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Early Stages – Coming Out
Activity 1 – Building on Our Communication Skills

Active Listening
Listening is the most fundamental component of interpersonal communication skills and is not something that just happens (that is hearing). Listening is an active process in which we make conscious decisions to listen and to understand the messages of the speaker. It is a necessary skill we need in our everyday interpersonal interactions that is an essential tool in developing healthy relationships and interacting with others.
Active listening is also about patience, pauses and short periods of silence should be accepted. Listeners should not be tempted to jump in with questions or comments every time there are a few seconds of silence. Active listening involves giving the other person time to explore their thoughts and feelings, they should, therefore, be given adequate time for that. It is an extremely important aspect of wellbeing.

How to become an effective active listener?

Key active listening techniques:
· Pay Attention. Give the speaker your undivided attention, and acknowledge the message
· Building trust and establishing rapport
· Show that you are listening
· Demonstrating concern
· Provide feedback by including paraphrasing to show understanding; the use of nonverbal cues which show understanding such as nodding, eye contact, and leaning forward; and verbally responding appropriately with brief verbal affirmations like “I see,”, “I know,” “Sure,” “Thank you,” or “I understand”
· Asking open ended questions, not questions that just need a Yes or No answer by using open questions like ‘Tell me more about’ or ‘Tell me how that works?’
· Asking specific questions to seek clarification
· Disclosing similar experiences to show understanding if appropriate
Asking the right questions is essential in active listening, gather information and learn more so you can build stronger rapport with friends, family, clients, manage people more effectively, and help others. Equally if you ask the wrong questions, it can hinder communication and rapport with others. Additionally, you can ask the wrong questions and get wrong answer, be taken in a completely irrelevant or different direction that may not help them or at least not quite what you're hoping for.



Type of questions: Open and Closed Questions

A closed question usually receives a single word or very short, factual answer. For example, "Are you thirsty?" The answer is "Yes" or "No"; "Where do you live?" The answer is generally the name of your town or your address.
Open questions elicit longer answers. They usually begin with words like what, why and how. An open question asks the person you are speaking to about their knowledge, opinion, or feelings. "Tell me" and "describe" can also be used in the same way in open quest ions.
Here are some examples:
· What happened last night?
· Why did they react that way?
· How was the meeting?
· Tell me what happened next?
· Describe the circumstances in more detail?
Open questions are good for:
· Developing an open conversation: "What did you get up to on holiday?"
· Finding out more detail: "What else do we need to do to make this change?"
· Finding out the other person's opinion or issues: "What do you think about those changes?“


THE 4 W’s + H PURPOSE
How? - Most often enables talk about feelings and/or process.
What? - Most often lead to facts and information.
When? - Most often brings out the timing of the problem, including what preceded and followed it.
Where? - Most often enables discussion about the environment and situations.
Why? - Most often brings out reasons.

Closed questions are good for:
· Testing your understanding, or the other person's: "So, if I get this qualification, I will get a raise?"
· Concluding a discussion or making a decision: "Now we know the facts, are we all agreed this is the right course of action?"
· Frame setting: "Are you happy with the service from your bank?"
A misplaced closed question, on the other hand, can kill the conversation and lead to awkward silences, so are best avoided when a conversation is in full flow.


Non-verbal Communication Skills
There are a lot of micro skills used in communication that are captured in nonverbal communication like: gestures, facial expressions, tone of voice, eye contact (or lack of), body language, posture. Your nonverbal communication is as important as your verbal responses. Crossed arms can seem defensive. Poor posture may appear unprofessional. A downward gaze or avoiding eye contact can detract from you being seen as confident.
Examples
· Avoid slouching. Sit with your back straight up against the chair or lean slightly forward to convey engagement
· Steer clear of smiles or laughter when messages are serious
· Display some animation with your hands and facial expressions to project a dynamic presence. (But avoid talking with your hands excessively, which can appear unprofessional and unpolished)
· Don’t bring your phone, or anything else that could distract you
· Eliminate fidgeting and shaking of limbs
· Establish good eye contact but not continuous or piercing eye contact
· In a group situation, shift eye contact to the various people
· Introduce yourself with a smile and be sure that your palms are dry
· Keep your hands away from your face and hair
· Listen carefully, and do not interrupt
· Maintain open arms folded arms can convey defensiveness
· Adjust your vocal tone to express excitement and punctuate key points
· Nod to demonstrate understanding
· Observe the reaction of others to your statements
· Avoid looking at the clock, your phone, or displaying any other signs of disinterest
· Respect personal space
· Wait until the person is done talking to respond.

