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CHAPTER 1

WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS

ARE IMPORTANT TC SUCCESS

Chris Kossen, Eleanor Kiernan,Jill Lawrence

LEARNINGOBJECTIVES

By the end ofithis chapter you should be able to:

= recognise the henefits of studying communication in relation to your
personal, university (academic) and professional (work and
career) life

= demonstrate the value of your interpersonal skills to employers across
a range of work type situations including people skills, problem-
solving-and conflict management

= understand the transferable nature of communication-related skills
and their centrality as employability skills identified as essential
by employers

= recognise lifelong-learning as a higher-level employability skill of
being able to adapt to changing work demands and environments

= understand the importance of ethical communication and behaviour
and their relevance to professional reputation.
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2 CHAPTER 1: WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT TO SUCCESS

Introduction

ommunication is vitally important and it pervades every facet of our lives, we spend virtually

all of our time communicating either verbally or nonverbally. Because communication

comes so naturally to us, we can easily assume that we know how to do it and therefore
don’t need to spend time on learning it.

There has been some shift in students” attitude to studying communication. Traditionally students
have tended to be interested only in subjects in their discipline believing they were already good
communicators. However, students, as upcoming professionals, are increasingly beginning to realise
the importance of strong communication skills to employers, and this is very apparent in job selection
criteria where communication skills now feature prominently. Communigation skills are highly
transferable skills and work performance and career success depend on a graduate’s ability to transfer
the knowledge and skills gained at university to the workplace. As you read.on you will notice that what
employers call ‘'employability” skills, i.e. skills identified by employersthemselves as the skills they desire
most and rate most highly are actually communication-related.skills. These communication-related
skills include analytical and critical thinking, problem-solving, cultural literacy, and interpersonal and
teamwork skills (e.g. the ability to cooperate, negotiate, coordinate, lead, motivate).

In addition to these, lifelong-learning is also now regarded as a core high-level employability
skill and is often described and referred to by employers with terms such as ‘initiative’, ‘proactivity’
and ‘self-directedness’. Importantly, lifelong-learning, as an employability skill, refers to a person’s
ability to engage in lifelong-learning as a process,for continually updating and adapting to changing
environments and work demands (Bridgstock 2009). In this sense employability is about future proofing
our employment security.

COMMUNICATJON FOR'SUCCESS AT UNIVERSITY

The first chapters of this book introduce you to different aspects of university,
particularly academic protocols and study strategies. You will be challenged to think
about the experiences that have made you the person you are and how this affects
your success at university. Different aspects of university culture are examined to
show you that many of the challenges you face can be met with an array of skills
you already possess as you go on to develop and refine these further. These skills are
broken down into chunk-sized bites so that you can find practical ways to overcome
problems in acclimatising to the university culture, both personally and academically.

Some of the specific skills you will learn in transitioning to university are transferable;
that 1s, you can use them in different professional contexts. You will learn how to deal
with the seemingly perplexing administrative requirements at university, and develop
the skills needed for research and written work. The skills and knowledge you will
acquire are essential ingredients for lifelong-learning.

Copyright © 2021 Pearson Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) 9780655702399 Communicating for Success 3e



CHAPTER 1: WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT TO SUCCESS 3

One of the key aspects of communicating well is to present logical arguments.
Understanding and evaluating arguments is not just a useful tool in your academic
studies; it extends into your personal and professional communication. Once you can
evaluate arguments, you will be better equipped to think critically about information
you encounter, whether it is from a television commercial, a politician’s speech or a
friend trying to convince you to join a team or a social club.

Obvious areas of communication at university are written and oral presentations:
extended writing, including essays and reports, make up much of the assessment.
However, presenting ideas orally and in writing are also of great importance and
transferable to professional and work life. Indeed, the logic and the skills required for
academic work provide a strong grounding for your professional life.

Writing effective essays requires the ability to research eftectivély, to think critically,
to apply (content) knowledge to address a specific task and to communicate clearly while
using the standards and format that have been set. This starts/with the developing of a
thesis (position, point of view) and then going about th¢ steps needed for constructing a
logical and coherent argument to support that thesiss

Presenting your ideas orally involves the same skills 'of critical thinking, analysis and
logical development of argument used for essays or reports. But it also requires the ability
to adapt often complex material to match the constraints of an oral presentation format,
which 1s much shorter than written, formats: Presenting information in this way also
requires confidence and competence with*spoken language. Research shows that these
skills can be learned by almost anyone.

Success at university and in ‘professional life also depends on how well you can
solve problems; how self-motivated and self-directed you are; how eftective you are at
thinking and learning independently; as well as your mental flexibility and adaptability to
cope with the cagéer changes that will occur in our working lives.

