
CHAPTER 5: COMMUNICATION
What Makes Every Other Skill Visible

“Your voice is your strongest tool; use it.”

This chapter builds on “Personal Time Management”, “Teamwork”, “Managing 
Expectations”, and “Priority Management.” Each of those chapters relies on one soft 
skill: communication. Time management means nothing if no one else knows your 
timeline. True teamwork requires discussion and clarity. Deliverables and 
expectations are managed through conversation, in writing and in person, as much 
as through any system or tool. Prioritizing tasks requires thorough discussion and 
understanding so all stakeholders are on the same page. 

Communication is often the determining factor in professional success. Strong 
communication builds trust, aligns expectations, and enhances credibility, while 
poor communication can turn minor issues into significant problems. More than a 
single skill, effective communication is a series of habits practiced routinely.

The sections that follow explain how to maintain communication throughout the life 
of a task, apply sound professional judgment, and recognize the risks worth 
avoiding. 

PART I: SET THE TONE

Early communication habits set the tone for every interaction that follows. These 
fundamentals must be mastered in order to progress in your career. 

ACKNOWLEDGE MESSAGES PROMPTLY

Always confirm receipt of important messages, especially those containing 
requests, deadlines, or action items. A brief acknowledgment prevents uncertainty 
and reassures the sender that their message has been received and will be 
addressed. Acknowledge within the same business day whenever possible because 
a fast, simple reply does more for your reliability than people tend to expect.

After acknowledging, if necessary, state when the sender should expect a more 
detailed response, and check your workload and calendar before committing to that 
timeline.  A specific promise is only useful if you can keep it.

BENEFIT

A prompt acknowledgment, even a brief one, provides reassurance and prevents 
the follow-up messages that come from uncertainty and gives you more time to 
work on your deliverables.



CLARIFY EXPECTATIONS EARLY

Set expectations early and avoid surprises. Do your due diligence and review each 
request carefully. Ask clarifying questions to confirm the purpose, scope, timeline, 
and any required information or documents. Early clarification helps you accurately 
assess the required effort, identify necessary stakeholders, and establish realistic 
deadlines. The system you established based on the earlier chapters here has given 
you the tools to do this reliably and efficiently. 

BENEFIT

Clarifying expectations before you start demonstrates your professionalism and 
prevents the rework that comes from moving on an assumption instead of an 
answer.

CONDUCT KICK-OFF MEETINGS

Before engaging in any complex or collaborative work, schedule a kickoff meeting. 
Kickoff meetings ensure everyone starts with a shared understanding of the 
objectives, expectations, deliverables, and timelines. Taking time to gather 
background information, clarify roles, and validate assumptions helps eliminate 
guesswork and keeps efforts aligned from the start.

For non-complex work, a brief check-in with the requester can prevent 
misunderstandings and reduce unnecessary back-and-forth. Even for routine tasks, 
confirming that requirements and expectations have not changed helps ensure the 
expected outcome.

Follow every meeting or verbal conversation with a brief written summary to 
document key decisions and agreements. This creates a shared record and keeps 
everyone aligned.

BENEFIT

A kickoff meeting helps to set expectations and establish priorities and gets 
everyone starting from the same understanding, instead of finding the gap after the 
work is already underway.

PART II: MAINTAIN COMMUNICATION THROUGHOUT THE WORK

Once work begins, consistent communication prevents confusion, reduces follow-up 
inquiries, and steadily strengthens your professional credibility.

PROVIDE REGULAR STATUS UPDATES

Communicate openly and proactively to ensure others have the information they need 
and are never left guessing. Upon initial receipt of a request, communicate the item's 
position in your queue and its expected start time. Share your timeline early and 
update the requester as work progresses. For lengthy tasks, send periodic updates 
or interim drafts rather than remaining silent until the end. 
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This matters most on complex collaborations or anything that will take significant 
time to finalize, especially once external entities are involved. Signal clearly where 
you stand, where you are headed, and what is coming next, and copy the requester 
on any conversation you have with a third party on their behalf. Doing so reassures 
them their deliverable is progressing, and it tends to speed up the third party's 
response as well, since they can see the requester is watching, too. For multi-week 
tasks, provide weekly updates unless otherwise agreed, keeping each one brief, 
factual, and focused on progress and risk.

