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T
he business world is in the midst of a period of

u n p re c e d e nted turbulence. Once this would

h ave been considered wholly negat i ve, but to d a y

we are seeing a new model of uncerta i nty, which

is as much about opportunities as thre at s .

O r g a n i sations are specialising, generalising, merging,

acquiring, downsizing, expanding and re structuring at an

a l arming rate. Nothing is certain any more. To d a y ’ s

c o m p e t i tor is to m o r row’s ally. The next deve l o p m e nt in

te c h n o l ogy could pote ntially wipe out a whole mar ke t

o vernight or give birth to a to tal new breed of business.

Add to this the afte r m ath of the te r ro r i st at tacks of 11

S e p tember and the thre at of recession, and it’s clear

t h at if businesses are to survive and thrive in these

challenging times, they need to become more agile and

re s p o n s i ve. 

Used st rate g i ca l l y, communication is the cement that

will bind the organisation together and ensure people’ s

energies are focused in the right direction. But the

m i x t u re – and the application – needs to be right.

A new style of communication with employees must

be developed – one that is less about directing and more

about engaging with people. Yet many organisat i o n s

are trapped in a time warp, using a style of

c o m m u n i cation that is more suited to the pro d u c t i o n

lines of the 1970s than to the fa st and flexible companies

of to d a y.

Businesses need to help employees find their wa y

t h rough the increasing mass of info r m ation heaped

upon them so they can focus on what’s really importa nt.

Th ey must refine the way they use te c h n o l ogy to

c o m m u n i cate, to ensure the medium doesn’t cloud the

m e s sage. Th ey have to find new ways of helping

e m p l o yees build re l ationships and share knowledge –

o f ten over distance and with people they may neve r

h ave met and will work with only for a short time.

U N C E R TA I N TY IS WORSE THAN BAD NEWS
How often does this happen in organisations? Change

is coming, so senior managers spend hours locked in the

b o ard room refining their objectives, considering options

and eva l u ating solutions. Th ey then ‘announce’ their

conclusions – and expect everyone to march meekly in

the right dire c t i o n .

The re a l i ty, howeve r, is that in times of uncerta i nty,

o r g a n i sations need more than just compliance fro m

e m p l o yees. Th ey need to engage people’s hearts and

minds, gain their energy and commitment and get them

focusing their efforts in the right dire c t i o n .

One of the first steps to doing this is to re c ognise the

need to ‘share the thinking’. In times of change, people

are more st ressed by uncerta i nty than by bad new s .

Th ey are hungry for info r m ation about rationale, options,

possible scenarios and implications. Th ey also, nat u ra l l y,

wa nt to know how it will affect them personally and what

the organisation needs them to do diffe re ntly in the

n ew scenar i o .
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C o m  m u n i  c a t  i  o n  
The fa st - c hanging natu re of to day ’s business env i ronment means it is

c r u c ial that the lines of co m m u n i cation between management and the

s h o p - f l o o r a re ef fe ct i ve, tr u sted and always open, says Bill Quirke

U n fo r t u n ate l y, organisations in turmoil often wa nt to

keep their heads down and re strict info r m ation. Th i s

may be because leaders are not clear themselves about

w h at’s going on, or what stance they should ta ke, or

b e cause they are worried about disclosing confident i a l

i n fo r m ation. But even if you ca n’t give people absolute s ,

you need at least to help them understand the conte x t ,

a p p re c i ate how fa st things are changing and give them

a sense of the direction in which things might be heading.

If people understand the bigger organisational picture

t h ey will be more willing to stay for the ride and more

m o t i vated to do the job you need them to do. If they

u n d e r stand the specific role they need to play, they will

be better equipped to make decisions and more willing

to share knowledge and info r m ation with their

c o l l e a g u e s .

If info r m ation is withheld, speculation and gossip will

be rife and trust in management will be quickly ero d e d ,

at the very time you need everyone to be ‘on side’.

E q u a l l y, if employees only have half the picture, they may

wa ste time and effort focusing their energies in

c o m p l e tely the wrong dire c t i o n .

COMMUNICATING CHANGE EFFECTIVELY
D i f fe re nt types of change re q u i re a diffe re nt

c o m m u n i cation approach. Engaging employees in a major

c u l t u re change prog ramme, for example, calls for a

d i f fe re nt approach to gearing people up for a short- te r m

campaign. It is also importa nt to re c ognise that people

will move through the change process at a diffe re nt

pace and will have diffe re nt levels of anxiety. Th e re are ,

h o weve r, some broad principles that are usefu l :

break

‘In times of c hange, people are
m o re stressed by unce r ta i n t y
t han by bad news’
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c o m m u n i cation, rather than having to react to the late st

r u m o u r.

C o m m u n i cate pro babilities and scenar i o s

■ While you cannot predict the fu t u re, you can ta l k

about what might happen. People will speculate anywa y,

so you may as well give them real possibilities to think

a b o u t. It is also helpful to give people a timescale of when

you expect to be able to communicate specific

i n fo r m ation. Lo w - key management briefings are a good

way to talk about possible scenarios and allow employe e s

to ask questions and discuss the possible implicat i o n s .

