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Preface

According to John Smythe (2007)1, internal communications is now one of 
the main concerns of CEO’s. Why is that? Because business objectives are 
delivered by people. By having a collaborative, co-operative and energized 
work force willing to give their best to the organization, it is much more 
likely to be successful. However, along with this dream comes another 
side to the bargain. It is the job of the CEO, indeed of all good managers 
to provide an environment where people feel listened to, valued and 
respected. Where they feel their investment of time, personal commitment, 
good will and intellectual and physical capital is recognized and rewarded. 
The moral contract on both sides is as powerful, if not more powerful than 
the written one.

In this practical book on internal communications, Lyn Smith outlines 
the contribution that a professional public relations practitioner can make. 
First of all she briefly describes the history and current status of internal 
communication and where it sits within the organization. Then she help-
fully goes through what it takes to work in internal communications and 
the range of publics within a typical organization. No, ‘employee’ is just 
not good enough. It does not remotely capture the range and diversity of 
audiences within a typical organization, or the complexity of the various 
managerial and other roles.

1Smythe, John (2007) The CEO: The Chief Engagement Officer, London, Gower.
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A helpful section on theory leads on to a valuable discussion on why 
and how internal communications should be managed and structured: 
including a useful exploration of out-sourcing and legal imperatives.

The various channels of communication, the appropriateness of specific 
media and looking at the end-user perspective prefaces Part 2 of the book, 
which goes into great detail on the implementation of internal communi-
cation programmes. This part of the book comprehensively covers not only 
all the basics such as writing, design, publishing and using online media, 
but also looks at key themes such as change management, measuring 
success and internal communication into the future.

Designed to be used either as a comprehensive introduction to internal 
communications, or as a ‘pick and mix’ handbook, Lyn Smith has produced 
a ‘must have’ guide to internal communications for those new to the area, 
or those with some experience. It is an essential part of the PR in Practice 
series.

Professor Anne Gregory

Preface
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Introduction

Sharpening my pencil (pens had a habit of running ink in the rain, and 
juggling an umbrella, pen and notebook was just not one of my special 
competencies; neither was using a portable tape recorder), I prepared to 
conduct yet another interview in my busy working day as a local newspaper 
reporter. Being no more callous than any other hack (this was the early 
1980s) I conducted the interview with the boss of one of the largest factories 
in the area and then processed back to the office to provide the front page 
lead for the main newspaper of the week.

My sense of revelation came when I did my weekly session with scissors 
and glue pot to keep my cuttings book up to date and reread those words: 
‘Four hundred jobs to go’. There had been no trade union representative 
to speak to, to get the other side of the story. We had taken the word of the 
managers and committed the information to black and white type set in the 
old-fashioned way in hot metal.

Within a few months that technology would be swept away but what 
did not vanish, as I was to note down the years, was a tendency to use 
the nearest journalist to inform staff that the P45 was in the post and that 
despite 30 years service they were no longer required. Nowadays notice can 
just as easily be delivered by text and is just as badly received especially if 
staff have to seek out the information for themselves, as happened with the 
closure of supermarket chain Kwik Save in 2007.

My first role after newspapers was in heading up the communications 
function for an inner London health district. By then I had realized that I had 
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grown tired of having little impact; a newspaper journalist is essentially an 
outsider looking in, and I wanted to make an impact by being on the inside 
looking and communicating to both the outside and inside worlds.

A review of my cuttings had revealed that apart from the bad news 
stories, very few of the 72-point headlines had been much more than ‘flying 
kites’ for various proposals that had never come to anything. Working from 
the inside of an organization I had hoped to make a real difference to the 
way its employees were treated, and the way they in turn would treat the 
‘customers’, as patients had by then been rechristened.

I was operating against a backdrop of major and continuing change. In 
the Mental Health Unit in particular, employees had undergone a number 
of changes in top management. They also had to face the effects of the 
then Tory government reforms which effectively divorced them from 
the other health provider units. However, by ensuring their voices were 
heard through the communications vehicles and so responded to by senior 
management, the transfer of services from institution to community went 
gratifyingly well.

In the 15 years or so since I moved back into the corporate sector and then 
on into consultancy, things appear to have changed pretty dramatically in 
the world of internal communication. Few organizations of any size will 
not now be devoting time, money and resources to internal audiences as 
well as what have been viewed as the rather more supposedly glamorous 
external ones. 