BENEFIT

Regular updates, and visibility into any third party involved, keep a requester 
confident that things are moving. These regular updates bolster your reputation and 
keep you in control of communication during your scheduled time blocks instead of 
forcing you to respond to requests outside of those times.

PRIORITIZE EFFECTIVENESS OVER PERFECTION

Strive for high-quality work, but do not let the pursuit of perfection delay progress. 
Share early drafts to confirm direction, gather feedback, and identify issues before 
investing significant time and effort.

Use an iterative approach: draft, review, revise, confirm, and finalize. An initial draft 
does not need to be complete; an outline, sample, or partial version is often enough 
to validate expectations and ensure alignment. Seeking feedback early reduces 
rework, improves outcomes, and helps deliver the right solution more efficiently.

BENEFIT

An early, imperfect draft can catch and correct a misunderstanding before it 
becomes a strain on resources and relationships. 

MAKE CLEAR REQUESTS AND RESPONSES
Clear requests reduce confusion, speed up decision-making, and help others take 
action. When making a request, explain the purpose, identify what is needed, 
specify the desired format, and provide a realistic deadline with a specific date and 
time. Avoid vague phrases such as "as soon as possible," which leave expectations 
open to interpretation.

When responding, focus on providing relevant information that answers the request 
and supports decision-making. Whenever possible, offer a recommended course of 
action along with reasonable alternatives rather than a simple “yes” or “no” 
answer.

Prepare before engaging in discussions, meetings, or written exchanges. Request 
agendas before meetings so you can bring relevant material to the first discussion. 
Understanding the topic in advance allows you to review relevant policies, conduct 
research, coordinate with stakeholders, and develop informed recommendations. If 
a misunderstanding begins to develop through email, pick up the phone or meet 
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directly to resolve the issue quickly. Clear email subject lines and concise messages 
also help recipients understand the urgency and required action.

BENEFIT

Clear, specific requests and responses get you what you need and portray you as a 
competent, efficient member of the team. 

FOLLOW UP BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE

Slow replies are a fact of professional life, and no system eliminates them entirely. 
A short follow-up is often enough to bring your request back to the top of someone's 
inbox. Sending a reminder thirty-six to forty-eight hours after your original message 
is perfectly appropriate. If the request is urgent, a sooner follow-up may be 
necessary; use your judgment. 

To keep things moving, copy the action owner and your supervisor, and let them 
follow up if the silence continues. In the case of continued unresponsiveness, 
consider giving the requester a call to nudge them toward a response.

Do not let a message go unanswered for more than four days; appropriate follow-
ups ensure that a project stays on schedule and avoid unnecessary delays and 
urgency. 

BENEFIT

A timely, well-placed follow-up keeps a request moving without turning it into a 
chase.

PART III: CHOOSE YOUR COMMUNICATION AND DOCUMENTATION 
METHOD

Selecting the appropriate communication and documentation method improves 
efficiency and reduces the misunderstandings that come from using the wrong one 
for the moment.

EMAIL

Email is a primary professional tool. Use it to request information or documents, 
confirm decisions or agreements, and document discussions, expectations, and next 
steps. When requesting something in writing, make sure the reader can quickly 
understand what you need, including specific details, quantities, deadlines, and 
required formats.

Avoid email when something is urgent because a call usually resolves it faster. 
Follow up with a quick written summary to preserve the record.

BENEFIT

Using email for what it is good at, requests, confirmations, and documentation, 
ensures a clear, written record for all parties. 
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WRITTEN RECORDS

Maintaining clear written records helps preserve important information, support 
accountability, and provide context for future decisions. After conversations or 
meetings, document key decisions, action items, responsibilities, and next steps 
while the details are still fresh. A brief written summary ensures everyone shares 
the same understanding and has a reference they can revisit later. You may share 
these records via email and/or keep personal records for your own reference. 

