
Being clear and direct seem like easy 
concepts but as one of my mentors 
said, “just because something isn’t 
complicated doesn’t mean it’s easy.” 
Most managers and leaders could use 
some help in the “clarity and direct-
ness department” in order to avoid 
the pains of miscommunications, 
delegation mishaps, and conflicts that 
are often caused by assumptions and 
misunderstandings. These four steps 
will help you review your “clarity and 
directness quotients” and provide 
strategies for developing your man-
agement and leadership skills.  

Step 1. Conduct a Clarity Audit 
and Challenge Your Results
The first step in the process is to 
check in on how clear you think you 
are. On a piece of paper, draw a 
horizontal line marking 1 at the start 
and 10 at the end and putting “not at 
all” over the 1 and “extremely” over 
the 10. Now rate yourself on the key 
tasks you spend a significant amount 
of time on at work. Examples may in-
clude delegating, strategic planning, 
communicating the big picture or 
addressing people issues. Once you 
have your list of key areas, begin rat-
ing yourself on the clarity scale. Ask 
yourself, “When I delegate, how clear 
am I about what I expect the results 
to be?” “When I address people is-
sues, do I clearly state the issue or 
do I avoid the sensitive underlying 
challenges?” “When I share the big 
picture to my team, how clearly do I 
communicate the time lines involved 
or the tasks needed to be completed 
to reach it?” These challenging ques-
tions will help you get honest about 
your scores.

Step 2. Review Your Clarity Audit 
and Design an Action Plan
Step two is to take a look at your list. 
If you scored yourself a ten on any 
item, consider asking a team mem-
ber or your boss to verify your rank-

ing. Very few managers and lead-
ers are extremely clear about what 
they want, expect, or desire and can 
maintain a perfect ranking. If you are 
positive that the score is accurate, 
good for you! The next challenge may 
be to teach others the techniques you 
are using to get outstanding results. 

For any score nine and below, list one 
action step you can take to move it 
higher. For example, it may be that 
you are clear about the tasks you 
delegate, but forget to set measur-
able deadlines. Or it may be that you 
clearly communicate the big picture 
vision, but fail to outline the first ac-
tion step your team members need 
to take in order to move the vision 
forward. For each score, commit to 
one small action step that you will 
take to increase your clarity score 
this month. Challenge yourself each 
day to become clearer by adding, 
changing, or modifying how and what 
you communicate. 

Step 3. Conduct a Directness 
Audit and Review Your Most Chal-
lenging Areas
Now it’s time to see how direct you 
are. Repeat the process you did in 
step one. Create the scale, list three 
or four key areas and rank yourself 
once more. The only difference here 
is that the scale answers how effec-
tive you are at being direct vs. clear. 
For number 1, state “not effective” 
and for 10, “extremely effective.” 
The challenge most managers and 
leaders have with increasing their 
directness is that they are afraid to 
become overly aggressive, dominant, 
blunt, or tactless and hence lose their 
effectiveness. These fears are valid. 
Being direct and doing so effectively 
take some work. Depending on your 
personality and style, you may be 
more or less direct naturally. 

The key to becoming more direct is 

noticing areas where you aren’t ef-
fectively direct right now. For ex-
ample, if you are naturally indirect, 
you may gravitate towards giving 
vague instructions which may lead 
to miscommunications, mishaps, or 
excuses. If you are overly direct or 
prescriptive, you may take away the 
motivation from others by coming 
across as dictatorial. For this step, 
simply indicate your score and reflect 
on the areas you find most challeng-
ing. 

Step 4. Develop a Directness Ac-
tion Plan
Once you have identified opportuni-
ties to be more direct, map out an 
action plan to practice. For example, 
if you scored yourself lower on being 
direct when addressing performance 
issues, practice identifying the core of 
the issue right up front next time you 
have to meet with a trouble perform-
er. If a person consistently makes 
excuses for not getting things done 
on time, simply state, “The last three 
times I asked you to deliver a spe-
cific result at an agreed upon time, 
you didn’t follow through,” instead of 
asking the person questions about 
the situation. When you use facts to 
support your statements, it is easier 
to be direct. 

For each of your key areas, list a 
strategy you will use to improve your 
management or leadership skills. 
If you are just getting warmed up 
to being more direct, try using the 
directness strategies for positive situ-
ations. For example, offer someone 
direct and unsolicited positive feed-
back to something they did or a re-
sult they delivered. If your tendency 
is to be too direct, bordering on being 
blunt, practice starting a conversation 
with a question. Avoid “why” ques-
tions and focus on sentences that 
begin with “what,” “how,” “when,” or 
“where” to avoid leading the 
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conversation. The question, “How can 
I help you be more effective?” is a 
great option instead of saying, “Here 
is what you are doing wrong.”

When we increase our clarity and 
directness as managers and leaders 
we eliminate unnecessary confu-
sion, frustrations, and stress. It may 
take a while to fine-tune and balance 
these skills, but the more you prac-
tice them the more effective you will 
be. 
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