But why do internal communication at all? The reason they do so is 
because an informed and engaged workforce produces better results. Unless 
your people understand what your organization is seeking to achieve and 
the part they have to play, arriving at your hoped-for corporate destination 
will not be a foregone conclusion.

Few communicators and their counterparts in human resources feel 
comfortable putting figures on the impact that their efforts may have on 
the corporate profit and loss account. However, communication is not just 
about bolstering the bottom line: it can assist in other areas that impact 
upon the health of the organization.

Your workforce can serve as ambassadors in both positive and negative 
respects. Poor handling of complaints regarding racial, sexual or age-
related harassment and discrimination have often found their way to an 
employment tribunal. An internal communicator with the ear of senior 
management can sound the alarm or at least advise on how to communicate 
an effective solution.

Damning headlines can in themselves be very damaging for employee 
morale. It is vital for both internal and external communications functions 
to be aligned or at least working closely together. It is only too easy for 
internally generated media to find its way to the outside world and so 
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influence external perceptions, and external media can often be the first 
port of call for staff looking for company news.

It has always seemed common sense and good etiquette to talk to your 
internal publics first before going to the wider world, although it is vital to 
remember that the Stock Exchange requires to be informed of price-sensitive 
information in advance.

Professional communicators are also in the ideal position to translate 
‘management speak’ into language that can be understood by those who 
will have to act upon it.

All organizations have their own cultures, and when two organizations 
try to merge, the importance of those cultures comes to the fore. By culture 
I mean the patterns of behaviour and attitudes exhibited by employees and 
management. Again professional communicators attuned to the sensitivities 
that abound can help overcome the barriers to happy corporate marriage.

All the above perhaps suggests that the only time to keep in touch with 
staff is in periods of stress or trouble. In fact, if you maintain contact in a 
regular pattern at regular times it is more likely that the workforce will 
want to pull together when the going does get rough.

Figure 0.1 Sources of performance improvement – the business case for internal 
communication 

Focus on 
employees

Improve 
products 
and 
services

Cut costs

Time

Performance
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Communicating clear goals and then reporting on progress at regular 
intervals is motivating for teams. Activity for publics both internal and 
external should be closely matched to organizational targets. There is a 
hierarchy of communication needs, from ‘How do I fit into my team?’ to 
‘Where does the team fit into this part of the organization?’ to ‘And how 
does that fit into the big picture?’ Internal communications as a function 
should meet all those needs. Being able to see exactly how an individual 
contributes to the bigger picture is the key not just for management but also 
for motivating the individual concerned. 

Sources of performance improvement
So, any conclusions? Despite all the hype, internal communications is 
still relatively new as a function but is by and large better developed in 
the commercial sector. However, the public sector is catching up fast and, 
like the not-for-profit sector, may be pulling ahead in terms of employee 
engagement. It is much easier to embrace the vision of helping a community 
than selling a biscuit, no matter how healthy.

The not-for-profit sector may be seen to be lagging behind, but this may 
be more to do with the size and age of the organization in question as few 
in the sector employ large numbers of staff. Available budgets are also 
obviously a contributory factor. It can still be hard to justify investment 
on staff when donors want to see money spent on the worthy cause itself. 
But more and more communication posts are being advertised, so this is 
changing, although the trend can and does go into reverse quite swiftly if 
funding fails.

Looking across all sectors it would seem that size of organization rather 
than sector is the determining factor. Large organizations, certainly in the 
public and commercial sectors, will quite naturally be better resourced and 
better able to take advantage of new technological advances and societal 
developments as they come on stream. However, all organizations with just 
50 or more employees will be obliged to take account of the strictures of 
the European Commission’s Information and Consultation Directive (see 
Chapter 7).

This book is intended to help those out in the field to learn from the real 
experiences of the very many people I have spoken to, working across all 
sectors and sizes of organizations. Although theory will be touched on in 
the first half, this book is as much about the reality and practice of internal 
communication. The practicalities of internal communication are covered 
from Chapter 13.

New chapters added with this edition cover leadership communication, 
crisis communication and social media. Appendices cover competencies, 
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taking particular note of negative traits, communication in the public sector, 
setting up an internal communications function and an expanded useful 
addresses section. Full references and further reading are supplied.
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What is internal 
communication?