The same practice is valuable when a task or project is completed. Record what 
worked well, what challenges were encountered, and any lessons learned. These 
records help improve future performance, prevent recurring issues, resolve 
questions about responsibilities or outcomes, and create a valuable knowledge base 
for both individuals and teams.

BENEFIT

Written records preserve your memory and provide an objective account of 
important information.

VERBAL COMMUNICATION

Start with verbal communication when the topic is complex, when a written 
message would become too long to be useful, or when you need full context or a 
real back-and-forth to get clarity. Prepare by reviewing your notes and identifying 
key questions beforehand, then follow up in writing afterward so the clarity in the 
room does not quietly fade once everyone is back at their desks.

During an initial verbal conversation, you may feel pressure to provide immediate 
answers, but effective professionals know when to pause before responding. Avoid 
making commitments, offering definitive answers, or setting deadlines before you 
have the necessary facts. Instead, acknowledge the question, take notes, conduct 
any needed research, consult subject matter experts or supervisors, and follow up 
with a well-informed response. A simple statement such as, “Let me look into this 
and get back to you,” is often the most appropriate answer.

Mastering verbal communication and careful documentation supports your time 
management, strengthens your team dynamics, and controls the expectations set 
for you. A shared record keeps everyone on the same page and ensures that 
commitments are intentional, accurate, and aligned with what you can realistically 
deliver.

BENEFIT

Complex, high-level work requires face-to-face conversations; master this and you 
gain access to the kind of work that changes your career. 

PART IV: BE A PROFESSIONAL

Professionals make the right call in any given situation and your consistent success 
here strengthens your credibility. By following the recommendations in this series, 
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you have the tools to ensure that your professional judgment is sound, trusted, and 
supported by evidence. All you need is discipline and follow-through.

DEMONSTRATE PROFESSIONAL MATURITY

Professional maturity means knowing your role and its purpose, and contributing to 
your organization's goals because of it, without being asked or reminded. Routine 
work, like invoices or resource requests, must be completed on time; delays there 
tend to create compliance or financial problems that were entirely avoidable. Your 
output should be consistent, on-time, and by-the-book because you expect it of 
yourself; don’t make your supervisor your babysitter. 

A mature professional also understands that the scope of their role extends beyond 
their own lane. Remain curious about the work that happens around you and begin 
to learn the processes that impact your day-to-day tasks. That understanding helps 
you perform your own tasks better and troubleshoot issues faster.

When you have control over your schedule and your production, you can start to 
involve yourself in other ways with the larger company. Look for opportunities to 
contribute beyond your immediate role, whether through task forces, workgroups, 
or special projects. Volunteering demonstrates initiative and commitment to the 
organization’s success. Maturity here means understanding the value of these 
“extras” and managing your time in such a way that you can participate without 
falling behind in your regular duties.

BENEFIT

Professional maturity enhances your reputation and removes any ground for 
criticism before it has a chance to form.

AVOID ABSOLUTES

Avoiding absolutes means resisting the instinct to live in “yes” or “no”. Do not feel 
pressured to say yes to every request that comes your way and avoid shutting 
down options before exploring them. As discussed earlier, engage in verbal 
conversations, note what questions require answers, and do your due diligence 
before committing to a response or determining that something cannot be done. 
When confronted with several options, share relevant information like drawbacks 
and realistic timelines, let the other person weigh in, and stay available to talk 
through what each path would mean.

BENEFIT

Trusting your professional judgment and giving yourself the time to do your due 
diligence before committing helps you stay true to your word and meet the 
expectations that others have for you and your work. 

COMMUNICATE PROACTIVELY

Communicate regularly throughout the life of a deliverable. Routine updates help 
both you and the requester stay on top of delays, issues, or changes and when 

Getting Ready For Success



something is out of your control, your quick identification of the problem paints you 
as part of the solution. Silence in response to obstacles makes you look guilty. 
Common issues are unresponsiveness from someone key to your work, a 
collaborator's poor quality creating more work for you, or timeline risks. Flag these 
early, speak with facts, and propose solutions so that the work can continue as 
smoothly as possible.

