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The Communication Problem

Communication is stated as a big 

problem in many firms.

But the real issue isn't that people aren't 

communicating. It's that they're communicating 

inconsistently, indirectly, or without clear 

expectations.

It’s also a volume problem.

Content AND context are important.

What poor communication 
creates:

Confusion about priorities

Friction between teams

Lack of accountability

Culture drift

Burnout and underperformance

Most of these issues aren't strategy problems. They're communication problems.



What you do speaks so loudly that I cannot 

hear what you say. -Ralph Waldo Emerson



The Communication-to-Culture Chain

Culture isn't created by perks or mission statements. It's created by thousands of small 

communication moments every day.

Communication

→
Expectations

→
Reinforcement

→
Culture

Not what leaders say once, but what they consistently communicate, reinforce, 

tolerate, and clarify.



Five Communication Habits of Strong Cultures

01 Clarity Beats Niceness

02 Leaders Set the Temperature

03 Reinforce, Don't Announce

04 Follow-Up Creates Culture

05 Communicate Through Change



Habit 1

Clarity Beats Niceness



Clarity Beats Niceness

The Kindness Trap

Many leaders try to be nice instead of 

clear. That creates vague expectations, 

inconsistent accountability, and passive 
frustration.

Unclear communication is often the 
least kind thing a leader can do.

The Intention-Impact Gap

You intend to be clear. Your team 

experiences something different. When 

expectations aren't specific, teams create 
their own versions of success.

Most friction isn't caused by difficult 

people. It's caused by unclear 
communication.

Most performance problems aren't performance problems.

They're expectations problems.



Clear is kind. Unclear is unkind. - Brené Brown



Think about a time you thought you

were clear, but the message landed

completely differently. What happened?



Habit 2

Leaders Set the

Communication Temperature



Leaders Set the Communication Temperature

"Leaders bring the weather."

Your team watches how you:

Respond to mistakes

Address problems

Give feedback

Talk about clients and colleagues

The Platinum Rule

Communicate with others the way they 

need to be communicated with, not the 
way you prefer.

Direct is not rude.

Thoughtful is not slow.

Style differences are not character 
flaws.

Your team listens less to what you say in meetings and more to what you tolerate in everyday 
conversations.



People will forget what you said, people will 

forget what you did, but people will never 

forget how you made them feel. - Maya Angelou



Habit 3

Expectations Must Be

Reinforced, Not Announced



Expectations Must Be Reinforced, Not 
Announced

"I already told them that."

This is the most dangerous sentence in 

leadership. Saying something once is 
barely saying it at all.

Be the Chief Reminding 

Officer

Say the why. Then say it again. In meetings, 

in 1:1s, in emails, when celebrating wins, and 

when things get hard.

Where reinforcement matters most:

Client service standards

What does "responsive" actually mean?

Response time expectations

Same day? 24 hours? It's not obvious.

Internal communication norms

When to email vs. call vs. message?

Accountability

Who owns what, and by when?



What gets measured gets managed. What 

gets repeated gets remembered. - Peter Drucker



Habit 4

Follow-Up Creates Culture



Follow-Up Creates Culture

Culture is not defined by what leaders say. It's defined by what leaders follow up on.

What the Leader Says

"We expect great client service."

"Quality is our top priority."

"Deadlines matter here."

What the Leader Never Follows Up On

Response times

Client feedback

Missed deadlines

Commitments from meetings

The real message becomes: those 

things are optional.
Close the loop. If it matters enough to say, it 
matters enough to check.



Trust is built in drops and lost in buckets. 
- Kevin Plank



What's one thing you SAY matters

in your organization but don't

consistently follow up on?



Habit 5

Communicating Through Change



Communicating Through Change

People don't resist change. They resist being changed without context.

Say the Why

Not "we need to modernize." But "the current 

system is costing us X in these specific ways."

Name What's Being Lost

Change involves endings. Acknowledge the 

loss so people can move through it, not 

around it.

Be Honest About Difficulty

Don't sugarcoat it. When you're honest about 

hard parts upfront, people trust you when 

reality arrives.

Stay in the Messy Middle

This is where change succeeds or dies. Show 

up. Repeat the why. Redirect gently. Keep 

going.

AI is making communication faster. Leadership requires making it better. Clarity, context, and tone matter 

more now than ever.



The greatest danger in times of turbulence is 

not the turbulence. It is to act with 

yesterday's logic. - Peter Drucker



What's one communication habit

you're taking away from today?



The Leader Communication Self-Check

01 Are my expectations clear?

Would my team describe my expectations the same way I would?

02 Do my actions reinforce what I say matters?

Am I following up on the things I say are important?

03 Does my communication reduce friction or create it?

Am I the thermostat or the thermometer?

Communication  →  Expectations  →  Reinforcement  →  Culture



Thank You

Be a Next Level Leader

The Four Cornerstones of Law Firm Leadership

By Debbie Foster & Stephanie Everett

Debbie Foster  |  dfoster@affinityconsulting.com  |  affinityconsulting.com

"Culture is not built in strategy meetings or retreats.

It is built in everyday conversations, expectations, and follow-up."

COMING SOON!!!
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