
If you are responsible for hiring people for 
your organization I am sure you have either 
already hired, or you are about to hire without 

knowing, how effective a communicator that 
person is. Over the past thirty years of my 
career, I have hired many professionals or 
have been involved in selecting people at 
different levels of management. Looking back, 

I would not have hired some of them had I known what a poor 
communicator they were.
When was the last time you reviewed your organization’s external 
job posting? I am sure you will find a reference to “an excellent 
communicator” being used as one of the key requirements of 
the job. Your organization is looking for someone with excellent 
communication skills because it is considered a vital soft 
skill needed for just about any position. The reality is that it is 
almost impossible to determine how effective a communicator 
the candidate is, using the job interview and reference checking 
procedures.
Very little emphasis is placed on many of the soft skills needed 
to become an effective employee at universities and colleges. It 
is also difficult to acquire or learn some of the soft skills such as 
communication.  Some people tend to be much better than others 
naturally or, may even excel at becoming a good communicator 
but, for the most part, this is not discovered until they are in your 
organization.
I recall hiring a very senior person to manage operations.  He 
was excellent technically but he turned out to be a very poor 
communicator, at almost all levels.  A strong technical person 
managing people sometimes has its challenges and in this case 
it turned out to create a toxic and divisive atmosphere amongst 
management and operations leading to the eventual departure of 
the individual. Unfortunately the damage had already been done, 
and the scars of that hire remained with the operation for months.
Sometimes poor communication can lead to a disastrous 
outcome, which may include fatal i ty and/or tremendous 
financial consequences. A good example of how easily a routine 
and a rudimentary step can cost millions of dollars due to 
miscommunication and/or making assumptions is the NASA’s 
Mars Climate Orbiter disaster.
In 1999, a disaster investigation board reported that NASA’s Mars 
Climate Orbiter burned up in the Martian atmosphere because 
engineers failed to convert units from English to metric.
The $125 million satellite was supposed to be the first weather 
observer on another world. But as it approached the red planet to 
slip into a stable orbit, the orbiter vanished. 

A NASA review board found that the problem was in the software 
controlling the orbiter’s thrusters. The software calculated the 
force the thrusters needed to exert in pounds of force. A separate 
piece of software took in the data assuming it was in the metric 
unit: newtons.
The whole thing could be written off as a miscommunication. 
Propulsion engineers, like those at Lockheed Martin who built 
the craft, typically express force in pounds, but it was standard 
practice to convert to newtons for space missions. One pound of 
force is about 4.45 newtons. Engineers at NASA’s Jet Propulsion 
Lab assumed the conversion had been made, and didn’t check or, 
at the minimum, did not formally communicate the measurement 
conversions to NASA.
Of all modes of project failures, “poor communication” is 
considered one of the main reasons they fail to achieve their 
original objectives. A study conducted assessing various 
modes of failures in implementing projects has found that poor 
communication is the highest. Interestingly, in this assessment 
only two modes of failure were due to potential technical issues as 
the soft skills dominated the majority of modes of failures.

 
Most projects fail, not due to technical issues or lack of technical 
competency, most are challenged due to matters related to soft 
skills such as communication. Consulting companies write off 
thousands of man-hours every day leading to substantial financial 
impact due to miscommunication or poor communication during 
the execution of projects.

Faramarz Bogzaran, EP
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Communicat ion



Electronic Mail or email: it was invented in the 1970’s, used primarily by academic institutions in the 1980’s and was 
adopted by businesses in the 1990’s.  In less than a decade, email rapidly became the essential communication tool for 
companies and completely revolutionized the way we communicate to both employees and customers. 

The benefits of email are tremendous; however, many people did not adapt their old communication habits with this new form 
of communication, or substituted traditional forms of communication for email.  For example, have you ever had a lengthy 
email sent to you by a colleague in the same office when the content of that email could be been communicated to you much 

more efficiently and effectively by a five-minute conversation?  Many times we use email when other forms of communication are preferable.
Effective email communication can take many forms; however, for day-to-day business communication there are some excellent principles that 
can be broadly applied.  While this is definitely not an exhaustive list, here are ten basic rules (presented in no particular order) that when applied 
will improve the effectiveness of your email communication.

1. Use email as follow-up to a discussion: Always try to have 
a conversation first instead of opening a dialogue via email – 
especially if the person you are emailing is in the same office.  
Then use an email to paraphrase the important points and key 
decisions arriving from that conversation.  Effective emails 
document key ideas or decisions and often open with the 
phrase “As discussed ….”

