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    KEY LEARNING OBJECTIVES


    
      	Reframe your thinking on internal communications.


      	Learn how to create a culture that welcomes open communication.


      	Appreciate the importance of leadership clarity in communications.


      	Understand the need to align communications strategy with overall organisational strategy.


      	Develop an awareness of the desired outcomes of the chosen communications media.

    


    The experience of most companies in today’s marketplace is one of fierce competition and turbulent change, played out on a global stage. The entry ticket to the game involves delivering efficiency and productivity, combined with world class levels of customer service and quality. Creating a competitive edge that can deliver sustainable business success requires companies to innovate constantly, finding new ways to meet and exceed customer expectations. To have any chance of success, organisations need to fire the imagination and creativity of their people and generate higher levels of motivation and commitment than ever before. The core process that drives employee engagement is internal communication.


    However, the problem for many organisations is that traditional approaches to internal communications are failing to deliver results. Organisations have set up whole departments to look after internal communications and invested significantly in all forms of communication media. Yet, in many cases, the impact on satisfaction ratings of internal communication is negligible. Why is this and how can we address the problem?

  


  
    INTRODUCTION


    To begin, we need a fundamental shift in how we think about communications in an organisation. Traditionally, internal communications has been thought of as a functional activity. The internal communications department is responsible for developing and implementing processes and systems for communicating messages and gathering feedback. As a result, when we think about how to improve internal communications, our focus inevitably falls on improving the quality and reach of the intranet, the effectiveness of team briefings, the professionalism of the staff newspaper and so on.


    However, internal communications is more like the bloodstream of the organisation and our challenge is to unblock the arteries! If we think about what blocks the flow of communication within an organisation, we come up with a multi-faceted answer. Yes, there is a need for professional internal communications media, but there are much more powerful and significant issues to be considered.


    First, what is the degree of strategic clarity within the organisation? Does the top team have a coherent and shared understanding of where they wish to take the organisation and why? Have they communicated this throughout the organisation, such that it provides a framework for decision-making at all levels?


    Second, what is the state of well-being of relationships within the organisation? Do people trust each other, or is the communication process characterised by suspicion and scepticism? Remember trust works both ways. Do leaders trust employees enough to share the way forward with them and do employees trust the leaders of the business sufficiently to tell them what they really think, to tell them what is really going on in the business?


    Third, do the leaders of the organisation, through their own actions, demonstrate that communication is a priority? Do they encourage healthy debate and discussion of activity? Do they prioritise communication events in their calendar?


    The point is that an organisation can have superb communications media but, if the top team is unsure of the way forward, you cannot expect the troops to exude confidence in, and commitment to, the future of the organisation. Senior managers may hold regular briefings with employees but, if there is no trust, you cannot expect people to engage in the dialogue. And, if the boss continually postpones the weekly team meeting because of other pressing priorities, you cannot expect line managers to do anything different with their own people.


    The challenge for organisations is not to put in place more or better internal communications media, but to develop a communicating culture. As a result, the role of the internal communication professional moves away from media magnate and much more towards consultant and coach. The old maxim says that ‘actions speak louder than words’. In organisations, management has concentrated on the words, while employees have concentrated on the actions. Employees judge the integrity of what senior management says on the basis of the decisions senior managers take and the activities they prioritise. Employees will accept the invitation to speak their minds only when the senior team demonstrates in practice that they are ready to accept, and even welcome, diversity of opinion. The job of internal communications becomes one of creating and facilitating opportunities for dialogue at all levels of the organisation and acting as a coach to senior management in terms of their communications capability.


    So, if we accept that the challenge of organisational communications is much broader than the traditional focus on media, can we develop and refine this perspective, to allow us to create effective internal communications?

  


  
    THE STRATEGIC CONTEXT


    The starting point for an effective internal communications strategy is to ensure that it is embedded in the business strategy of the firm.


    Strategy is about ensuring you are ‘doing the right thing’ as opposed to the operational focus of ‘doing things right’. Too often, internal communication is reduced to ‘tick box’ exercises focusing on the delivery of inputs – newsletters, team briefings, the number of people accessing the company intranet, and so on. This misses the point completely. The real question is what are the outputs? What have people understood, how do people feel about the business, what are people doing that is different as a result of the investment in the communication process?


    Strategy implies setting a direction and making decisions. Strategic decisions and investments have a medium- to long-term timeframe and are not easily reversed – there is a sense of crossing the Rubicon. How do we translate this idea into the communications arena? An effective communications strategy will first identify core themes – for example, cost reduction, customer service, innovation – and then set about finding ways and opportunities to constantly reinforce them.


