they engage our attention. The 
human mind has a natural tendency to wander and day-
dream. A story latches on to that fantasizing tendency and 
channels it. And stories help us learn. They simulate experi-
ences without us having to live through them; they create a 
sense of  empathy and participation. 

How to tell a good story 
To tell a good story, choose a message, choose your charac-
ters, and find the plot. Ask what you want your audience to 
think, feel, and do. Establish your story’s subject, topic, and 
message. Identify the characters in the story, especially the 
hero. Map out the story’s narrative arc.  

Using a narrative to explain  
A narrative provides the underlying structure of  a good story. 
We can use narrative structures to help explain and build 
your explanation around patterns of  cause and effect.  

Using a narrative to persuade 
We can also use a narrative structure to help us persuade. 
The trick is to link the narrative arc to the terms of  the 
argument. A simple, powerful structure to do that is called 
ABT – And, But, Therefore. 

Part 7: Making a presentation 
Think of  a presentation as a formal conversation. It’s not 
the most natural of  conversations; you are speaking, and 
the audience is listening. 

Dealing with nerves  
That nervous, jittery feeling is caused by adrenaline, a 
hormone secreted by your adrenal glands in the fight-or-

flight response. Your task is to manage those nerves. And 
you can start by focusing on your breathing. Breathing 
in quickens the heartbeat and stimulates adrenaline 
production; breathing out does the opposite, slowing the 
heart and the production of  adrenaline. 

Preparing for the presentation  
The effective presenter understands that their presentation 
will be affected by a host of  uncontrollable factors. You can’t 
plan for the audience’s mood. You may not even be able to 
foresee who’ll be there. You can’t plan for any sudden ex-
ternal development that might affect your topic. You can’t 
plan for every question that you might be asked. 

Managing material  
To make an effective presentation, you must take control of  
the material, the audience, and yourself.  

To prepare the material, define your objective, analyze your 
audience, construct a message, create a structure, put it 
on note cards, design visuals, and rehearse. A presentation 
should inspire the audience. 

Controlling the audience 
Your relationship with the audience matters much, much 
more than what you say. They’ll forget most of  what you 
say. But they’ll remember you. Make eye contact and 
remember to smile. Animate your face and remember to 
make everything just a little larger than life so that your 
face can be ‘read’ at the back of  the room. To control the 
audience, work on:  

•	 Gestures - keep your gestures open, away from your 
body and into the room. Don’t cross your hands 
behind your back, and don’t put them in your 
pockets too much. 

•	 Movement - moving about the room shows that 
you’re making your own space, but rhythmic 
repetitive movement can be annoying. 

Looking after yourself  
You will still be nervous as the moment of  truth approaches. 
If  you prepare adequately, you should be ready. Rehearse. 
Rehearsal helps you remember what you want to say, helps 
get the timing right, and helps you master nerves.  

Just before you start, it can be useful to meet the audience 
and chat with them. It can break the ice and put you at ease. 
Pay attention to your breathing and articulate your words. 
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Answering Questions 
Many presenters are as worried about the question session 
as about the presentation itself. Have a strategy for answer-
ing questions. For instance, decide when to take questions, 
anticipate the most likely questions, answer concisely and 
honestly, and if  you don’t know the answer, say so. 

Part 8: Holding a meeting 
How groups work  
A meeting is a group of  people thinking purposefully 
together. The group should be thinking in the same way at 
the same time. Groups have two objectives: task objectives 
and social objectives. 

Why meetings fail 
There are numerous reasons why meetings fail. For example: 
the meeting is unnecessary, it is held for the wrong reason, 
the objective is unclear, the wrong people are there, the 
chair fails to control the meeting effectively, the timing is 
wrong, and the environment is unhelpful.  

Why are you meeting? 
There are a number of  good reasons for meeting: to exchange 
and evaluate information, to solve problems, to resolve conflict, 
and to inspire.  

Who is attending?  
You will probably be taking one of  three roles in a meeting. 
You might be the chair, you might be a participant, and you 
might be the administrator – responsible for recording the 
meeting, among other things. 

What’s on the agenda? 
The best meetings have a single, public agenda. The word 
‘agenda’ is Latin for ‘things to be done’, so each agenda 
item is a task. As you gather items for the agenda, look for a 
logical order or sequence and, if  you can, a common thread 
that holds all the agenda items together. No meeting, or 
part of  a meeting, should last longer than 90 minutes.  