COMMUNICATION: CAREER AND PROFESSIONAL SUCCESS

There is a common perception that communication is important in people-oriented
professions like human resources and public relations and less important in technical
professions such as science and engineering. This is not really the case: being able
to express ourselves fluently (orally and in writing), being competent in interviews
and being able to work effectively with other people are skills that have become
increasingly important and in high demand across all professions and occupations.
Good communication skills help us to get the job in the first instance; you can test
this out for yourself by looking through job advertisements. Virtually all employers
specify the need to have good communication skills, both written and interpersonal.
Critical thinking is also becoming increasingly important in selection criteria. You will
notice that selection criteria typically contain two levels of skills: essential and desirable.
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4 CHAPTER 1: WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT TO SUCCESS

Communication-related skills are usually essential. As well as helping in obtaining a
job, communication skills can help us succeed in the job and, importantly, move up
and advance in our career. Look at the skills required for employment as a teacher in
Queensland (Department of Education, Queensland Government 2020):

= Staff are required to actively participate in consultation and communication with
supervisors and management regarding health, safety and wellbeing issues and
comply with all provisions of the relevant workplace health and safety legislation
and related health, safety and wellbeing responsibilities and procedures developed
by the department.

= You will work for an organisation that values its people and promotes leadership
and innovation. We respect professionalism, embrace diversity and encourage a

balance between work and life commitments.

Collectively employers are placing the most emphasis emthesfollowing skills (which
happen to be communication-related) as the most essentialand desired:

articulate communication: written and spokef
= interpersonal: ‘people skills’, cooperate

= teamwork: coordinate, negotiate

= leadership: lead, persuade, motivate

= critical and creative thinking

= problem solving

= conflict resolution

= accountability: ethical

= organised, taskfocused

= initiative, proactive.self-directed, independent learning, and
= responsiveness, and adaptability

(Drummond & Rosenbluth 2015; Naughtin et.al., 2017; OECD 2019, Pennington
& Stanford 2019; Quacquarelli Symonds 2018; 2020; World Economic Forum 2018).

Research and evidence on employability skills, i.e. the skills employers are interested
in, over and above professional technical skills and knowledge, reveal that they are
communication related. It is clear we can no longer assume that the degree alone is a
ticket to a job. Employers want to see further evidence of what you can contribute to a
position, and they are interested in communication related capacities which they say are
needed for graduates to be ‘job ready’.

There is good news, in that graduates do accumulate and advance these ‘transferable’
skills during the course of their degree studies. Where attention is needed, though, is
in learning how to better identify and articulate these communication-based skills to
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CHAPTER 1: WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT TO SUCCESS 5

employers. This is a communication skill in itself and one of the major themes in this
book. Accordingly, we focus on the transferability of communication skills to professional
workplaces and also on how to articulate these ‘job ready’ skills to employers. For
example, interpersonal skills required for managing conflict effectively and for teamwork
for collaborating and problem-solving.

Leading career and employment expert and researcher, Professor Peter Mcllveen
(University of Southern Queensland) adds the following insights and advice which
highlight the importance of knowing how to eftectively communicate your employability
skills to help ensure career and employment success.

DEEPEN YOUR UNDERSTANDING Y o

When it comes to getting a job, people sometimes express beliefs-out‘of frustration at just
how difficult it can be to get a break: “It's who you know’“or “You have to have a piece
of paper”. Of course, having a qualification, the piece of paper, for a profession is usually
necessary, but so is building and maintaining a professional.network of peers, mentors,
and potential employers. Employability is not se"much.about “who you know” or “what
you know". Employability is more about “who knews /what you can do”. This implies that,
not only having the requisite knowledgesand skillsiof your chosen occupation, and the
gualification, but also having the ability toeffectively communicate the specific skills and
knowledge you can bring to empleyment,positions. Both in job applications and through
professional networks where_you,create and communicate your professional identity.
To do this well requires yousknowingwyourself, that is, having a clear idea of what your
skills, knowledge and abilities are. If you don’t have a clear idea about what you have to
offer to an employer, then'how can you communicate your worth to them?

Online networking“platforms are important, like your LinkedIn profile, as an open public
forum for your communication and, moreover, building and maintaining your professional
identity and network. Attending industry functions is a personal and direct approach to
communicating your knowledge and skills to publicise your professional identity and
employability. But once again, you need to know yourself, to communicate about yourself.