Did you know?
Previous research into communication suggests that the actual words a person speaks is about 7% of our communication and the remaining 93% is made up of voice, pitch, tone, and nonverbal cues.
It's really important to understand the cultural differences in nonverbal communication.
For example.
In Western countries, facing another person and leaning into them is often telling them that you're listening and you're focusing on them. Maintaining eye contact in Western countries suggests you're listening and following what the other person is saying however in some Eastern cultures, direct eye contact between men and women can be considered rude.


The four different styles of communication: Aggressive, Passive Aggressive, Passive and Assertive
For this part, we’re going to have a look at different communication types in terms of assertiveness. We will discuss the differences between aggressive, passive, passive aggressive and assertive communications looking at what they are and what the consequences of each one might be.
We’ll go through some assertiveness techniques too because it’s a social skill, so you need to understand how to use it in practice.
The Different Communication Styles
We’re going to go through each different type of communication style now and get a better understanding of what each of them are.

Aggressive
Let’s start off with aggression. What is aggressive?
Coming from an angry place, it’s a strong sense of putting across your anger.
Aggressive behaviour can be seen in things such as:
· threatening behaviour
· shouting
· animated hands
· swearing
· tone of voice and body language that is likely to be irritated
· Invading others personal body space
· becoming short and snappy
· accusing people
· no longer listening to the other person because you’re focused on your own wants
It might be more of an attack such as name calling, kicking, punching. Belittling someone.
These are all aggressive acts and can often hold consequences.

Passive
Passive is often seen as the opposite of aggressive. It’s essentially saying nothing. Feeling like a doormat and letting people say/do what they want.
Passive individuals or this communication style are often prepared to take the blame to an extreme level. The nature of being calm is not just associated with assertive it's also passive.
So, we need to be mindful of this, are we staying calm to be assertive or are we staying calm to be passive because our communication and needs are not being met. When we’re passive we’re often not standing up for ourselves.
Some people refer to it as feeling like a ‘door mat’, letting others walk all over you.


Passive Aggressive
This communication style often has a strong use of sarcasm. This can also include finger pointing. Body language can give this impression of being passive aggressive such as closing yourself off such like crossing your arms.
The silent treatment is another common passive aggressive communication example or behaving in a way to suggest you are sulking. Fake smiling and using statements such as “whatever you want” or “it’s fine” but not really meaning it at all.
When people are passive aggressive, they’re often wanting people to read more into what they’re saying but not actually giving them all the information.
Passive aggressive communication does not build healthy relationships. It’s a closed dialogue, your communication ends a conversation.
Being passive aggressive doesn’t meet your needs.

Assertive
This is where communication can be affective. It’s getting messages across in an effective way for both parties.
· Communicating in a respectful way
· Using open body language
· Hands by your sides in a controlled way and keeping your body in a relaxed state
· Speaking to people on their level
· Using Eye contact
· Really listening to what people are saying to be able to share your opinion effectively
· Using active listening skills
· Trying to understand and not control what they’re saying.

How will you benefit from assertiveness?
Have a think about this question. What type of people would benefit from being able to be assertive?
People who need to promote healthy relationships and good communication is the most common answer, but really, assertiveness training and building your skills can benefit everyone. Assertiveness can assist in approaching conversations particularly for people who are low in confidence.
Think about is there anyone you know who you see as being naturally assertive? Are there some people who are just naturally assertive? Think about whether assertiveness is a skill you acquire, or is it something you’re born with that you use as and when you need? Assertiveness can link to our emotional awareness; how aware we are of ourselves and others to know how best to respond to situations.