Where are you meeting? 
The venue can have a powerful effect on the outcome of  
your meeting. Is it conveniently located? Is it accessible for 
people with disabilities? Are you meeting on home ground 
or on a manager’s ‘territory’? Everybody should be able to 
see each other and any screen or monitor. Seats should be 
comfortable enough to avoid numbness but not so comfort-
able that people can snooze! 

Meeting online  
Meeting online can cut costs and save time; often, they’re 
environmentally friendly. But they demand particular skills 
from the chair and participants. 

When chairing online you should: give plenty of  notice, 
know the technology, create a clear agenda, enforce one 
conversation at a time, schedule breaks, leave space for 
remarks, make a closing remark, have a strong internet 
connection, keep your camera on, dress for success, elim-
inate distractions, think about your camera background, 
respect other people’s contributions, and know when to 
speak and when to listen. 

How will you chair?  
Whether in a room or online, chairing requires you to do 
three things: keep the group focused on the task at hand, 
exploit the contributions of  each individual, and develop an 
atmosphere in which the group can think together.

Chairing responsibilities 
The chair is responsible for making the procedural conven-
tions clear at the opening of  the meeting. Lead by example. 
Abide by your own rules: start on time, state the purpose or 
objective of  the meeting, make all suitable introductions, 
announce procedures, and outline the meeting timetable. 

Closing the meeting well is as important as opening it well. 
People must know exactly what will happen after the meet-
ing, and who is responsible for making it happen. Delegate as 
many actions as possible. Summarize what has been decided. 
Make sure to emphasize the achievements of  the meetings 
and thank everybody for attending and contributing. 

Tough conversations demand more than 
good intentions. They demand clear thinking, 

a clear strategy, and clear tactics. 
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Part 9: Tough conversations 
What makes a conversation tough?  
Tough conversations have three key features – the fog of  
uncertainty particularly in reading the other person’s in-
tentions; emotional arousal (emotions cloud our judgment, 
they often close down the rational part of  our brain com-
pletely); and a combat mentality (happens when the first 
two features lead us to use defensive tactics). 

How we make tough conversations tougher  
We can make tough conversations tougher by making poor 
tactical choices. The fog of  uncertainty encourages us to 
blame the other person for the problem and creates a 
delusion of  good intentions. Blame is, in fact, a completely 
natural and understandable reaction to uncertainty. 

Faced with these uncertainties, our minds tend to respond 
emotionally. Emotional arousal causes us to oversimplify the 
problem and seek oversimplified solutions, forced either/
or decisions, or generalized judgments. The problem, of  
course, is that this emotional arousal only serves to make a 
tough conversation tougher. 

Managing tough conversations  
How can we break the cycle? We can only manage tough 
conversations better if  we respect ourselves, the other person, 
and the conversation itself. Self-respect means understanding 
our own needs and working to meet them. Respecting the 
other person means remembering their needs and that they 
are trying to meet them. Respecting the conversation means 
thinking about it as a landscape to be navigated together. 

Three steps towards better tough conversations  

We can adopt a number of  techniques to break the cycle of  
a tough conversation: we can clear the fog of  uncertainty 
by assuming constructive intent, asking questions, and 
using the Ladder of  Inference. We can reduce emotional 
arousal by working on our breathing and our voice and by 
paraphrasing the other person’s remarks before responding 
to them. We can transform combat into collaboration by 
using the ‘how to’ technique and by responding carefully to 
the four forms of  adversarial thinking: critical thinking, ego 
thinking, political thinking, and rigid thinking.  
Tough conversations demand more than good intentions. 
They demand clear thinking, a clear strategy, and clear 
tactics. We need to practice these techniques before finding 
ourselves in a tough conversation. 

Part 10: Reworking networking 
The power of a network 
Effective networkers understand that our wellbeing – and 
our success – depends on our relationships with others, on 
the communities of  which we are a part. We need to nurture 
those communities, and networking is one way to do that. 
Networking is the process of  growing and maintaining our 
personal and professional network.   

Is networking changing? 
Networking has changed since the Covid-19 pandemic. Many 
businesses retain a preference for online networking in terms 
of  travel costs and environmental impact, not to mention the 
wider access to potential networking contacts. After all, an 
hour on Zoom can feel hard to beat. Online networking is 
undoubtedly here to stay. But face-to-face networking remains 
important. Networking can be strategic or spontaneous. 
Strategic networking is planned; spontaneous networking 
happens by chance. 

