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Executive Summary

Misunderstanding between intelligent, experienced, well-intentioned professionals is one of the
most common and costly problems in organizational life. Projects stall. Decisions are revisited. Teams
work at cross-purposes. Relationships erode. And in nearly every case, the people involved are

capable, motivated, and genuinely trying to communicate effectively.

The conventional response is to attribute these failures to the people involved: someone was not
listening, someone was not clear, someone should have asked a better question. This response
misidentifies the problem. Misunderstanding is not primarily a problem of intelligence, motivation,
or effort. It is a problem of communication, specifically, a problem of Communication Gaps that form

when communication fails to create the Shared Understanding required for its intended purpose.

The previous papers in the Clario Foundation Paper Series established the methodology, diagnostic
framework, gap analysis model, and verification framework that enable organizations to evaluate
and improve Communication Effectiveness. This paper, CFP-005, explores why misunderstanding
persists even among highly capable professionals and demonstrates how the Clario Method™

provides a structured approach to identifying and reducing the Communication Gaps that cause it.

The central thesis is straightforward: people misunderstand each other not because they lack
intelligence, but because communication is interpreted through different experiences, assumptions,
knowledge, expectations, and contexts. When communication leaves gaps in any of these areas,

misunderstanding is not a possibility. It is a probability.

The Clario Method™ does not attempt to eliminate interpretation. Interpretation is an inherent
characteristic of human communication. Instead, the methodology provides a structured approach
for reducing the Communication Gaps that make unintended interpretations more likely, thereby

improving Communication Effectiveness and increasing the likelihood of Shared Understanding.
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1. The Myth of Intelligence

| “If everyone in the room is smart, communication should just work.”

This assumption is one of the most persistent and damaging beliefs in professional life. It suggests
that intelligence is sufficient for understanding, that capable people should be able to extract the
intended meaning from any communication, and that when misunderstanding occurs, someone has

failed, either the sender who was not clear enough or the receiver who was not attentive enough.
This assumption is wrong.

Intelligence determines how effectively a person can process information, but it does not determine
what information they bring to the processing. Two equally intelligent people can interpret the same
communication differently, not because one of them is deficient, but because each constructs
meaning from the communication using different raw materials: different prior knowledge, different
assumptions, different professional experiences, different cultural frameworks, different

expectations about what the communication is trying to achieve.

As established in CFP-001, constructivist communication theory has demonstrated that meaning is
not transferred from sender to receiver. It is constructed by the receiver (Berger & Luckmann, 1966;
Piaget, 1954; Vygotsky, 1978). The sender produces a message. The receiver builds an
understanding. The distance between those two, what the Clario Method™ calls a Communication

Gap (CFP-003), is where misunderstanding lives.

Intelligence does not close that gap. It cannot, because the gap is not created by a lack of cognitive
ability. It is created by the communication itself, by what it contains, what it omits, and what it

assumes.

Key Takeaway

e Intelligence determines how people process information, not what information they bring to the
processing.
* Two equally capable people can reach different conclusions from the same communication.

¢ Misunderstanding is a communication problem, not an intelligence problem.
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2. Why Misunderstanding Happens

Misunderstanding does not require carelessness. It does not require inattention. It does not even
require ambiguity. Misunderstanding occurs whenever the receiver constructs an understanding
that differs from the sender’s intent, and that divergence can arise from factors that neither party

recognizes.

The following are among the most common contributors to misunderstanding in professional

communication:

Different experiences. A manager who has led three product launches interprets a project timeline
differently from an engineer encountering their first. The same words, “we’re on track,” may signal
confidence to one and uncertainty to the other, because each filters the statement through different

experiential frameworks.

Different assumptions. Assumptions operate invisibly. A sender who assumes the receiver knows
the project’s history does not explain it. A receiver who assumes a meeting conclusion was a decision
does not question it. Neither party recognizes that they are operating from different starting points

until the consequences become visible.

Different professional backgrounds. A financial analyst and a software engineer may use the same
word, “model,” and mean entirely different things. Professional jargon creates an illusion of shared

vocabulary while concealing divergent meanings.