If someone escalates an issue regarding you to your supervisor, you and your 
supervisor should brainstorm solutions behind the scenes, and you should share 
those solutions with the complainant yourself. Your supervisor can reinforce your 
recommendations but should not take over or sideline you. This empowers you and 
discourages unnecessary escalations in the future.

BENEFIT

Communicating a problem before anyone else discovers it keeps a difficult update 
from becoming a credibility problem. Communicating solutions keeps you in the 
driver’s seat and forces others to see you as competent and in control. 

PART V: KNOW THE RISKS

A few habits of discipline and discretion protect you, and the people around you, 
from the communication mistakes that are hardest to undo.

THERE IS NO PRIVACY AT WORK

Anything written on work systems can be accessed by your employer. Avoid jokes, 
complaints, or informal comments in professional tools, and reserve personal 
matters for personal devices. Assume work systems are visible to leadership at all 
times, even without an explicit monitoring notice.

BENEFIT

Treating every work message as visible to leadership, whether or not it actually is at 
that moment, keeps a careless comment from becoming a real problem.

THINK BEFORE YOU SEND

Do not send messages written in haste or under strong emotion. Make sure you 
have the correct facts, documents, and references before responding, and compose 
the message when you are calm, focused, and fully informed.

Before sending, ask yourself: Am I calm? Do I have the facts? Is this the right 
channel? Is my message clear? A message that fails any of those checks is worth 
holding for a few more minutes.

BENEFIT

A short pause before sending keeps a moment of frustration from becoming a 
message you cannot take back.

MAINTAIN CONFIDENTIALITY
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Sensitive or compliance-related matters should be handled with care, since 
anything written on work systems can be reviewed during an audit or investigation. 
Issues that require full context or may involve confidentiality are best addressed 
verbally rather than documented in writing.

HR and leadership are responsible for investigating these matters and preparing 
any required reports. Written records can be retrieved even after deletion, and any 
system may be subject to scrutiny during an audit, so only document a sensitive 
issue when instructed by HR or leadership or when you are raising a matter that 
directly affects you.

BENEFIT

Keeping a sensitive matter verbal, until HR or leadership says otherwise, protects 
the people involved and the integrity of whatever process follows.

REMEMBER, IT IS ALWAYS SOMEBODY'S FAULT

When something goes wrong, the first instinct is almost always to find someone to 
blame. Do not let that person be you. If you saw something and stayed quiet, or had 
a chance to speak up sooner and did not, you may find yourself in the seat reserved 
for whoever is at fault, and the same is true if you advised someone based on 
partial information and they acted on it.

Due diligence prevents this: gather the full facts, make yourself the person who 
gets consulted before action is taken, and understand a situation completely before 
you act or advise on it. Speak up even when no one seems to be listening; it keeps 
others from being able to point at you later.

Document, document, document. The written record covered earlier can also prove 
you did your due diligence when something goes wrong.

BENEFIT

Due diligence, a willingness to speak up early, and a written record behind every 
conversation keep you out of the seat reserved for whoever gets blamed.

PART VI: WHY THIS MATTERS

Communication is a skill worth mastering in its own right. It supports every other 
skill in this series because the most capable professional in the room can still go 
overlooked if no one around them ever finds out what they actually did. The 
systems and tools you’ve built, queues, trackers, and templates, do not speak for 
themselves; you have to sell them, explaining how they work and what they 
protect. Your professional expertise and decision-making rationale must be 
articulated; the knowledge and experience you have means nothing if you cannot 
share your insight with others. 

The concepts themselves are simple to describe and easy to neglect: acknowledge, 
clarify, document, and speak up before anyone has to ask. These habits teach 
people to trust your word without checking it twice, and that trust, once built, is 
worth protecting every single day.
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Applied consistently and diplomatically, communication earns recognition and 
genuine appreciation, not because the work itself changed, but because people 
finally understood it. 

UP NEXT

Now that you have mastered your schedule and your communication style, you can 
get to work on the deliverables themselves. 
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