M a ke fa c e - to - face the main channel

■ Re s e arch has shown that people pre fer to re c e i ve

i n fo r m ation about change from their immediate manager,

face to face. Line managers are often perc e i ved as being

‘in the same boat’ as their teams. Th ey can help their

people ‘unpack’ info r m ation and make the connection to

their day-to-day jobs. If you communicate in this wa y,

you will be better able to assess people’s concerns,

c o r rect misconceptions, gather fe e d back and minimise

the chances of sensitive details being leake d .

Train managers in new skills

■ Managers are traditionally good at pre s e nt i n g

i n fo r m ation, rebutting challenges and winning the

ar g u m e nt. Communicating change, howeve r, calls for a

d i f fe re nt set of skills. Managers need to be able to liste n ,

d e bate and connect on the right emotional level with

their sta f f. Th ey need to be able to use vivid language and

m a ke info r m ation come alive.  

I n ve st enough time

■ C o m m u n i cation is a process, not an eve nt. It is

u n re a l i stic to expect that a shared conclusion will be

reached on the first at te m p t. Communicating change

s u c c e s s fully means listening to people, allowing them to

te st your position, helping them to share the thinking and

p rocess the info r m ation – and then trying again.

CHALLENGES FOR GLO BAL ORGANISAT I O N S
G l o bal organisations have a more complicated challenge

than most. Th ey manage across diffe re nt time zones,

making it difficult to manage info r m ation and update

e m p l o yees at the same time.

M a n a g e m e nt styles in diffe re nt countries mean

managers have conflicting ideas about what is

c o n f i d e ntial and what is appro p r i ate to share with

e m p l o yees. Diffe re nt countries also have varying degre e s

of legal const ra i nt about what organisations can and

cannot communicate to employe e s .

D i f fe re nt organisations have diffe re nt degrees of

c u l t u ral ‘permission’ to raise issues and explore concerns.

E u ropeans, for example, can find that raising doubts

about the fu t u re can be seen as overly negat i ve by US

c o l l e a g u e s .

O r g a n i sations will have communication channels of

varying quality – some parts of the organisation may be

e f fe c t i vely wired up for e-mail and we b ca sts, other

c o u ntries may be difficult to contact and have far less

access to IT.

The log i stics and timing involved in tra n s l at i n g

i n fo r m ation adds complications and time. Fa st

t ra n s l ations of cent ral info r m ation are notoriously tricky

– management in the Russian office of one globa l

o r g a n i sation tra n s l ated the key phrase ‘your line manager’

to ‘your prison ward e r ’.

The re l ationship between corporate cent res and their

o p e rating units can have a huge effect on managing

c o m m u n i cation. Operations that re g ard the cent re as a

c o stly and unnecessary hindrance often fall into the

habit of filtering out info r m ation coming from corporate

c e nt re. Those in the operating units are then happily

u n a ware of changes until it is too late .

Managing communication in these kind of

o r g a n i sations means getting st rong linkage betwe e n

the corporate cent re and then operating units, and clear

rules of engagement about who is communicating what

to whom.

PULLING COMMUNICATION TO G E T H E R
Following the above steps is not enough in itself.

C o m m u n i cation needs to be cohere nt – people need to

h e ar the right info r m ation, understand it, and be able to

act on it. Using the following processes is a good star t :

I n v o l ve senior management

■ Re s e arch has shown that 69 per cent of Fortune 100

companies do not have a communication policy. A re c e nt

Synopsis survey suggests that where there is a

c o m m u n i cation st rate g y, only one-third of boards are

i n v o l ved in fo r m u l ating or approving it. 

‘ Road te st’ communicat i o n s

■ In times of uncerta i nty, employees are more likely to

m i s i nte r p ret the info r m ation they are given. Th e re is

t h e re fo re a far gre ater need for managers to ‘road te st ’

the message befo re it is issued to ensure they flush out

any possible misconceptions and misundersta n d i n gs .

Plan ahead

■ C o m m u n i cation planning should involve senior

m a n a g e m e nt and focus on business objective s .

O r g a n i sations need to develop an annual ca l e n d ar of

c o m m u n i cation eve nts and milestones, which is linke d

to the business plan and rev i ewed at re g u l ar inte r va l s .

Map attitudes and audiences

■ O r g a n i sations need to look at who is affe c ted by the

change, gather info r m ation about their curre nt

p e rceptions and think about exactly what it is they need

to know. In any period of change there will be diffe re nt

audiences with diffe re nt communication needs. Some

will need a ‘wa ke up ca l l ’, for example, while others may

simply need education or re a s s u rance. 

C o - o rd i n ate

■ If those responsible for internal communication do

not co-ord i n ate their efforts, they will compete fo r

e m p l o yees’ time and at te ntion and cause ‘communicat i o n

c l u t te r ’. Diffe re nt functions, such as HR, corporate

c o m m u n i cations, IT and mar keting, need to work tog e t h e r

and share thinking, plans and priorities.

