Don’t Lose the Ability to Communicate – Directly
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Way back in the dark ages when email was just beginning to be so popular, I used to marvel at the people who would send me emails on important topics from just a few offices down the hall. They could have easily walked over to me and told me what they had to say, but I guess they thought it more convenient for them to tell me electronically, even when they were responding to a question I may have asked them in person. In some cases, email made it easier for them to tell me something unpleasant. It eliminated the face-to-face discussion.


Eventually, I have to admit, I started sending emails to people who worked only a few feet away from me too. But I’ve always wondered whether the impersonal nature of communications through email would make all of us less able to converse in person—whether, in fact, it was turning us into communication wimps, unable to disagree or deliver bad news, or even just to talk directly.


Now comes social media sites like www.secondlife.com. It’s an amazing 3D virtual world where you can create an avatar of the person you want to be, join social groups you would like to join and, well, have a second life apart from your primary life. I think it’s great fun as a game, and certainly a way to connect with a lot of other people. IBM has experimented with the site to conduct roundtable discussions, and that could be a great business application. 


But, now I hear that some are thinking it, or sites like it, could be a medium for conducting negotiations between buyers and suppliers as well as others, or at least training for negotiations. The training I can see. Actually conducting negotiations, though, would be a big stretch. Aside from the difficulty of getting suppliers to agree to negotiate through that medium, there is the greater risk of losing critical personal skills, like the ability to read a person’s intentions through their body language, or to look them in the eye and tell them “no,” or to argue your point in a direct and immediate give-and-take debate. I don’t think that’s a trivial concern.

You can call me a Luddite or a troglodyte (and many will probably do it by email), but as beneficial as some new technology is--and these virtual worlds can be very beneficial--it shouldn’t always replace personal interaction. If it does, Paul Newman’s classic line from Cool Hand Luke—“What we’ve got here is a failure to communicate”—could become a catchphrase for the next generation. 
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