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Leadership With Others: Effective Communication
This reflection paper covers section 2A of the competencies for the Leadership PhD program at Andrews University. This section is part of the Leadership with Others cluster of competencies which, as the Andrews University Handbook says, “focuses on the interpersonal aspects of leadership. Growth and development of others is an essential function of leadership” (Andrews University, 2017). The three competencies in this cluster are:
1. Effective communication – Leadership fosters effective communication in all internal and external interactions, to establish and maintain cooperative
relationships.
1. Mentor/coach – Leadership promotes relationships that are trust-centered,
providing the kind of empowerment that results in personal and performance
improvement toward satisfying mutual objectives.
1. Social responsibility – Leadership is accountable to others and endeavors to see that family, community, and environmental needs are met in local and, as appropriate, in global ways.
Having worked as a schoolteacher, pastor, conference departmental director, and administrator, I can honestly say effective communication is paramount for an organization to be successful. Excellent communication is what binds a workforce together in a cooperative environment to accomplish mission. 
Leadership is much more than just a title; leadership is a process that influences an organization from top to bottom. Effective leadership depends on clear, ethical, adaptive, and relational communication because communication enables leaders to articulate vision, build trust, motivate followers, manage conflict, and guide organizational change. Leadership theories such as transformational, servant, situational, authentic, and transactional leadership demonstrate that communication is not merely a leadership skill but a central mechanism through which leadership influence occurs.
[bookmark: _Toc233310572]Organization of the Paper
This paper first reflects on the importance of communication in my educational, ministerial, and administrative leadership journey. It then reviews selected communication and leadership theories and considers how those theories inform effective practice in classroom, local church, conference, and union settings.
The final section offers an assessment of communication practices and identifies areas where continued growth can strengthen organizational mission and leadership effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc233310573]Communication in My Leadership Journey
In the book, Leadership: A Communication Perspective, the authors maintain that “leadership is primarily a communication activity” (Johnson, Svetieva, & Eberhardt, 2026, p. 2). After nearly 45 years in leadership at some level, I wholeheartedly agree.
[bookmark: _Toc233310574]Communication and Teaching
When I was a schoolteacher, if I did not give clear communication as to the expectations of an assignment, I could expect chaos when they would go to work on it. If there wasn’t clear communication given about discipline in the classroom, timetable expectations, course objectives, and writing guidelines, very little progress would be made in the student’s learning experience.
As a new teacher just out of school, I had to learn how to communicate the expectations in a way that was understandable and doable. When I failed at this, I was frustrated, but no more so than my students. As the year progressed, I became better at communicating and the class prospered because of it.
It was in the classroom that I first began to see the importance of transactional communication. Dean Barnlund, a key figure in the development of transactional communication theory, described communication this way: “It is not a reaction to something, nor an interaction with something, but a transaction in which man invents and attributes meanings to realize his purposes” (Barnlund, 2017, p. 47). Barnlund suggested that communication is not linear, but rather circular in nature. He believed the leader communicates to the follower while, simultaneously, the follower communicates back to the leader (Barnlund, 2017). If leaders fail to understand the communication their followers are providing, then ultimately, very little progress will be made.
In the classroom, when speaking to my students, it was quite obvious to me when I was communicating to them in a way they were able to take in and act on my directions, and it was quite clear when I was not communicating in a way that helped them clearly see the picture I was trying to paint for them. As a teacher, I needed to be ready on the spot to adjust my thinking and communication strategy to be sure my students were with me and that we were headed in the same direction.
Below is a model of transactional communication theory. As you can see, communication is going in both directions simultaneously. If both the sender and the receiver are in tune, effective communication can take place. Messages can be sent in both directions while feedback is given by both the sender and the receiver. This simple concept, I found, was absolutely necessary for having a strong, functioning classroom. This was an area in which I needed to grow, and as the year went by, I was able to become a better communicator.

[image: ]
(fity.club, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc233310575]Communication and Pastoring
Much of my 45 years in leadership positions was spent as a pastor of a local church. Of course, the sermon I preached each week was perhaps the most obvious form of communication with my congregation. Once again, much like a teacher in the classroom, it was not hard to tell while preaching whether or not people were following my train of thought. Through their body language, they spoke volumes back to me about how effective I was being as a pulpiteer. Here again, you can see transactional communication theory at work.
By absorbing their communication back to me over time while I was preaching, I was able to become a better preacher. I learned how best to keep their attention and communicate the messages I had for them. Harold Buell once said some of us “need to be reminded that our speaking should be judged for its effectiveness as communication” (Buell, 1954, p. 89). There is really very little excuse for a pastor not to understand the nonverbal communication from his members and grow from that communication in order to become a more effective communicator in the pulpit.