Missing context. Communication that arrives without sufficient background forces the receiver to
supply their own context. When the receiver’s context differs from the sender’s, the communication

is interpreted through a different frame, producing a different understanding.

Cultural influences. As discussed in CFP-001 and CFP-002, cultural frameworks shape how
messages are interpreted, how authority is understood, how disagreement is expressed, and how
silence is read (Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 1980; Meyer, 2014). A direct statement that signals efficiency

in one cultural context may signal rudeness in another.

Ambiguous language. Natural language is inherently ambiguous. Words carry multiple meanings.
Sentences permit multiple interpretations. When communication relies on the receiver to select the
intended interpretation from among several plausible alternatives, misunderstanding becomes
likely.

Cognitive biases. The Curse of Knowledge causes senders to overestimate what receivers know
(Camerer et al., 1989). Confirmation bias causes receivers to interpret messages in ways that confirm
their existing beliefs (Nickerson, 1998). The Illusion of Explanatory Depth causes receivers to

overestimate the thoroughness of their own understanding (Rozenblit & Keil, 2002). These biases
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operate automatically and are resistant to awareness, affecting intelligent professionals as reliably

as anyone else.

Different objectives. People within the same organization often interpret the same communication
differently because they are pursuing different professional objectives. A sales leader reads a product
update through the lens of revenue opportunity. An operations leader reads the same update through
the lens of process efficiency. A finance leader evaluates it against cost implications. Each
interpretation is rational, each is informed by genuine expertise, and each may lead to a different
conclusion about what the communication requires. The gap is not in the people. It is in the

communication’s failure to account for the different objectives through which it will be interpreted.

None of these factors reflects a deficiency in the people involved. Each reflects a characteristic of
communication itself: it is an act of interpretation performed by a receiver who brings their own

materials to the task.
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3. Communication Is More Than Information

A common misconception treats communication as information transfer: the sender packages
information, transmits it, and the receiver unpacks it. If the information arrives intact,
communication has succeeded. This model, rooted in Shannon and Weaver’s (1949) mathematical
theory of communication, was designed for engineering problems, signal integrity across telephone

lines, not for human understanding.

Human communication involves at least five distinct stages, each of which can introduce

Communication Gaps:

Table 1. Stages of Communication

What Happens Where Gaps Form

Sending The sender produces a message The sender omits information they consider
based on their intent. obvious (Curse of Knowledge).

Receiving The receiver encounters the The receiver may not attend to all elements of the
message. communication.

Interpreting The receiver constructs meaning The receiver interprets through their own
from the message. experiences, assumptions, and context.

Understanding The receiver forms an internal The receiver’s constructed understanding may
representation of what the differ from the sender’s intent without either
communication means. party recognizing the divergence.

Acting The receiver acts on their Actions may differ from what the sender intended
understanding. because the understanding differs.

The five stages of communication and where Communication Gaps form.

The distinction between interpreting and understanding is important. Interpretation is the process
through which the receiver assigns meaning to the communication. Understanding is the result of
that process, the internal representation the receiver constructs and carries forward into action. A
receiver may interpret each element of a communication correctly in isolation yet construct an
overall understanding that diverges from the sender’s intent, because the way they assembled those

elements reflected priorities, assumptions, or context that the sender did not share.

Communication Effectiveness is not achieved when information is sent. It is not achieved when
information is received. It is achieved, as CFP-004 established, only when sufficient evidence
demonstrates that the receiver’s understanding is aligned with the sender’s intent. The gap between

sending and understanding is where misunderstanding lives, and intelligence does not bridge it.

Institute for Shared Understanding www.theifsu.org Page 6



Institute for Shared Understanding

Clario Foundation Paper CFP-005

“Sending a message is the beginning of communication, not the end of it.”
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4. The Five Core Communication Signals

CFP-002 established the Five Core Communication Signals as the diagnostic dimensions through
which the Clario Method™ evaluates Communication Effectiveness. Each signal captures one
dimension of whether a communication is likely to create the Shared Understanding required for its

purpose:

Purpose. Does the communication make clear why it exists and what outcome it requires? When
purpose is unstated, the receiver must guess what the communication is trying to achieve, and

guessing introduces divergence.