What makes networking work  
Effective networking relies on three qualities. The first is an 
abundance of  mentality. People with an ‘abundance of  
mentality’ understand that human resources – knowledge,  
intelligence, imagination – produce more when they’re shared. 
Developing an abundance mentality means sacrificing 
something of  our own: power, security, and certainty.  

The second quality is generosity. An abundance of  mentality 
allows us to give unconditionally. And the most important 
thing we can give in a conversation is attention.  

The third quality is reciprocity. None of  us can survive with-
out others’ help. Reciprocity helps build trust, which is the 
only sure foundation for cooperation and collaboration. 

Preparing to network  
To prepare to network, you need to build your brand. Your 
personal brand is what others know you to be – your accom-
plishments, beliefs, values, and attitudes. To build a brand, 
we must create a self-introduction that develops rapport and 
generates interest; it can be one of  your greatest networking 
assets.  Keep your self-introduction short: use a verb, be 
distinctive, provide hooks, and engage. Rehearse. Practice 
makes perfect. 

Now that you’ve prepared yourself, you need to set clear 
goals for the networking event. 
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Networking conversations 
However much you prepare, the moment comes when you 
have to get going. You have to walk into the room and start 
talking to somebody. At the start of  a networking conversation, 
practice good eye contact and work on establishing rapport. 
It’s more than likely that you won’t remember the person’s 
name within the first few minutes of  your conversation. A 
trick to help a name stick is to use their name on first intro-
ductions and once or twice during the conversation.  

Keep the conversation going by asking questions such as, 
‘What do you do for a living?’; ‘When did you start on this line of  
business?’ Be careful with the question ‘Why?’ It’s difficult 
not to sound like an interrogator using that word however 
hard you try. Summarize and paraphrase. Check your 
understanding of  what the other person is saying.  

Practice joining groups. People worry about how to break 
into group conversations that are already in progress. One 
of  the best ways to manage a group is to arrive early. You 
can  judge the tightness of  a group by how closely people are 
standing to each other. Conversations rarely survive being 
extended beyond three people. Look for two people talking 
and gently insinuate yourself  as a third. Make eye contact. 
Respond to what someone is saying with smiles and nods 
and ask a question as your first contribution – it’s a good way 
to enter a conversation without being too rude. Find different 
ways to enter a space by asking permission, such as, ‘Excuse 
me, I don’t mean to interrupt, but I overheard you talking about …’ 

Close the conversations with care; never leave someone 
abrupt. Of  course you could close a conversation by offering 
your business card. Business cards are gifts – treat them as 
such. Keep your card in good condition. Give your card 
respectfully and receive cards with respect. 

Following up and building your network 
Don’t waste the opportunities you’ve worked so hard for. 
Having contacts is of  little use if  you don’t use them. There 
are lots of  ways of  reconnecting to people you have met. 
You could follow up with gifts of  information, links to 
resources or other people, or ask for help. 

Think about each networking relationship as being like a 
bank account. Make deposits and take care of  how you 
make withdrawals. Use every opportunity to practice your 
networking skills. 

Conclusion  
Communication goes beyond transmitting information – it’s 
about creating shared understanding. People interpret meaning 
through mental models, pattern recognition, and rapport 
built with verbal, vocal, and visual cues. At work, breakdowns 
usually stem from lost understanding, not unclear messages. 
Conversations are the core, strengthened by open questions, 
active listening, and clarity (TRAC: True, Relevant, Adequate, 
Clear). Even small talk can build rapport. Structured discus- 
sions move from exploring problems to identifying opportuni- 
ties and agreeing on actions. Persuasion relies on credibility, 
logic, and emotion, with stories making messages stick. 

Strong communicators practice enquiry: listening fully, 
asking good questions, treating others as equals, and giving 
constructive feedback. Success in meetings, presentations, 
and tough conversations depends on preparation, clear goals, 
and respect. Meetings require focused agendas, presentations 
need confident delivery, and difficult discussions call for 
managed emotions and collaborative intent. Networking 
extends communication into lasting relationships, built on 
authenticity and reciprocity. In every context, true commu-
nication means achieving understanding. 

Communication goes beyond transmitting information – it’s 
about creating shared understanding.
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