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Communication is a fundamental human activity and language as a form of 
effective communication is often held up as an amazing and uniquely human 
thing. In actual fact, we have known for ages that many species have 
sophisticated  communication systems but we still seem to harp on the 
miracle of how humans do it.  
 
My contention is that humans are without doubt marvellous at communicating 
but they are also superbly gifted at miscommunicating. We are constantly 
getting, or sending, the wrong message. An interesting piece of research 
would be to try and estimate the proportion of our communications that are 
miscommunications. The vastness of such a task is mind-boggling: it’s the 
“wrong” message for whom? from whom? in what way wrong? how wrong on 
a scale of totally accurate and clear to mumbo-jumbo nonsense? So I won’t 
even bother to hazard a guess beyond saying: I think it’s a lot. 
 
Presenting some reasons why communications misfire feels like a more 
manageable project. Here are those I can readily identify.  
 

*** 
 
 
Babel 
 
It should come as no surprise that I mention first the linguistic obstacle, by 
which I mean the existence of – and estimates vary widely – around two 
thousand languages for seven billion people. As a person brought up, living 
and running a business on the strength of mastering two languages, I am very 
sensitive to the large amount of stuff simply lost in translation. 
 
The earliest example of this that I can remember is watching a debating 
programme on French television in the 1980s, the highly popular “Droit de 
réponse” with Michel Polac as moderator. A range of political and social 
issues were discussed and debated; people like my Dad watched it 
assiduously. (He disagreed with most of the views expressed but, a born 
politician, could not pass up an opportunity to keep up with the enemy.) When 
it was on, and the dual conditions were met of bedtime not being called and 
the topic interesting me at least vaguely, I would watch it too.  
 
I have no recollection of the overall discussion I am going to refer to, but I 
remember perfectly one specific exchange of views between two guests. A 
German man - I have no idea whether he was an academic, politician or 
journalist - said to his French colleague: “Of course, the Germans were 
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Hitler’s first victims”. He was shouted down with: “How can you possibly say 
that, six million Jews were murdered …” and I have long forgotten the rest of 
the diatribe. A few minutes later, an Israeli man was taken to task for disliking 
Daniel Cohn-Bendit because of his German origins, despite the 1960s activist 
being born after the Nazi era. The debate rolled on.  
 
But the camera had caught the German speaker’s acute distress, visible in his 
face, his squirm and agitated hand gestures. He had, very clearly to me (and 
I’m sure to many others) meant: “Of course, the Germans were 
chronologically Hitler’s first victims”, as indeed they were, the German Jewish 
community being the first to be persecuted by the Nazis. In this sort of 
context, in French “les premiers” is taken mean “the largest group” even more 
often than “the first” does in English. The French guest had not troubled to 
allow for any slight linguistic difficulty his fellow debater might have. The latter 
had in fact made no mistake, he might simply have been more precise, yet the 
moderator either let it pass, or probably didn’t even notice. But I was 
incensed, feeling a deep sense of injustice on behalf of the hapless speaker. 
Someone Had Been Misunderstood. Because they had not spoken in their 
native language.   
 
 
Health  
 
Anything from a lisp to deep trauma will affect a person’s ability to 
communicate, even if the human race has developed astonishing work-
arounds for those faced with problems in speaking, writing or just about any 
way of expressing themselves. The names of Helen Keller and Stephen 
Hawking, for instance, bring to mind some very powerful tools for tackling 
these difficulties. There are many others and I won’t dwell on them beyond 
marvelling at their number and increasing ingenuity.  
 
It may be worth generally paying more attention to the issue, however. I 
remember being a bit embarrassed when I discovered that John Major’s 
slightly comical, wooden elocution had a physical cause. The comical side 
vanished instantly when I leant this. I am not saying that I would have found 
his traffic cone helpline initiative less ludicrous, but I am sure that our brain 
signals some subtle “not to be taken too seriously” or “scary” message if 
something our ears perceive sounds amusing or strange. 
 
 
Literacy 
 
When illiteracy is spotted, it is not always a good idea to interfere: you need to 
be able to deal with potential social embarrassment, which can be huge. I also 
believe that you need to be sure you are the right person to do it and that 
indeed it should be done at all. After all, there is no absolute requirement to 
read and write, useful as these things are in today’s world.  There can 
certainly be genius and wisdom outside of reading and writing. True, yet the 



Miscommunications  Hélène Wilkinson 3 

avid reader in me feels it deeply unjust that some people are deprived of the 
immense joy that can be derived from the written word.  
 