Action. Does the communication specify what needs to happen next, who is responsible, by when,
and to what standard? When actions are implied rather than stated, different receivers construct

different action plans from the same communication.

Decision. Is it clear what has been decided, who decided it, and whether it is final? When decision
status is ambiguous, some people proceed on the assumption that a decision was made while others

continue deliberating.

Tone. Is the emotional and relational dimension likely to be interpreted as intended? When tone is

miscalibrated, the receiver reacts to how the message feels rather than engaging with what it says.

Shared Understanding. What evidence suggests the recipient will interpret this communication as
intended? When no verification occurs, misunderstanding remains invisible until its consequences

appear.

Misunderstanding does not require all five signals to fail. A gap in any single signal can produce a
misunderstanding that derails the communication’s purpose. A meeting with clear purpose and
actions but an ambiguous decision produces teams that execute different plans. An email with precise
actions but an aggressive tone produces compliance without commitment. Each signal gap creates its

own form of misunderstanding.
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Figure 1. The Interpretation Cycle
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5. Why Smart People Reach Different Conclusions

The following scenarios illustrate how equally capable professionals can reach different conclusions
from the same communication, not because of any deficiency in their ability, but because the

communication left gaps that each person filled differently:

5.1 The Executive Meeting

A CEO concludes a leadership meeting by saying, “Let’s move forward with the new pricing model.”
The Chief Revenue Officer interprets this as a final decision and begins implementation. The Chief
Financial Officer interprets it as directional guidance pending financial modeling. The VP of
Marketing interprets it as approval to begin customer communication. Three experienced leaders,
one sentence, three different interpretations. The communication contained a Decision Gap: it did
not specify whether the statement was a final decision, a directional preference, or an invitation for

further analysis.

5.2 The Project Launch

A project manager sends a kickoff email listing deliverables, milestones, and team assignments. The
development lead begins work immediately. The design lead waits for a separate brief. The QA lead
assumes testing begins only after development is complete. The email contained an Action Gap: it
specified what needed to be delivered but not when each team should begin, how the work would be

sequenced, or what dependencies existed between teams.

5.3 The Healthcare Handoff

A day-shift nurse provides a verbal handoff to a night-shift nurse for a post-surgical patient. The
handoff covers the patient’s vitals, medication schedule, and surgical notes. It does not mention that
the patient expressed anxiety about pain management during the afternoon. The night-shift nurse,
operating on incomplete information, does not address the patient’s concern, and the patient’s trust
in the care team diminishes. The handoff contained a Purpose Gap: it transmitted clinical information

but did not communicate the broader purpose of maintaining the patient’s confidence in their care.

5.4 The Government Directive

A federal agency issues new compliance requirements to regional offices. The directive specifies the
regulatory standard but does not specify the implementation timeline, the reporting format, or how
existing processes should be modified. Regional directors interpret the directive differently based on
their local contexts, producing inconsistent implementation across the agency. The directive

contained Action, Decision, and Context Gaps simultaneously.
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5.5 The Cross-Cultural Project Team

A technology company assembles a project team with members in the United States, Germany, Japan,
and Brazil. The project lead, based in the U.S., sends a detailed project brief and schedules a kickoff
call. Every team member reads the brief in English, which all speak proficiently. Every team member

attends the call. No one reports confusion.

Within two weeks, the project begins to fracture. The German team proceeds methodically through
the brief’s specifications, treating each requirement as a firm commitment. The Japanese team defers
several decisions to their local manager, interpreting the brief as a proposal that requires internal
consensus before action. The Brazilian team begins building a prototype based on the brief’s general
direction, treating the specifications as aspirational targets that will be refined through iteration. The

U.S. lead expected immediate, parallel execution of the plan as written.

