
O
ne organisation was shocked to

find that it had 10 per cent of its

wo rk fo rce travelling when the

planes hit the World Trade Center.

That will never be allowed to happen

ag a i n .A third of large companies have cut

b a ck on exe c u t i ve travel since 11 Sep-

tember and many are using video

and teleconfe rencing to perfo rm

ove rseas business (New s , 4

D e c e m b e r ) .

US re s e a rch suggests that the

use of videoconfe rencing has

i n c reased by 40 per cent in the

past three months.

It means that HR pro fe s s i o n a l s

need to adopt new rules for effe c t i ve com-

munication between people in diffe re n t

l o c a t i o n s .

Companies trying to get people to wo rk

in mu l t i d i s c i p l i n a ry teams have tra d i t i o n a l ly

relied on a mix of fa c e - t o - face meetings

and electronic commu n i c a t i o n . I n fo rm a l

n e t wo rking provided the most va l u abl e

m e a n s ,c reating go o dwill and unders t a n d-

ing of each other’s constraints and pri o ri-

t i e s .

N ow we shall have to learn lessons fro m

e m p l oye rs that have implemented home-

wo rking pro grammes and have ge o gra p h-

i c a l ly dispersed wo rk fo rces that have

limited contact with their colleag u e s .

As fa c e - t o - face meetings

re d u c e ,o rganisations will have to

re ly more on electronic commu-

n i c a t i o n .These are often the we a k-

est weapons in the

c o m munication arm o u ry.

S t a ff are alre a dy reeling fro m

e-mail deluge and voicemail rage .

M a n age rs are seduced by how

easy it is to e-mail huge volumes of info r-

mation in their battle to keep staff “up to

s p e e d ” .Vi d e o c o n fe rences may be fine fo r

t i g h t ly focused meetings, but poor on

e n c o u raging small talk. Te l e c o n fe re n c e s

can penalise those who are not opera t i n g

in their native language or natura l ly talka-

t i ve .

HR manage rs need to ensure leaders

k n ow how to ach i eve the same level of

c o m munication as they managed thro u g h

fa c e - t o - face talks.This will invo l ve re b a l-

ancing the “ re a ch ”and “ ri ch n e s s ”of inter-

nal commu n i c a t i o n .R e a ch is the extent to

w h i ch a communication channel can ge t

to the desired audience,and ri chness is the

capacity of diffe rent communication ch a n-

nels to carry info rmation and emotions,

and provide intera c t i o n .

Fa c e - t o - face meetings and telephones,

for ex a m p l e ,a l l ow quick re s p o n s e , c o n-

ve rsation and invo l vement in real time.

Vi d e o c o n fe rences can allow personal fe e l-

ings and emotions to come thro u g h ,w h i ch

helps convey both stra i g h t fo r wa rd mean-

ings and underlying subtleties of message .

H oweve r, e-mail and voicemail do not

a l l ow people to interact at the same time.

Good internal communication will

mean ensuring electronic channels are

“lean but not mean”by using them more

i m agi n a t i ve ly for two - way conve rs a t i o n s .

O ra cl e , for ex a m p l e ,uses webcasts and

we b c o n fe rences to get the message acro s s

to its people, and then invo l ves them in

debate by using ch a t ro o m s . This allow s

those who are less vo l u ble or who are

not communicating in their native lan-

g u age to respond without feeling slow or

s t u p i d .

BP Amoco gets more out of  meetings by

using webcams to re l ay the pro c e e d i n g s

via its intranet to those who can’t attend.

G reater collab o ra t i o n ,at a distance or in

the same ro o m , re q u i res more under-

standing of the ways group members infl u-

ence each other, and demands gre a t e r

m a n agement of social interaction and tru s t

b u i l d i n g .

Making this wo rk demands a ke e n e r

sensitivity to cultural and language diffe r-

ences and an understanding of how tech-

n o l o gy and people wo rk best toge t h e r.

R i cher communication is needed in

o rganisations that face uncertain times.

The greater the degree of ch a n ge that

e m p l oyees fa c e ,the more likelihood there

is of misunders t a n d i n g .

In the shift to electronic commu n i c a-

t i o n ,we need to remember that info rm i n g

is not the same as commu n i c a t i n g .C o m-

munication is two - way, and HR fo rge t s

that at its peri l .
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New rules needed as
technology replaces
face-to-face meetings
Sept 11 has forced firms to think again
over travelling staff, but how can HR
help them communicate effectively?

Videoconferencing allows facial expressions to be seen, which can help get the intended message across
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