P ractice ‘air traffic cont ro l ’

■ O r g a n i sations need to adopt a more sophist i cate d

a p p roach to managing communication if they are to

avoid the problem of info r m ation overload. Th ey need to

shift from the ‘fa c tory’ method of pumping more and

m o re messages down communication pipelines, to ‘air

t raffic cont ro l ’, where info r m ation is planned and

p r i o r i t i s e d .

Use measure m e nt and tra c k i n g

■ Fe e d back becomes more importa nt in times of

u n c e r ta i nty, because employees are more likely to

m i s i nte r p ret info r m ation. Organisations need fre q u e nt l y

to check that the right messages are getting across by

setting up fe e d back ‘loops’ (via line managers, int ra n e t s

and e-mail) and organising re g u l ar focus groups and

t racking survey s .

Focus groups should be used not simply to check

whether the message is getting across, but how people

are decoding it. This is importa nt for two reasons – it alerts

senior management to where there are

m i s i nte r p re tations, and where the message is not

b e l i eved, so signalling to them that they have to get

st ra i g h ter in their talk and more willing to acknowledge

w h at’s on people’s minds.

C re ate a sense of urgency

■ If employees are mista kenly feeling ‘fat and happy’, they

need to be re - e d u cated. Th ey need to be ta ken to the ‘to p

of the st rategic mounta i n’ and shown the oncoming

t h re at to continued survival. 

In other words, employees have to go through the

same thought and learning process that senior

m a n a g e m e nt have been through. A shared sense of

u r g e n cy comes from a shared understanding of the

business thre at s .

C o m m u n i cate the big picture

■ E m p l o yees need to understand the business

e n v i ro n m e nt they are operating in.  

Some leading companies have re c ognised this and

responded by trying to cre ate gre ater business lite ra cy

among their sta f f, educating them about the mar ke t

and keeping them up-to - d ate with consumer tre n d s

and changes in competition. Armed with this knowledge,

e m p l o yees will understand the likely implications fo r

t h e m s e l ves and their job and will be better equipped to

m a ke decisions.

S h are thinking as well as conclusions

■ When people are uncertain and question the

c o m p e tence and the cre d i b i l i ty of their managers, it is

m o re importa nt than ever to share thinking.

Change will not be properly understood, let alone

i m p l e m e nted, unless people understand why it is

n e c e s sar y. Commitment comes from a sense of

ownership, and ownership comes from par t i c i p at i o n .

People need to be actively involved in discussing how the

change can be implemented in their area. 

Say what’s on their mind, not what is on yours

■ In times of uncerta i nty, cre d i b i l i ty comes from being

willing to acknowledge what people are already thinking.

This accelerates the pace at which people will engage

with senior management, energises people because they

feel they can say what they think, and makes it more like l y

t h at you will flush out unexpected barriers to

i m p l e m e ntat i o n .

Maximise the sense of cont i n u i ty and sta b i l i ty

■ If change is sold as ‘rev o l u t i o n’, it can seem too extre m e

and sudden for people to cope with. Employees see it as

v i o l ating their traditional values and will re s i st and cling

to existing work pat terns. Wh at they really wa nt is to

m a i ntain cont i n u i ty where possible, make it thro u g h

the change with as little disruption as possible and

quickly re - e stablish equilibrium. Positioning change as

ev o l u t i o n ary will there fo re help re a s s u re people and

m a ke them feel there is cont i n u i ty with the past.

Do not wa i t

■ E ven in the most uncertain of situations, there is

a l ways something that can be communicated. Managers

o f ten mista kenly assume that they are in cont rol of

c o m m u n i cation and can turn it on and off like a tap. 

U n fo r t u n ate l y, if management does not communicate ,

the gra p evine will. The key is to be pro a c t i ve and manage
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Senior managers in a European manufacturing company

we re becoming increasingly fr u st rated at the fa i l u re of

p roduction workers to appre c i ate the true competitive-

ness of the mar ket they we re in. Most board members

b e l i eved that customer sat i s faction with their pro d u c t s

was low, while a significa nt number of first line super-

visors had a diffe re nt perception, and thought custo m e r

sat i s faction was fine.

These supervisors re a s s u red their teams that eve r y t h i n g

was well – defe ating the board’s efforts to issue a wa ke -

up call to the workfo rce. The ‘disconnect’ was ent i rely due

to a fa i l u re to discuss info r m ation and educate people

about its implicat i o n s

H OW ST RATEGIC POSITIONING FA I L S

A b b ey National, a major UK bank, int roduced an ‘air tra f-

fic cont rol’ communication system that it believes helped

it in a time of major change – fighting off a host i l e

ta ke o ver bid from global giant Lloyds TSB. Abbey

N ational’s head of communications Neil Fra s e r- S m i t h ,

says: “It would have been very easy to have been side-

t ra c ked into rubbishing the other company, but a highly-

c o - o rd i n ated approach to internal communications helped

us focus on messages about what the impact of a ta ke -

o ver would be on innovation, customer service and

choice. This fitted with our external communicat i o n

st rategy as well – and in the end, won the day. ”

H OW ST RATEGIC POSITIONING WINS