Of course, preaching was just one of many ways I needed to learn to communicate as a pastor. The creation of a strategic plan for the church and effectively communicating that plan were essential to having a growing, thriving congregation. For the church to come together and agree on how we would work together to fulfill our mission was vital for our future. I found that many different ways of communicating were needed to create important church-life buy-in to the strategic plan created for our mission. The process of a church going through a strategic planning process, getting buy-in from the church body, and then articulating how we worked together to accomplish our goals was a challenge of communication. I have included a strategic plan one of my churches produced to help visualize the need to make the plan come alive through effective communication.
First, the team chosen to produce a strategic plan had to thoughtfully develop the ministry plans the church would follow to fulfill its mission. This plan ranged from how we would educate and train our young people to how we would serve our community and introduce them to Christ. Our social functions, our worship plans, and even the care of our church building were discussed.
These plans had to be articulated clearly in writing for our church family to see. Business sessions were called to present the plans and receive feedback as to whether the committee was on the right track. After reaching out to the church family for their input, the committee could put the final changes on the document. It would be presented to the church again at a business meeting and then voted.
But then the real communication of the plan would begin. Articles for our church newsletter would be written, videos would be made by our church pastoral staff and others communicating the vision, social media would be deployed, and church posters and banners would be displayed to remind our members of our goals and aspirations. This process is what multiliteracies theory is all about (Cole & Pullen, 2009; Hong & Hua, 2020; Serafini & Gee, 2017). In our current society, in order to have effective communication, you must look at the vast array of modalities available for communication and go from there.
[bookmark: _Toc233310576]Communication in Conference and Union Leadership
Multiliteracies theory was also very useful in conference and union leadership. In these leadership experiences, not only did you have to deploy the wide range of communication options, but you also had to constantly keep in mind the different sectors with which you needed to communicate well.
First, communication to the conference or union at large was very important. Again, the multiliteracies theory would come into play. To effectively bind us together to work in concert together for mission, we had to be able to use all modalities available to us to get the job done. Of course, one of the main sources for communication was the conference or union paper. I have several articles I wrote as part of the artifacts for this competency. In each edition I would publish an article about an aspect of our mission and how we needed to work together. The conference and union papers were sent to every home. In this day and age, many don’t spend much time in magazines, however. Each edition of the conference and union paper were also put on our website in digital form. I will include some links in the artifact that display the electronic publication of our papers. Social media was used along with the creation of videos to communicate our messages. I will also include several links to videos produced for several purposes for communication. Different modes of communication speak to different constituencies. There was a great need to deploy them all. 
One area of conference and union communication that has become important is how we communicate during a crisis. A crisis can be anything from a natural disaster that has affected your territory to a pandemic, a sexual harassment issue, or financial exigency, just to name a few.
In his book about crisis communication, Alan Zaremba gives five steps an organization must take to be effective in communicating during a crisis. They are:
1. Crises are inevitable. Crisis communicators can and must acknowledge the inevitability of crisis and plan for crises before they occur.
2. In case after case, transparent and honest communication has been proven to be key to effective crisis communication.
3. When in doubt, follow a golden-rule approach.
a. What would you want to know?  
b. What would you need to know?  
c. How would you want the messages communicated to you?  
d. What channels would need to be available to you if you had further questions or comments about the crisis?
4. An organization’s culture can determine crisis communication.
5. Crisis communication requires training and skill sets that even bright executives may not possess (Zaremba, 2014, pp. 9–12).
Having dealt with a number of crises during my leadership journey, I can say that I believe Zaremba’s five points are right on target. On one occasion, I had a pastor who was not only unfaithful to his wife, but abusive to her as well. He was a well-loved pastor and especially popular with the young people. He denied any wrongdoing and portrayed himself as a victim. Being transparent was difficult but absolutely essential to bring this church family through this crisis. Practicing the golden rule throughout the process was also critical to protect future potential victims of his abuse. If the conference had not had a culture in which the laity trusted it, it would have been a much more difficult event. I will say that the training I received, that my fellow officers received, and that our communication team received made all the difference.
Situational Crisis Communication Theory also applied to the scenario above and to other crisis communication situations in which I participated. According to Timothy Coombs, Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) provides a framework for an organization to anticipate how “stakeholders will react to a crisis in terms of the reputational threat posed by the crisis” and how “people will react to the crisis response strategies used to manage the crisis” (Coombs, 2007).