Every team member understood the language. None misread the words. The Communication Gaps
formed not in language comprehension but in how each team interpreted urgency, decision
authority, and the relationship between a written plan and actual execution. The brief contained
Decision Gaps (it did not specify whether the plan was final or subject to local review), Action Gaps
(it did not clarify whether specifications were firm commitments or flexible targets), and Tone Gaps

(the level of urgency was stated in a cultural register that carried different weight across contexts).

A Clario Method™ evaluation of the original brief would have identified these gaps before the project
began, by scoring each Communication Signal against the specific audience the communication
addressed. The Purpose signal would have prompted the lead to state explicitly what type of
response the brief required. The Decision signal would have prompted clarity about what was settled
and what remained open to local adaptation. The Shared Understanding signal would have prompted

verification that each team interpreted the plan consistently.

Key Takeaway

e In each scenario, the people involved were competent and well-intentioned.
» The misunderstanding was caused by gaps in the communication, not gaps in intelligence.

e Each scenario could have been diagnosed through the Five Core Communication Signals.
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6. The Cost of Misunderstanding

Misunderstanding is not merely an interpersonal inconvenience. It produces tangible organizational

consequences:

Table 2. Organizational Consequences of Communication Gaps

Consequence How It Develops

Rework Teams produce deliverables based on misunderstood requirements and must

redo the work when the misunderstanding is discovered.

Delays Projects stall while teams resolve conflicting interpretations of decisions,

timelines, or responsibilities.

Missed Deadlines Individuals miss deadlines they did not know they had, or that they interpreted

differently from the sender.

Incorrect Decisions Leaders make decisions based on information they misunderstood, producing
outcomes that differ from their intent.

Customer External communications that create different expectations than what the

Dissatisfaction organization delivers.

Operational Risk Safety-critical instructions that are interpreted differently by different
operators.

Frustration and Repeated misunderstanding erodes trust and strains professional

Conflict relationships.

How Communication Gaps translate into organizational consequences.

These consequences are not caused by incompetence. They are caused by Communication Gaps that
were never identified, never diagnosed, and never corrected, because the organization assumed that

communication had created the Shared Understanding it required.
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7. How the Clario Method™ Helps

The Clario Method™ does not claim to eliminate misunderstanding. The constructivist nature of
communication means that interpretation will always introduce some degree of divergence between
sender and receiver. What the methodology provides is a structured, repeatable process for making

those divergences visible, understanding their causes, and reducing their frequency and severity.

7.1 From Assumption to Evidence

The most fundamental shift the Clario Method™ introduces is a shift from assumption to evidence.
Instead of assuming that communication created the intended understanding, the methodology asks:

What evidence exists that understanding was achieved?

This shift, described in detail in CFP-004, transforms how organizations approach communication.
Instead of evaluating communication by what was sent, organizations evaluate communication by
what was understood. Instead of treating silence as comprehension, organizations treat silence as an
absence of evidence. Instead of attributing failure to people, organizations attribute failure to

diagnosable gaps in the communication itself.

The scale of this problem is worth pausing on. In most organizations, the overwhelming majority of
communications proceed without any verification of understanding. Emails are sent and assumed to
be understood. Meetings conclude and participants are assumed to be aligned. Policies are published
and employees are assumed to comply based on comprehension. In each case, the organization is
operating on assumption rather than evidence. When downstream failures occur, the gap between

assumption and reality becomes visible, but only after the consequences have materialized.

One of the Clario Method™’s principal contributions is encouraging organizations to replace
assumptions with observable evidence whenever practical. This does not mean that every
communication requires formal verification. It means that organizations should develop the
awareness to recognize which communications carry sufficient risk to warrant verification, and the
discipline to apply appropriate verification methods when they do. As CFP-004 established, the
verification level should match the communication’s risk profile: safety-critical communications
warrant behavioral verification, while routine communications may require only periodic

confirmation.
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FIGURE 2.