Or should that be ‘staff communication’, or for that matter ‘employee 
relations’, or if you are a real dinosaur ‘industrial relations’? Perhaps if 
you are somewhat more up to date you might prefer ‘change management’ 
or even ‘transformation’ or ‘reputation management’. The list is pretty 
extensive or would be if you trawled back through the recruitment section 
of the Guardian. This chapter will first look at what internal communication 
is and then move on to look at the make-up of the internal communicator.

What’s in a name? The same arguments have presumably been played 
out over that equally aged moniker for our external-facing colleagues 
– very few seem to be called press officers these days. In fact that is a bit of 
a misnomer as they often have to conduct government affairs, community 
relations and marketing communication, along with media relations too; 
internal communication is a small but significant part of their work.

Speaking in October 2002 at the launch of the Internal Communication 
Alliance (now CIPR Inside), then Chair Stephen Windsor-Lewis said the 
discipline had ‘come a long way’. He described it as ‘an essential element 
in the business mix’.

He added the term ‘leadership communication’ to the list of alternative 
terms for internal communication. It is likely this phrase has come into 
play due to the focus on Britain’s perceived lack of leadership skills, as 

1
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commented on in reports from the Council for Excellence in Management 
and Leadership (Fox et al, 2001; Perren and Grant, 2001). It might therefore 
be seen as focusing on the needs of the boardroom or perhaps providing the 
workforce with something more than the usual top-down exhortations. The 
new chapter on leadership communication focuses on the latter.

What exactly is meant by each of these phrases could fill a volume on 
its own. At the BBC they see ‘internal communication’ as the act of com-
municating internally, while ‘internal communications’ is the function which 
helps deliver it. There are of course other interpretations, but this book does 
not intend to enter into a debate on the subject although it recognizes that 
there are differing points of view.

If nothing else, that trawl through the Appointments section does provide 
a barometer for how far the discipline has grown. Internal communication is 
now a long way from the days when it was something to be fitted in around 
external affairs duties. Nowadays even charities, not known for their vast 
budgets, have been establishing stand-alone functions, whereas teams in 
supposedly rather better resourced sectors have usually gone from one to 
many members of staff; but in some instances the reverse appears to be the 
case. This perhaps serves to highlight yet another phase of the discipline’s 
development from producer to adviser.

In some ways, looking at the manner in which different sectors and/or 
different sizes of organizations are currently managing or carrying out the 
function of internal communication provides a series of snapshots of the 
way the discipline has been maturing. There would seem no better way of 
finding the future path than learning from those who have gone before.

THE HISTORY

Smaller organizational decisions should be taken by senior individuals, but 
large ones should be decided as a group. Everyone’s voice must be heard to 
avoid murmurs and back-biting.

Those words were not written some time in that great age of internal 
communication, the 20th century, but in the 6th century by a monk. In an 
article entitled ‘The spirit of enterprise’ published in the Daily Telegraph, 16 
November 2000, Widget Finn could see the relevance of St Benedict’s Rule 
at the dawning of the new millennium.

St Benedict’s successors now use his words as the basis for weekend 
retreats for business people in search of spirituality at work. Perhaps a little 
flippantly, it could be argued that internal communication far pre-dates St 
Benedict and was probably being disseminated in pictorial form for Stone 
Age hunters. Who is to say those paintings of animals were not intended as 
an exhortation to try harder next time?
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Writing in Communication World, Michael C Brandon (1997) cites three 
major phases of development but does not specifically label them; for the 
ease of the reader they have been roughly dated (see boxed panel). How-
ever, they could be described as: 1) industrial relations; 2) realistic journal-
ism; and 3) marketing. 

The first phase Brandon describes as the ‘three Bs’ or ‘birthdays, babies 
and ballscores’; more recent efforts would perhaps slot into the ‘high Cs’, 
or ‘challenge, change and commitment’. But Brandon argues that many 
organizations even in the dying days of the old millennium were still stuck 
in phases one and two.

THE EVOLUTION OF EMPLOYEE COMMUNICATION

Stage One (pre-1960s)

 Predecessor – industrial relations.
 Goal – improve morale.
 Emphasis – individuals.
 Orientation – camaraderie.
 Attitude – warm, personal.
 Focus – people.

