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When Communication Problems
Become "People Problems":
The Quiet Reframe That Breaks Teams

Written by Dr. Janine Stichter | Behavioral Psychologist, Director of User Experience, Klearcomm.ai

There is a specific moment in the life of a team breakdown that I've come to recognize almost on sight. It
rarely shows up in performance reviews. It doesn't appear in engagement surveys. But it changes the
trajectory of a working relationship, often permanently.

It's the moment a communication problem gets quietly recoded as a people problem.

Before that moment, the issue is fixable. After it, almost no one tries.

How the Recoding Happens

From a behavioral psychology standpoint, the mechanism is straightforward, even if the consequences
aren't. When a message lands badly once, most people register it as an isolated event. When it lands
badly twice, they begin to look for a pattern. By the third or fourth time, the brain has done what it's
built to do — it has constructed an explanation. And the explanation almost always centers on the other
person's character.

"He's not listening to me."
"She's being defensive."
"They don't respect my work."
"He's checked out."

Each of these statements feels like an observation. In reality, each one is an inference the brain has
produced to make sense of a series of misfires that, in the original moment, were not about character at
all. They were about calibration — the sender sending one way and the receiver receiving in a different
way.

Once a working relationship is in that frame, two things happen almost immediately. The first is that
future messages from that person get filtered through the new interpretation, which means even neutral
or positive communication tends to be read as more of the same. The second, and more costly, is that
the issue stops feeling solvable. Communication problems get worked on. People problems get worked
around — or escalated.

Why This Pattern Is So Expensive
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Research from Asana's 2024 State of Work Innovation report found that time wasted in unproductive
meetings has doubled since 2019. In companies of 100 employees, roughly 17 hours per week are spent
simply clarifying previous communication. The Grammarly and Harris Poll research that put
miscommunication's annual cost at $1.2 trillion captures the scale, but it understates the dynamic. A
significant portion of that loss isn't from the original miscommunication — it's from the workarounds,
escalations, side conversations, and replacement hires that come after the issue has been recoded as a
people problem.

In the organizations | work with, the most expensive communication breakdowns are rarely the dramatic
ones. They are the slow-accumulating ones, where two competent professionals quietly decide the other
one is the problem and stop trying to close the gap.

Three Signals the Recoding Is Underway

Leaders and managers can intervene before this fully sets in, but only if they can recognize the early
signals. Three show up consistently:

1. Language Shifts From Specific to Categorical

Early on, people describe specific incidents: "In Tuesday's meeting, when she said X, | took it to mean VY."
Once the recoding is underway, descriptions become categorical: "She always does this." "He's just like
that." The shift from specific to categorical is a reliable signal that the brain has moved from
problem-solving mode to pattern-confirming mode.

2. Direct Communication Goes Down, Indirect Communication Goes Up

When two people are still trying to close a communication gap, they talk to each other. When they've
recoded the gap as a character issue, they talk about each other — to peers, to managers, to anyone
who might validate the new interpretation. A sudden uptick in indirect conversation about a colleague is
rarely about that colleague's behavior. It's about the recoding having happened.

3. Curiosity Disappears

Perhaps the clearest signal. In the early stages of a misfire, people ask questions: "What did you mean by
that?" "Can you help me understand what you were going for?" Once the recoding is complete, the
guestions stop. There's nothing left to ask, because the brain has already supplied an answer.

What Actually Closes the Gap

The intervention isn't a conversation about feelings, and it isn't a communication workshop. Both can
help, but neither addresses the core mechanic. What works is reintroducing the original frame — the
recognition that the issue is calibration, not character.

In practice, that often looks like a leader naming the dynamic out loud: "I think what's happening here is
that the two of you are sending messages in very different ways, and they're not landing the way either
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of you intends. Let's slow that down before it becomes something else." That single sentence, spoken
early enough, prevents a recoding that, once complete, would take months or years to undo.

The further along the recoding gets, the harder it is to reverse. But it is reversible — far more reversible
than the personality conflict it has been mistaken for.

A Final Thought

The most consequential moment in many workplace breakdowns is not the original miscommunication.
It is the silent moment, often invisible to everyone involved, when someone stops asking what the other
person meant and starts deciding who the other person is.

Catching that moment — in ourselves or in the people we lead — is one of the highest-leverage skills in
modern professional life. The cost of missing it is paid in trust, in turnover, in productivity, and in the
slow erosion of teams that, on paper, should be thriving.

It is also paid in dollars, to the tune of $1.2 trillion a year. But the dollars, in my experience, are not what
most people remember.

Dr. Janine Stichter is a behavioral psychologist and Director of User Experience at Klearcomm.ai.
Her work focuses on the behavioral science of how teams send, receive, and recover from
communication breakdowns.
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