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Overview

"The greatest problem in communication is the illusion that it has been accomplished." --Daniel W. Davenport.  No greater challenge exists during any project than the effective communication between the owner and the consultant.  Proper communication can make the difference in the successful completion of your project on time and on budget.  Conversely, communication can be the primary reason many projects are completed in just the opposite manner.  Webster’s defines communication as:  “1. The exchange of thoughts, messages, or information, as by speech, signals, writing, or behavior.  2. Interpersonal rapport” (www.websters.com).  The effort will be made in this presentation to focus on the foundations of this definition in three main areas of communication: Interpersonal Communication, Organizational Communication, and Project Communication Techniques and Methods.

Interpersonal Communication 

"To effectively communicate, we must realize that we are all different in the way we perceive the world and use this understanding as a guide to our communication with others." --Anthony Robbins.  This statement is so very true of every individual.  We all have been exposed to different forms of communication from our parents, grandparents, school mates, and team mates.  All of our own personal encounters have shaped our very being as an individual.  This is the reason, obviously, that some people are extremely challenged in this area of communication while others seem to master its techniques with ease.  As a general rule, the phrase “Communicate or Disintegrate” can apply to marriage, business partnerships, and of course the owner-consultant relationship.  The first step in any self assessment is to understand where you exist in this wide range of communication capabilities.  For all, no matter what communication capabilities one possesses, communication methods are constantly changing and evolving and must be viewed as a dynamic process.  It must be realized that communication can work for those who work at it.

The next step is to realize that communication exists not only verbally but in your physiological behavior.  Many aspects of an individuals stance or position on issues being discussed can be “read” from the physiological signals being transmitted between two parties.  For example, picture yourself at the contract negotiating table and you have just reviewed your general terms and conditions with the owner.  The owner is sitting there with arms crossed, coat buttoned, and leaning away from the table.  Physiologically he is saying, “I can’t accept those terms of agreement at all.”  In this manner, you should recognize these behavioral communication signals and strive to immediately find some common ground in regards to your terms and conditions or risk damaging the entire negotiations.

Finally, there is one simple art that seems to be forgotten.  Effective communication starts with having the ability to listen.  So often we try to make our points known to the owner, and he makes his points known to the consultant without ever listening to what is being said.  Many points of discussion are simply lost because the art of listening has not been exercised.  "To listen well is as powerful a means of communication and influence as to talk well." ---- John Marshall

Organizational Communication

"The organization that can't communicate can't change, and the corporation that can't change is dead." --Nido Qubein.  As one measure of success every organization must excel at the art of communication.  This is true for owners, consultants, civic clubs, and even Little League baseball teams.  Technology has greatly improved the speed of communication but it has not been able to affect the quality of communication.  Communication quality is still solely a personal responsibility.  For instance, how many times have you received an email that grammatically looks as if a first grader wrote it only to see that the author is your department manager?  Of course, some things can be answered in short non-grammatically correct forms, while others require a more formal approach.  The fact is that your organization is made up of project managers, supervisors, managers, and owners each of which have different needs and levels of communication.  The manner in which you document, record, transmit, and convey information to each can drastically shape the positive and/or negative impact of their involvement with your project.  

Project Communication Techniques and Methods

Many techniques exist in today’s world to communicate between the owner and consultant.  All have different merits and benefits that they can enhance the dialogue between the parties involved.  The standard methods of communication such as letters, faxes, and phone calls are all still important and must be employed to build a successful compilation of documentation during a project.  But technology has greatly improved the choices the consultant has for communicating with the owner.  The following are examples of techniques employed today with generic examples of the benefits of each:

1) Electronic mail (email) – offers a simple, cost effective method of communication which yields a written, documented, and quick response of issues and opportunities between parties.  Also allows drawings, pictures, documents, and other project data to be sent effortlessly and easily over the Internet.

2) Project websites – allows the use of the consultants website to post project drawings, schedule, budgets for owner review over the internet.

3) E-Fax services- allows a fax server to be utilized for a single point of contact within the consultant’s organization to electronically receive and issue incoming faxes to all interested parties (www.efax.com).

4) Digital photography- This technology alone has saved many field trips, answered many concerns and questions, and serves as a visual proof of record.  A picture is worth a thousand words.  

5) Web project message boards- Allows a chat type environment for all interested parties, consultants, and owner’s representatives to input comments on drawing reviews, safety reviews, or other data and have this in recorded written format on the message board for review by all parties.

6) Video conferencing- This method of conducting a meeting allows parties in different geographical locations to be able to stay at their facility and provide input thru the video conferencing technology of sound and video over land lines and also the net.

In closing, first challenge yourself to evaluate where you and your organization have employed the many different techniques of communication and evaluate where shortfalls exist.  Second, encourage the proper use of these techniques between interpersonal, client, and owner relationships.  Finally, use technology to support your project documentation efforts as a means of responding quickly to the needs of the owner, your organization, and your project.    