I was a part of a management training team working with nurses in the UK a 
long time ago, and in one cycle of sessions we came across two cases of staff 
members not being able to read or write – one was not able to read or write in 
English at all (we didn’t know and of course didn’t ask whether she could in 
her first language) and the other couldn’t read or write with any confidence. 
We felt we definitely had to report this, as staff obviously dealt with 
medication, protocols etc. This was done as tactfully as we knew how but it 
was a major thing, not unnaturally, for one of the two people involved. The 
other (who had just left school) was quite comfortable with acknowledging she 
needed help. Their managers assured us that targeted support would be the 
outcome, I hope it was. 
 
 
Focus 
 
We are not always focused on communication. Among the many distractions 
we can face in that process feature: juggling several tasks at once, when 
listening or talking is of them; unhelpful thoughts and emotions arising during 
a discussion that invariably impact negatively on the quality of listening; a 
huge range of other interruptions, ranging from requests for homework help to 
the bell of a fire alarm. 
 
None of these individually bungled communications are necessarily of great 
import in themselves, but their accumulation over time shapes so many 
relationships that it is worth pointing out that it pays to (attempt to) devote 
proper attention to what we say. 
 
Sometimes, interruptions aren’t the problem and we emit a communication 
that hasn’t been thought through very carefully simply because we don’t 
attach much importance to it. I’m thinking of the note on the fridge, the 
shouted reminder to a child heading off to school and countless comments, 
tweets, posts and comments online. The problem of course that what the 
sender might consider as being a trivial  message may not be perceived in the 
same way at all by the receiver. So the hastily scrawled noted on the fridge 
might result in a cold shoulder, and an attempt at online humour could 
unleash a troll war. 
 
Beware of the quick note…  
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Gender 
 
Ah yes, I’ll be brief here. For info, in men vs women, I’m routing for the 
women.  
 
When the mansplaining thing happens, it is deeply irritating but usually at 
least civil. Techniques for men talking over women are often more basic: 
systematically putting their view forward first, raising their voice, taking up 
more space physically etc. And there’s an even more radical method of 
eliminating female voices: having important discussions with no women 
around. Check out the brilliant allmalepanels.tumblr.com for example. 
 
I believe that men’s gripes with women’s communication style include women 
straying off the point, getting too emotional and their voices going shrill when 
they raise them (as opposed to frightening when men raise theirs). Fair 
enough. Whatever. 
 
  
Age 
 
Some children have a hard time of making themselves heard, especially when 
they are the youngest person around. When language fails, they often resort 
to other forms of communication: being very funny, very sweet or very 
annoying are all time-honoured ways of getting the attention they need to 
make their point.  
 
And yet my experience is that communication with young children can be 
blunt and simplified compared with adults’ but it is rarely less effective. I’ll 
shield behind the excuse of protecting my children’s privacy to avoid reporting 
some of their more devastating utterances. 
 
On another age-related topic, I like to think that we gain a better capacity for 
listening with increasing years. I can’t say I’m particularly good at keeping 
quiet, at least in private circles. But then of course, I’m not very old… 
 
 
Power, authority, status 
 
We tend to curb our tendency to speak out in front of people with a measure 
of power, authority or status, whether actual or simply perceived.  Our mental 
process goes something like this: they know things we don’t, have experience 
we’re missing, responsibilities and duties that we don’t have to shoulder, a 
talent that elevates them, fame that places them on a pedestal, etc. So we 
may listen to teachers, bosses, doctors, state representatives, celebrities etc. 
a little more carefully than to ordinary folk.  
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Or not. The people who break this pattern are the classroom rebel, the 
heckler at the comedy club, the company’s whistle blower. They are praised 
and frowned upon in equal measure. A range of behaviours that show people 
speak out or stay silent for a variety of reasons, an individual’s personality 
undoubtedly playing a part in this.  
 
As do the cultural mores that dictate we tend to a respectful silence when the 
representation of such and such an institution embodied by people like 
priests, professors or government officials. 
 

*** 
 
 
Let me end this list of obstacles to communication with a depressingly obvious 
observation which can go by the name of the impossible two to one ratio. It is 
easily stated.  
 
Popular wisdom says that we have two ears and one mouth for a good 
reason: we should listen twice as much as we speak. Popular wisdom 
recognises we will never attain that particular nirvana, however logical, 
desirable and fundamental this discipline may be. 
 
 