Stage Two (mid-1960s–1980s)

 Predecessor – journalism.
 Goal – deliver news.
 Emphasis – facts.
 Orientation – reporting.
 Attitude – cool, sceptical.
 Focus – events.

Stage Three (late 1980s–now)

 Predecessor – marketing.
 Goal – implement strategy.
 Emphasis – organization.
 Orientation – aid to management.
 Attitude – business orientated.
 Focus – strategic objectives.

Adapted from ‘From the three Bs to the high Cs’, Communication World, 
April/May 1997.

While phase one was seen to be the territory of the industrial relations 
expert and intended to improve employees’ morale by providing a source 

AJC Group



Setting the scene

12

of recognition for them, phase two coincided with the influx of journalists 
into that part of the workforce. They brought with them the values of the 
newsroom and so a sharper news focus because they saw their goal as 
providing employees with information about their organizations. Their 
aspiration was to ‘tell it like it is’.

Working at Albright & Wilson and Sainsbury’s in the late 1960s and 1970s 
Richard Gaunt, under the guidance of Peter Ireson (former chairman of the 
old British Association of Industrial Editors), fought for and won a high 
degree of editorial freedom to cover often challenging subjects (from a 
management perspective) in equally challenging ways.

He argues this perceived freedom helped the in-house journalism team 
gain credibility with employees and enabled them to communicate the 
company’s agenda very quickly and successfully. The team produced 
several award-winning publications. They may seem antique now, but 
illustrate fundamentals which have not changed. So it is likely Brandon 
would slot these into his second stage of development.

In producing Albright & Wilson’s (then the UK’s number two chemical 
producer) glossy magazine, the pair had the freedom to write whatever 
they liked as long as it was relevant to the company. Seeking to reflect the 
lives of employees, the publication tackled redundancy and environmental 
issues long before it was the fashion to do so. There was a climate of reality, 
openness and frankness.

They conducted interviews with trade union officials and shop stewards. 
This and other topics brought them into constant conflict with management 
but they had some strong supporters and the publication was read. At the 
time it was recognized as being one of the leading vehicles in employee 
communication.

The pair arrived at Sainsbury’s when it was making the transition from a 
private family-owned business to a public company. They carried on their 
pioneering efforts by launching a four-weekly newspaper. This apparently 
completely changed communication in a company which had been rather 
hierarchical in approach and structure. There was an editorial charter along 
the lines of a national newspaper. According to Richard Gaunt they ‘would 
publish and be damned and apologise afterwards but we always checked 
our facts’. A letters page also provided a vehicle for tackling tricky subjects. 
He believes the climate has changed in many companies, not necessarily for 
the better in terms of openness to employees.

Air Products plc launched its staff magazine in the winter of 1969 for a 
UK-based workforce. The 100th issue of Cryo Gen magazine produced early 
in 2003 replaced a disparate global collection of publications. Each regional 
edition carried a core set of pages with company information, whilst the 
outer pages carried locally relevant news. The first issue of the magazine 
was launched in the UK, Germany and Belgium with the new look being 
rolled out further across Europe at a later stage. Whether Redhouse Lane, 
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the consultancy that worked on it, would recognize its roots in Brandon’s 
second phase or journalistic school of internal communication is another 
matter.

Working at BP in the 1970s, Pamela Mounter used a concept from more 
mainstream media to get the company’s predominantly male audiences 
reading the employee newspaper. Getting a well-known face as a judge, she 
ran a competition to find women who were making a real contribution to 
BP. There were literally thousands of responses, complete with the required 
photographs, from the audience who then voted for the top 12 women. The 
winner – who just happened of course to be a pretty girl – won her own 
portrait to be painted by a famous artist. 

Obviously rather more innocent times; and it is not easy to see such a 
competition winning favour today with the organization’s equality or 
diversity officer. But at the time the device was helpful in ensuring the 
serious information on such issues as downsizing was read. Before the 
1970s there would have been no coverage of closures.

TECHNOLOGY ADDED

Jeremy Redhouse, who set up communications consultancy Redhouse 
Lane in 1988, was among the pioneers of the next stage. This saw the 
surprisingly early adoption of video and attitude surveys which were not 
to be widespread for the best part of another decade. The introduction of 
surveys reflected a growing understanding of communications as being not 
just a one-way top-down process, but a two-way process at the least.