2. Keep emails short and to the point: It saves you time and, 
more importantly, respects the recipient’s time.

3. Put actionable items first:  Ensure to put your “ask” or 
“action items” first in the email, not last, and make them 
explicit. It should be immediately clear to the recipient what 
you want.  Often actionable requests are buried in the final 
paragraph of a three-page email and are missed by the 
reader.

4. Use text markup sparingly: When something in an email 
is really important, by all means bold it.  For example, a 
critical milestone date or critical action item.  However, do not 
overuse markup in your emails – font changes, color changes, 
and other “font” menu items generally confuse the message.

5. Bullets and Lists: Use bullets and lists whenever possible to 
make emails shorter and more readable.  For communication 
that does not suit this format ensure to include regular 
paragraph breaks so that the reader is not presented with a 
“wall of text”.
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Bas ic  Pr inciples  of  Good Emai l  Comunicat ion
6. Use the “CC” list appropriately: When you require an action 

ensure that person is the recipient and not CC’ed on the 
email. Always CC the minimum number of people necessary 
to get the job done.  Consider a CC to be a “just to keep you 
in the loop” tool.

7. Use descriptive subject lines:  The email subject line 
should always be descriptive. “Patterson Proposal due 
Friday Requires Corporate Review” is much better than just 
“Proposal”.  Also, the subject of an email chain does tend to 
change over time – ensure that you are updating the subject 
line to reflect the changing topic of conversation.

8. Ask specific questions: Make any questions as specific 
as possible. “What do you think of Smith’s quote?” is not a 
good question.  Never assume the reader will fully understand 
the context of vague questions.  “Can we go ahead and use 
Smith’s quote of $10K to complete the IT work for the Burns 
proposal?” is a much better question.  

9. Don’t expect an immediate response:  Email is often not on 
the immediate priority list for busy people and quick responses 
should not be expected.  Need a fast answer? – then call.

10. Never send an email when emotional or angry:  People 
infer far too much emotion into their regular email.  Writing an 
email when emotional or angry will likely make it come across 
as very aggressive.  If the communication is on an important 
subject, write the email, save a draft and read it the next day.  
You are most likely to find you are glad you didn’t send it.  If 
the communication is time sensitive, then have an impartial 
colleague review it prior to sending.

Leroy Banack, M.Sc., EP
Senior Partner
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M&A News Q1-2016
• Shawcor (Toronto, ON) acquired Lake Superior Consulting (Duluth, MN), a 

pipeline and integrity management services firm.
• Stantec (Edmonton, AB) divested its operations in India to a core group of 

leaders and senior staff. 
• Jensen Hughes (Baltimore, MD) reached a merger agreement with Gage-

Babcock & Associates (Vancouver, BC), a firm in life safety, property 
protection and engineering services. 

• Stantec (Edmonton, AB) signed a letter of intent to acquire Bury (Austin, 
TX), a multi-disciplinary engineering firm.
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Who is 
F&M?
F&M Management Ltd. ,  offers a range of 

corporate advisory services to the engineering/

consulting and environmental sector with 

emphasis on the following disciplines:

• Mergers and Acquisitions

• Management Buyouts & Company Valuation

• Strategic Planning

• Business Optimization

• Management Transition & Corporate 

Restructuring

• Due Diligence Services

• Corporate Governance

• Project Management Training

• Shareholder & Management Training

• Program Management & Implementation

Visit our website for more information on how we 

can assist you with your organization’s business 

success.

www.fmmltd.com

React ion vs.  
Response

Communication often becomes challenging when dealing with 
stressful situations and our default approach tends to come 
from a place of reaction rather than responsiveness. When it 

comes to reaction vs. response, it is all about self-awareness.  Self-
awareness is the ability to see how our actions and behavior affect 
others and the environment around us.  In high stress circumstances, 
how we choose to act and behave is important; in times of pressure 
we can either be:  REACTIVE (an emotional response that 

includes anger, fear, worry, judgment and resignation – our fight or flight instincts) or 
RESPONSIVE (a rational response that includes trust, patience, empathy and clear/
concise communication – using our logic rather than emotion). People who operate in 
reaction are operating “below the line” and there is always an “above the line” mode as 
you can see in the following:    

Reactive Responsive
Withdraw / Run Resolve

Anger Understanding
Avoidance Openness

Fear Trust
Ignoring Listening

“there’s nothing I can do” “let’s look at our alternatives”
Resignation Possibility
Impatience Patience

 
Lauren Semancik, CHRP
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