The benefits of assertiveness can include:
· Improves your interpersonal skills and sense of self respect
· We all have a right to express our thoughts, feelings, and needs to others, if we do so in a respectful way
· Gain self-confidence and self esteem
· Understand and recognise your feelings
· Earn respect from others
· Improve communication
· Create win-win situations
· Improve your decision-making skills
· Create honest healthy relationships
Have a think about where assertiveness might not be appropriate. Are there any situations where behaving in an assertive manner might not actually be beneficial? We’ll go through this a little more as we go on but bear this in mind for now.

Consequences of the Different Communication Styles
Now we’re going to have a look at some of the consequences of each communication type.
Aggressive
Aggressive communication types can end up with you and other people just feeling upset. If you’re communicating in a way that is aggressive, you’re likely to not actually be getting your point across or even being listened to. It’s likely you will end up alienating yourself as people will no longer want to communicate with you.
The other consequence of aggressive communication is that you put yourself at risk of someone responding the same way and potentially getting hurt.
Essentially, with aggressive communication no one's needs are met.

Passive Aggressive
If we now have a look at passive aggressive communication types, and think about the examples we discussed earlier, the consequence of this communication is that we shut down the communication.
Passive aggressiveness often holds a lot of hidden meaning, but this means there is a lot of communication that goes unsaid. This can have consequences such as inciting further anger towards the situation. With passive aggressive communication, no one’s needs are being met.
This form of communication does not promote healthy relationships and often results in antagonistic scenarios.




Passive
In contrast to these two types, we can look at passive. Passive is referred to as the opposite of aggressive but is still not an affective form of communication most of the time.
This is like passive aggressive in the sense it also shuts down communication and doesn’t promote healthy relationships.
The consequences of passive communication are that it often results in bottling up feelings and eventually resulting in an explosion of feelings. Being passive and essentially just rolling over can breed a lot of resentment towards the person you’re communicating with.

Bringing it all Together
Now if we look at the contrast to all of these with assertive communication, this is the type of communication where the results are positive. You can communicate in a way where both parties feel heard and result in the building of strong and healthy relationships.
Communication situations where people have been assertive result in everyone’s needs being met and can often build people’s self-confidence. You respect other’s feelings and thoughts. You also feel your opinions and feelings have been respected.
When we’re communicating, we’re trying to get a message across to other people and we’re wanting to be heard. Each of these different communication types can have an influence on how you feel and how the other person you’re talking to feels.

Let’s go through this diagram as an example.
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What’s also important to remember with communication is that as important as verbal communication is, a lot of our communication is non-verbal.
Focus areas of communication can include voice, speech pattern, facial expression, eye contact and body movements.
We can break this down into passive, assertive, and aggressive communication and have a look at what kinds of things we might notice.
For someone who is communicating passively their voice might be more dull or over soft or warm.
We might notice hesitant speech patterns and frequent pauses of throat clearing. Their expression is likely to be raised eyebrows in anticipation of what you might say, they might have a trembling jaw or be biting their lip.
Eye contact with passive individuals is often evasive and they will be looking down or away. Body movements might be hand wringing, hunching shoulders to make themselves physically smaller and covering their mouth with their hands.
In contrast, someone who is communicating in an aggressive manner might have a very firm, hard, and sharp voice. Their speech pattern is likely to be fluent with few hesitations. There is often an abrupt, clipped, and fast speech pattern. Aggressive facial expressions can include smiling turning to sneering, scowling when angry and have a firm set jaw.
Eye contact in aggressive communication is often strong as if they are trying to intimidate and stare someone down. Their body movements can include finger pointing, clenching fists, striding around, and crossing arms.
This is a big contrast to the passive communication.
Assertive communication being the effective way to communicate will often be a steady and firm voice, speaking in a clear and sincere manner.
Their speech patterns will be fluent with few hesitations and having an emphasis on key words. When being assertive people can talk in a steady and even pace.
Their facial expressions will align with emotions such as smiling when please or frowning when angry but being able to hold a relaxed jaw.
Eye contact with assertive communication is firm and direct without any threat. Body movements will be very open such as open hand movements and sitting upright and relaxed.
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