What has been interesting during conversations across the sectors is how 
many very large household names that have only recently got around to 
establishing intranets and are still thinking twice about the newer social 
media and their implications. But then it is hard to grasp that they only 
started to become a feature of organizational life in the mid-1990s.

A survey of the sector by PR Week on 12 November 1992, ‘Communication 
empowering employees’, made no mention of computer-mediated com-
munication. It divided up the internal communicator’s working time into 
that devoted to ‘mission and value statements, cascade briefs and house 
magazine/newspaper’.

When then Corporate Communications Director Stephen Jolly first 
arrived at the Japanese investment bank Nomura International in 1996, the 
London team seemed content with a sheet of A4 detailing staff exploits. Yet 
the company’s desire to close the perception gap between where it believed 
it was and where staff seemed to think it was required something far more 
sophisticated.

To bring together a company that had been operating as a collection of 
disparate businesses, all internal communication was concentrated onto a 
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newly created intranet. For Nomura’s people, their workplace was in fact 
the desktop computer screen through which they did their day-to-day work. 
The aim was to turn them into ambassadors for Nomura rather than just for 
the business area in which they had been operating. Without that change, 
the future of the organization might eventually have been put at risk.

A branding structure was needed as a framework. The individual 
business areas were given responsibility for intranet content. This encom-
passed business data as well as hard news and more light-hearted material 
in the form of a corporate ‘webzine’. For resourcing reasons, the webzine 
was updated on a monthly basis in the early days, but then continuously 
to reflect the fast-moving nature of the financial markets. There would also 
have been a growing familiarity with the technology and its capabilities.

The constant reinforcement of the Nomura brand was intended to con-
firm for employees that they were a part of a larger corporate whole. This 
example ties neatly into Brandon’s third or marketing stage of internal 
communication in his model of the evolution of employee communication. 
This stage has its focus on strategic objectives rather than the people and 
events of the first two phases.

Brandon argued that what he termed employee communication should 
‘evolve into an extension of the management process’. If he had updated 
his article for the new millennium he might have added a fourth stage. This 
would have built on his third stage to combine the best of all three models, 
with greater emphasis on listening and taking on board the contributions 
of the workforce now made much easier by the wider application of new 
technologies.

This brings us neatly on to a brisk look at where internal communication 
as a function sits within an organization.

WHERE IT SITS IN THE ORGANIZATION

Internal communication is one of those functions that everyone thinks they 
can do well – because they talk to their people, don’t they. This can make 
life particularly challenging for those tasked with actually delivering on the 
job title they have when everyone regards the skills as commonplace.

Many interviewed for this book felt that strategy should be firmly within 
the remit of the in-house team or individual, otherwise a series of unlinked 
programmes would be the likely result.

In talking to many individuals at very different levels in very disparate 
sectors, what has come across as crucial is the need for internal communi-
cation to be championed at the very top of the organization and also for 
senior management and the boardroom to respect the expertise of the 
specialist tasked to deliver, be they internally or externally placed.
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Without that respect it is unlikely any communication strategy will be 
delivered according to plan or be effectively tied to the bottom line. Without 
a clear focus and understanding of expected results, the organization 
may well fail and certainly will not go to the top of any league tables of 
performance.

Since the Labour government returned to power in 1997 there has been 
a flexing of muscle by a previously seemingly weakened trade union 
movement. For some this may seem to herald a return to the bad old days 
of the 1970s when tools were downed with alacrity. A more positive view 
may be that that it can emphasize the need for management to treat staff 
with greater respect than might have been apparent since the decline 
of the ‘job for life’ regime. The trade union representative could also be 
seen to provide another, perhaps more respected (as far as employees are 
concerned) channel of communication to the workforce, and the European 
Commission’s Information and Consultation Directive adds further weight 
to this (see Chapter 7 for more on this important issue).

As already hinted at, internal communication, although it has an argu-
ably long and perhaps venerable history, is regarded as a relatively new 
discipline. There are few if any directors of internal communication sitting 
alongside the other directors in the boardroom, a fact borne out by research 
by Nick Helsby in The Rise of the Internal Communicator (2002).