From Assumption to Shared Understanding
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Figure 2. From Assumption to Shared Understanding

7.2 Structured Diagnosis

The Five Core Communication Signals (CFP-002) provide a structured diagnostic framework for
identifying where Communication Gaps form. The Clario Diagnostic Process™ (CFP-001) provides
the six-step methodology, Observe, Evaluate, Score, Diagnose, Improve, Verify, for applying that
framework consistently. The Communication Gap taxonomy (CFP-003) provides the classification

system for understanding what type of gap has formed and what produced it.

Together, these tools enable organizations to move from subjective impressions about
communication quality toward structured, evidence-based evaluation that identifies specific,

correctable weaknesses.

7.3 Continuous Improvement

The Clario Method™ is iterative. Each evaluation produces diagnostic data that informs the next
communication. Over time, organizations that apply the methodology develop a pattern-recognition
capability: they begin to identify recurring Communication Gap types, recurring signal weaknesses,

and recurring contexts in which misunderstanding is most likely. This diagnostic awareness,
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Communication Assurance as defined in CFP-004, transforms communication from an activity that

organizations hope works into a practice that organizations know they can improve.
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8. Practical Recommendations

The following recommendations are drawn from the Clario Method™ and can be applied immediately

to reduce Communication Gaps in any professional context:

State the purpose explicitly. Do not assume the receiver knows why they are receiving the
communication. Begin by stating what the communication is intended to achieve and what type of

response is expected.

Define required actions. Specify who needs to do what, by when, and to what standard. If multiple
people are involved, ensure that each person can identify their specific responsibilities from the

communication itself.

Clarify decisions. When a decision has been made, state it explicitly. Identify what was decided, who
decided it, whether it is final, and what remains open. Do not leave the receiver to infer the decision

from the discussion.

Calibrate tone intentionally. Consider how the receiver is likely to interpret the communication’s
emotional dimension. Adjust for the audience, the context, and the cultural environment. Urgency

should be stated, not implied. Respect should be demonstrated, not assumed.

Verify Shared Understanding. Do not treat the absence of questions as evidence of understanding.
Use appropriate verification methods: readback, teach-back, structured questions, written
confirmation, or observable behavior. The verification level should match the communication’s risk
profile, as established in CFP-004.

Evaluate from the receiver’s perspective. Before sending a communication, read it as though you
knew nothing about the subject beyond what the communication itself contains. Identify what a
receiver would need to supply from their own knowledge, assumptions, or context. Where that

supplied material might differ from yours, close the gap.

Key Takeaway

¢ Every recommendation addresses a specific Communication Signal.
» Each reduces a specific type of Communication Gap.

e All can be applied immediately, without tools, training, or technology.
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Conclusion

Intelligent people misunderstand each other not because they lack ability, but because
communication is an act of interpretation, and interpretation is shaped by factors that intelligence
alone cannot control: experience, assumptions, context, culture, cognitive biases, and the inherent

ambiguity of human language.

The Clario Method™ provides a structured methodology for identifying and reducing the
Communication Gaps that produce misunderstanding. Through the Five Core Communication Signals
(CFP-002), Communication Gap analysis (CFP-003), and the verification and assurance framework
(CFP-004), the methodology enables individuals and organizations to move beyond assuming that

communication worked toward confirming that it did.

Improving Communication Effectiveness does not require people to be smarter, more attentive, or
more careful. It requires communication to be clearer, more complete, and more intentional. When
communicators create stronger Purpose, specify Actions precisely, clarify Decisions explicitly,
calibrate Tone deliberately, and verify Shared Understanding through observable evidence,

misunderstanding becomes less frequent, less severe, and less costly.

The gap between what was intended and what was understood is not inevitable. It is diagnosable,

reducible, and, with deliberate practice, increasingly rare.

The goal of the Clario Method™ is not to make communication perfect. Human communication will
always involve interpretation, uncertainty, and differing perspectives. Rather, the methodology helps
organizations make Shared Understanding more intentional, more observable, and more likely

through structured communication design, diagnostic evaluation, and appropriate verification.

Communication is effective only when it creates the Shared Understanding required for
the intended purpose.
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