Professor Peter Mcllveen

COMMUNICATION FOR SUCCESS IN PERSONAL LIFE

Communication is not only what we write or say; it is how we write or say it, how
we stand, how we use time, how we interact with others, even how we feel about
ourselves. We also cover areas of positive psychology and emotional intelligence
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6 CHAPTER 1: WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT TO SUCCESS

(Chapter 12) to see how emotional and psychological factors can influence our
abilities to learn and function well. Learning to manage our personal lives well 1s of
critical importance to our happiness, but also for our academic learning performance,
and our professional and working life. Hence, it is of high, not marginal importance.

Do you ever have difficulty saying ‘no’ to unfair or unreasonable requests and end
up resenting that you seemed to have been forced to do something you do not want
to? How do you cope with conflict? Are you passive and avoid it, or are you aggressive
and lose your temper easily? Chapter 12: Interpersonal and Professional Communication
examines the importance of managing relationships and includes assertive behaviour
principles and techniques.

Skills and knowledge for negotiating in areas of organisational communication and
group and teamwork are important to both personal success and €areer success. Issues
we are likely to confront at some point include bullying and corrtiption. The issue of
bullying shows once again the interrelated nature of communicatign: on the one hand,
bullying is a personal matter (for those involved); on th€ other hand, when it occurs
often within the workplace it also becomes an organisationakand professional life matter.

To be an effective communicator means learning more about the principles and
techniques that make up communication competency. This book is aimed at helping
you add to and fine tune your skills to improve communication competency and
performance. We will see that communicatien skills are critical to success in most areas.
Well-developed communication skills proyide’a major advantage for those motivated to
excel in their personal, academic and professional pursuits.

ETHICS AND PROFESSIONALISM: UNDERPIN SUCCESS

What do we mean™when we speak of ‘ethics’? Ethics forms an entire branch of
philosophy and philesophical definitions of ethics can be quite detailed, but ethics
is always linked toemforality and professionalism. When we speak of ethics, we
speak not of what is legal or permissible, but of what is morally right: what is ‘good’.

If we think, then, of the styles of communication mentioned earlier, we can see
that failure to respect the rights of all communicating parties, whether by denying the
receiver’s rights as the aggressive communicator does, or by denying ourselves rights
as the non-assertive communicator does, is not communicating ethically. Persuasive
communication and misuse of logic and argumentation are also areas where unethical
communication can often be found.

There are many variations on what constitutes ethical communication, but we can
think of it as involving;:

= honesty

= respect for individual rights
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CHAPTER 1: WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT TO SUCCESS 7

= concern for others
= open-mindedness in terms of differing views, cultures, religious beliefs, gender
= tolerance

s cthical clarity—tailoring messages to audiences and tasks so that the meaning
and intent are transparent and unambiguous

= avoiding manipulation and coercion.

As ethics is often concerned with what we could call ‘grey areas’, there may be times
when we compromise one ethical principle in order to meet other more pressing ethical
principles. For example, where does the ‘little white lie” fit in? Should we always be
honest, even it if is hurtful, or should we try to cheer a friend by being less than strictly
honest? Should our concern for our friend’s psychological welfage override our concern
for honesty?

Ethics underpins our reputation as people and impertantly as professionals. Our
professional reputation and credibility is an important asset and one that we work hard to
build over time, and it can easily and quickly be danfaged."At a wider social level, ethical
practices determine the nature of our society, foxexample, fairness and justice in our
societies and institutions, which hinge on ethicsy especially, the kinds of ethical standards
we have in place and the way they are upheld. Aecordingly, we examine ethical issues
and challenges we need to consider‘and déalpwith as we navigate our way through our
academic, personal, and professional-iyes.

CONCLUSION

Communication is important invall ‘areas of our lives: academic, professional (work and career) and
personal. Because communication is an everyday activity, we can assume that we communicate
adequately, and so'there is no need to study communication. This is not the case. Communication is
critical to success. Theschapters of this book deal with understanding and developing communication
competency by examining and demonstrating how communication-related skills and techniques can
guide you to success in your personal life, in your learning and in your professional life.

KEY POINTS

= Communication impacts all aspects of our lives and our ability to understand and apply
communication skills and techniques effectively is central to our future success: academic,
professional and personal lives.

= Communication-related skills are highly transferable and are identified by employers as essential
employability skills.

= Employers today expect graduates to be able to demonstrate the value of their interpersonal skills to
work-type situations: e.g. people skills, problem-solving skills, when applying for positions.

Copyright © 2021 Pearson Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) 9780655702399 Communicating for Success 3e



8 CHAPTER 1: WHY COMMUNICATION SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT TO SUCCESS

= Lifelong-learning is a high-level employability skill which involves being able to adapt to changing
work demands and environments.

= Ethical communication and behaviour underpin professional reputation.
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