In fact, many practitioners are not accorded senior management status. 
This could reflect the development stage of the discipline as a whole; as 
the function matures its positioning within the organization should also 
improve.

It would appear that the majority of internal communicators report into 
corporate communications, which brings them alongside external com-
munications; this remains scarcely changed, as revealed in Melcrum’s 2006 
Pulse survey. This gives some hope that messages are being aligned across 
both disciplines. Others find themselves reporting to human resources 
and there is another argument that this brings the individual closer to the 
functioning of the business itself.

Chapter 5 looks in more detail at the siting of the internal communications 
function. But during research for this book internal communications was 
found positioned in such unexpected places as administration and even 
finance. A positive view on this is that perhaps it does not matter where 
the function sits, provided it derives adequate recognition and respect and 
power to deliver, and that the internal communicator develops the essential 
links to all parts of the organization.

As the Council for Excellence in Management and Leadership has stressed 
in its numerous reports (Fox et al, 2001; Perren and Grant, 2001) leadership 
is needed at all levels of an organization. Line managers and supervisors, if 
they are to be seen to be leaders in their own right, need to know how to tell 
the corporate story to their teams. Internal communication can be clearly 
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seen as part of that role. They also need to be equipped to communicate 
not just to but from their staff. Two-way communication is more likely to 
ensure the day-to-day smooth running of the organization. The ingredients 
required to make a good internal communicator are explored in the next 
chapter.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Internal communication has moved on from events and people to 
sharing corporate goals.

 Internal communication needs to be championed at the very top.
 Organizations need the workforce to understand what is expected of 

them – internal communication will help them deliver this.
 Internal communication is still a new discipline.
 Internal communication is the responsibility of everyone from CEO to 

line manager and supervisor.
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What does it take  
to be an internal 
communicator?

Structural engineering, civil engineering, comparative religion, advertising, 
journalism, the police, occasionally even English – just a few of the study 
areas, former careers and backgrounds from which internal communicators 
appear to come. These were just the suggestions of those talked to in the 
course of compiling this book.

So what does it take to work in the internal communications function of 
today, and hopefully that to come? Does it require a very special kind of 
person or can anyone do it?

One of the most in-depth surveys of the internal communications function 
has been provided by Nick Helsby (2002). Following is a concentrated look 
at his findings and the further comments of practitioners. Competencies are 
discussed in some detail in Appendix 1 and more comprehensively on the 
CIPR website in the form of matrices of skills, experience and training.

2
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WHERE TO NOW FOR THE INTERNAL 
COMMUNICATOR?

The Watson Helsby report sought to explore the role of senior practitioners 
in 37 large UK and US businesses. Although this clearly focused on the 
corporate sector it served as an indicator of trends for other sectors too.

The report took as a given that the employer and employee relationship 
had changed. It asserted that the need to get employee ‘buy-in’ was a matter 
of importance to the board, and so professional internal communication 
was deemed critical for business health.

An executive search firm, Watson Helsby, conducted the research to see 
whether the role was gaining in complexity and influence. It also looked to 
see whether the skills required had changed, where practitioners could add 
value and whether the individuals themselves were able to take advantage 
of the new opportunities.

The role has been described as still an immature one, and the report 
was intended to provide a ‘route map’ to show how the function could 
grow. Top managers continue to have differing views on the role of internal 
communication, some seeing it as little more than a ‘messaging service’ 
with no particular place in the wider scheme of things, while others regard 
it as an essential change agent.

Internal communicators can be found in human resources, corporate 
communication or marketing, although the research showed most sit within 
communications (67 per cent of those surveyed). Many felt they would be 
at a disadvantage and not well used if positioned in human resources or 
marketing. This argument was seen as rather irrelevant by the report’s 
author, who debated that it could in fact be a ‘cross-functional discipline’.

Most of those surveyed regard internal communication as having a place 
on the top people’s agenda but often not made a priority, with most attention 
being paid to the external world. Holding the function back has been the 
difficulty in putting a fiscal figure on the value of internal communication, 
and the lack of wider business knowledge of most practitioners.

Talent has been an issue, as apparently many practitioners have been at 
best of middling quality. But those who are seen as good can claim salaries 
hitting six figures.

In the past most internal communicators have come across from broader 
communications but now people are coming in from brand consultancy 
and general management. The career path is not well designed, with 
many practitioners rising only to a certain level and not achieving senior 
management heights.