In the chart below, you can see the flow of effective crisis communication as postulated by SCCT. As you can see from the chart, when a crisis happens, identifying who is responsible is the first step or challenge. From there, the crisis response must be developed with both the responsible party of the crisis and the reputation of the organization being considered. At the same time, there is a need to look at the history of the crisis and the prior relationship with anyone or anything involved in the crisis, which relates back to the person responsible for the crisis and the organizational reputation. In the end, the hope is to consider the emotional responses to the crisis by your constituency and respond in the best way possible.
This model works well alongside the steps Zaremba suggests are central to having a good crisis communication strategy.

[image: Figure 1]
Crisis situation model of SCCT (Coombs, 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc233310577]Communication and Theory Applications
In this reflection paper, we will look at various leadership theories and how they relate to effective communication in the classroom, local church, and conference and union settings. Effective communication is applied differently across leadership approaches. All of them, however, have a place in providing good leadership communication for the sake of mission attainment.
[bookmark: _Toc233310578]Transformational Leadership Theory
Transformational leadership theory uses communication to cast vision, inspire commitment, and connect daily work to a larger purpose (Bass, 2015; Givens, 2008; Reza, 2019). As one author put it, “Transformational leadership refers to leaders who seek to create ideas and new perspectives to create a new path of growth and prosperity in front of the organization” (Korejan & Shahbazi, 2016, p. 452). Communicating current ideas and perspectives is important for anyone in a leadership role. Casting the vision and inspiring buy-in and commitment were what, as a local pastor, I had to accomplish with our strategic plan and, as a conference and union president, I had to do to help connect the daily work done at the local level to a larger purpose we all shared.
[bookmark: _Toc233310579]Servant Leadership Theory
Servant leadership theory communicates through listening, empathy, humility, and responsiveness, ensuring that others feel valued and supported (Greenleaf, 1998; Parris & Peachey, 2013; Van Dierendonck & Patterson, 2018). This theory works well with the transactional communication theory discussed earlier, both while I was a classroom teacher and while I was a pastor preaching weekly in a local church. If I approach both of those positions as a servant seeking to do ministry for my constituents, then I will want and need to become a good listener, to be empathetic, and to be humble enough to hear what I need in order to become a better teacher and preacher.
[bookmark: _Toc233310580]Situational Leadership Theory
Situational Leadership Theory examines the diversity and competence of followers, offering direction, coaching, support, or delegation as appropriate (Thompson & Glasø, 2015, 2018; Walls, 2019). This theory was especially prevalent in the classroom, but also in church leadership as well. In the classroom, I was constantly evaluating where my students were in terms of understanding the concepts I was presenting. This was especially true in the math classes I was teaching. Through careful evaluation of their understanding of the lessons presented, I would know how to recommend remedial work to get them caught up if needed or how to have a student who understood the lesson tutor a classmate.
As a pastor and conference leader, being in tune with who within my parish had promise of leadership and being prepared to coach them was extremely important. This was true in conference leadership as well. Being able to communicate through coaching those who worked in my field was a critical aspect of my leadership. 
[bookmark: _Toc233310581]Authentic Leadership Theory
Authentic leadership theory emphasizes communication marked by honesty, transparency, consistency, and self-awareness, all of which contribute to trust and credibility (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Caza & Jackson, 2011; Nikolić et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc233310582]Transactional Leadership Theory
Transactional leadership theory uses communication to clarify expectations, define roles, provide feedback, and connect performance with rewards or consequences (McCleskey, 2014; Tavanti, 2008; Wofford & Goodwin, 1994). As Mark Tavanti puts it, “Transactional leadership involves leaders clarifying goals and objectives, communicating to organize tasks and activities with the co-operation of their employees to ensure that wider organizational goals are met” (Tavanti, 2008).
Together, these leadership models show that effective communication is not one-size-fits-all; it requires inspiration, listening, adaptation, integrity, and clarity.
[bookmark: _Toc233310583]Communication Practice
In the past, there were very few options when it came to communication. Several decades ago, if you had a church newsletter or if you sent a weekly report to the parents of students in your classroom, you were ahead of the curve.
Now, those forms of communication, while still having their place, would be viewed as inadequate in providing effective communication for your organization. Multiliteracies communication truly needs to be practiced in nearly every situation.
Whether it is in the form of a video, a social media post, or an email or text alert, one must consider all the ways in which to provide the communication necessary for mission to move forward. At the end of the day, excellent communication is the responsibility of leadership. There is no getting around it. In order to effectively serve your constituency, you must practice excellent communication skills both to relate vision and purpose and also to provide needed information during a time of crisis. 
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