    In essence, a communications strategy is about setting the agenda, dictating what issues and priorities are at the forefront of people’s minds and providing them with a framework, a context, within which they can evolve strategy and plans at all levels of the organisation. Thought about in this way, it is clear that the communications strategy needs to be embedded in the overall business strategy.


    Two words are important in this context: integration and consistency. Integration refers to the need to ensure that all communications are aligned to the business strategy. Our focus here is primarily on internal communications. However, it is almost impossible to think about internal audiences and channels of communication in isolation from external ones, given the considerable overlap in terms of impact. Consider the employee who, as is often the case, is also a shareholder in the business and a customer. It’s likely that this individual, as a shareholder, will receive communications from the investor relations department, as a customer from the marketing department and as an employee from internal communications. An added dimension is the external media. The old maxim is ‘never believe what you read in the papers’, but most employees seem to follow the principle of only believing what they read in the papers! Try convincing an employee that the story they read in the morning paper is not to be believed. The danger in all of this is that employees receive conflicting messages about the issues and priorities for the business. One solution to this is a structural one – bringing all dimensions of corporate communications under one department, and putting in place an integrated communications plan, with consistent themes that underpin all communications activity, both internal and external.


    The second key word is consistency – ensuring that the communication themes are reinforced every time a communication event takes place. A great example of integration and consistency in communications is Ryanair, the low cost airline. The company’s business strategy is based on a low-cost model that permeates every aspect of its operations. The alignment of the organisation behind this strategy is enabled by a communications strategy that informs the behaviour and attitudes of employees. This is achieved by constantly reinforcing key themes, including the value proposition to customers, the no-frills approach to customer service and the need to be constantly focused on finding ways to drive down the costs of the business. These messages are constantly reinforced, and in a consistent manner, through internal channels, the company’s approach to marketing and in media appearances by the CEO.


    Clampitt et al. (2000) have identified five typical approaches to internal communication:


    
      	Spray and pray: This approach is based on showering employees with all kinds of information and hoping they will sort out the significant from the insignificant. The assumption is that more equals better.


      	Tell and sell: Here, the approach is more focused, concentrating on some key messages that address core organisational issues. Managers communicate the messages and then try to sell employees on the wisdom of their approach. Large amounts of time spent packaging the message and little time spent in real dialogue with employees are the telltale signs of this approach.


      	Underscore and explore: The key difference here is that, while managers again focus on a small number of key issues, these are explored in a structured dialogue with employees. Although this approach involves a much greater level of engagement with employees in strategic conversation and debate within the organisation, managers still set the agenda, an important tool in the formulation of a strategic approach to communications.


      	Identify and reply: This approach hands the initiative in the communications process to employees, who set the agenda by raising issues of concern, to which managers respond.


      	Withhold and uphold: A favourite of many! Managers withhold information until necessary; when confronted by rumours, they uphold the party line. Secrecy and control are often the implicit values of those who embrace this approach.

    


    The two approaches most consistent with strategic internal communications are ‘tell and sell’ and ‘underscore and explore’ because they both involve managers in setting the agenda – identifying a small number of core themes or messages that are consistently reinforced using both internal and external media. As a general rule, Clampitt et al. (2000) identify ‘underscore and explore’ as the most effective approach, a view I support for reasons we will explore later in this ebook.


    So how do we identify those key themes? Roger D’Aprix (1996) suggests that one should ask the two key parties – the leadership and the employee audience – some pointed questions.


    Individual leaders need to be asked:


    
      	What market forces are driving this organisation’s strategy?


      	What briefly is that strategy? How are we responding to the marketplace?


      	What are the main obstacles to our success in implementing our strategy?


      	What is our vision for the business?


      	Do we have a set of company values that guide our behaviour in running the business? What are they and why are they important?


      	In clear and simple terms, what do you see as the critical success factors for the business? What do these factors say about what our priorities should be?


      	What does success look like? What are the vital measures (market share, profitability, stock price, and so on) that tell us whether we are winning or losing?


      	As you look into the future, what worries you most? Where are the company’s vulnerabilities?


      	What do you want employees to understand better about the company and their jobs?

    


    Employees in focus groups will be asked a different set of questions:


    
      	Where do you now go to get information about the company and your job? Why there?


      	Among all of those varied sources, which ones do you find most useful, which do you most trust?


      	Which do you find least useful?


      	Can you say what is missing from your communication experience? Why is it important to you?


      	What is the impact of poor communication on your ability to do your job?


      	What suggestions or ideas do you have to address some of these issues?

    


    Answers to these two sets of questions begin to shape the nature of the leader’s communication task.

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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