Some internal communicators do have the ear of those at the top on a 
regular basis, and several have been involved in organizational strategy 
activities including culture, values and changing behaviour. Demands on 
the role have grown substantially.
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Ways forward include the emergence of an advisory and coaching role 
with the emphasis on behavioural aspects and new structures that bring 
communication, human resources and marketing into combination.

If the holistic approach seems too radical, perhaps a pairing of human 
resources and marketing would create a true customer focus, whereas 
joining human resources and corporate communication would place the 
emphasis on the stakeholder.

The Watson Helsby report’s author saw internal communication as 
having an effect on all areas of the organization. Practitioners should aim to 
equip themselves with the skills to get to the top and to be taken seriously 
by the board, and beyond their particular specialism.

The report gave a breakdown of where practitioners can currently be 
found in organizations, with some 67 per cent finding a niche in corporate 
communication, 22 per cent in human resources and 10 per cent in marketing. 
This does not necessarily reflect the sector as a whole as the sample was 
skewed towards very senior practitioners.

Corporate communication has been seen as appropriate as it makes 
possible the alignment of internal and external communications. The 
human resources connection has been seen as particularly valuable in times 
of organizational change but otherwise not an option likely to be regarded 
too highly.

Marketing as a home for internal communicators made some sense in 
terms of the customer focus. However, this could also be seen to be to the 
detriment of the internally focused function, with marketing’s tendency 
to focus on the external customer often perceived to be getting the upper 
hand.

Internal communication is not top of the new graduates’ favoured jobs 
list, although two-thirds of respondents said they had made a deliberate 
decision to move into the role.

Again not necessarily reflective of the sector as a whole, it was found 
that 70 per cent of the sample believed the discipline already had a strong 
enough voice at board or equivalent level, but it is clear from the sample 
that board commitment is a different issue.

The biggest obstacle to progress has been the lack of business focus, but 
limited resources in terms of budget and support staff has ensured many 
practitioners get stuck in delivery rather than planning and thinking 
mode.

Another difficulty remains that many individuals in organizations think 
they themselves conduct internal communication and so will not regard the 
internal communicator as a specialist with professional knowledge. Many 
respondents would prefer a quite different moniker as they regard ‘internal 
communication’ as obsolete and carrying negative overtones.

The roles that respondents saw for themselves included a range of both 
strategic and more tactical activities:
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 communicating strategy;
 driving employee engagement; 
 changing communications;
 design and process of communication structures including feedback;
 internalizing the brand;
 knowledge sharing;
 developing the intranet;
 leadership communication and behaviours;
 communication coaching for line managers.

The current skills set of communicators included the following soft skills:

 influencing;
 diplomacy;
 relationship building/networking;
 listening skills;
 resilience and tenacity;
 passion and drive.

Their hard skills included:

 writing;
 media management;
 business/financial literacy;
 understanding customer focus;
 business knowledge;
 strategic insight;
 change management;
 internal branding;
 presentation skills;
 creativity.

When asked what skills and knowledge they needed to develop further 
their credibility and effectiveness, respondents included:

 influencing and negotiation;
 organizational change/change management;
 psychology of communication;
 organizational development;
 understanding the business;
 training, coaching, consulting;
 leadership communication and behaviour;
 process/best practice;
 political skills.
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The researchers, however, were concerned at the lack of emphasis on 
measurement and business awareness. They felt the skills needed should 
also include these elements missing from the respondents’ lists:

 strategic thinking ability;
 business awareness/literacy;
 writing and presentation skills;
 branding;
 e-communication development;
 creative communication skills;
 facilitation skills;
 consultancy skills;
 staying power and self-belief.

On the learning front, most respondents were not impressed by the 
formal education on offer, and conferences were not regarded particularly 
favourably.

Practitioners seemed to rely on a range of organizations operating in the 
sector: the International Association of Business Communicators, British 
Association of Communicators in Business and the Communication Direct-
ors Forum in addition to the Internal Communication Alliance (now CIPR 
Inside).

Although everyone felt that communication was something required of 
all managers, the reality in terms of what has been delivered on a day-to-
day basis was rather different. Internal communication should be planned, 
coordinated and linked to business strategy, and this is where the specialist 
fits in.

The respondents felt the role had value by providing insights into the 
internal stakeholder. Well managed and targeted internal communication 
activity could help employees understand their company and its direction. 
Internal communicators working with other specialists could help gain 
employee commitment to the success of the organization.

In times of change the role could have a major part to play in convincing 
stakeholders of the need for change, especially when it could mean great 
uncertainty. The role can act as a safety valve in creating a point for listening 
to employees and enabling their views to be heard. 

It should lead the information flow and advise the chief executive on the 
style, timing, targeting and content of communication. It should provide a 
coaching role to managers, equipping them with the skills to communicate 
more professionally with their teams.

‘Companies underestimate the power of internal communication at their 
peril. Not only can it create a better relationship between employer and 
employee, it can have a significant impact on the way employees behave 
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and perform and therefore the way that a business performs’, according to 
the report’s author.

HOW OTHERS SEE IT

Honesty and integrity have come up time and time again as important not 
just for the practitioner but also for the top teams of the organizations in 
which the communicator operates. Without the commitment of the top 
team the function will not have the credibility it needs.

Having the confidence to stand up to management and argue a case that 
runs counter to whatever it is they are voicing or expecting is as important 
and as difficult for the internal communicator as it is for the externally 
focused practitioner. Credibility is also helped by total competence – a 
thorough grasp of the situation, clear writing, respect for deadlines and 
budgets, and sensitivity to commercial issues are all needed.

Tom Harvey, Head of Communications at Nationwide, believed ‘you 
have to have a healthy degree of scepticism. No matter where you go there 
will still be someone to overclaim, you have to have the objectivity to look at 
it and to challenge it from the staff perspective. You have to go through the 
puff sometimes generated by colleagues driven with an over enthusiasm 
for their own specialism and to distil that that is different.’

His background had been in advertising: ‘Advertising does entail dis-
mantling a particular case put by a manufacturer to arrive at the benefit for 
the end audience. I find that very helpful.’

Jeremy Redhouse of consultants Redhouse Lane also felt internal com-
munication might well require competencies more commonly found in 
advertising than public relations. He also believed that communicators 
needed a large degree of information technology experience and felt the 
battle between IT and communication for the natural home of the intranet 
was not necessarily over.

According to Justine Guest, then at Trinity Management Communications, 
‘a higher proportion of leaders in companies recognise the specialist skills 
and knowledge required to talk with the media, whereas most people think 
they know how to do internal communication’.

The internal adviser should become much more ‘the coach, the facilitator, 
the nurturer of people and their communications skills. Influencing and 
coaching skills need to be finely tuned.’ The need for such skills is not 
perhaps as evident in public relations roles as it is for internal roles – she 
argued that the approach to internal and external communication should 
be different.

With face-to-face communication the favourite medium certainly of the 
recipient, dialogue is coming under particular scrutiny. This has been an area 
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not always particularly well exploited by the corporate communications or 
human resources functions.

A head for figures should also help – not just those that the department 
produces but the spreadsheets that indicate the health of the organization. 
Such knowledge should also secure the confidence of those in the board-
room.

In conclusion, perhaps the most important thing to remember is that 
communication is not, and should not be, about what the board of directors 
does to employees. It is very much a two-way or even multi-directional 
process as future chapters will demonstrate. 

Very little has been said so far about the importance of keeping a close 
watch on what is going on in the external world. There is a danger that an 
internal communicator focused entirely on the company’s internal world will 
miss what the external media is saying about the company. Your employees 
read the local and national newspapers and other publications, watch TV, 
listen to the radio, surf the web and contribute to blogs and podcasts, and 
will be affected by what they read, see or hear. It is important for the internal 
communicator to work closely with external relations colleagues to ensure 
messages are consistent. Hopefully the internal communicator will also be 
better prepared to spot trouble on the horizon.

A fair summing up of the role of the internal communicator is given by 
Paul Massie, Head of Marketing and Communications for Serco’s BPO 
(Business Process Outsourcing) Services and Chair of CIPR Inside for 
2007. ‘I have always believed the role of the internal communicator is to 
facilitate dialogue between those running the company and those not (the 
workforce). The role of the communicator is the honest broker between 
management and staff.’

The communicator needs to ‘provide management with insight’. It 
should be a semi-detached role in order to be trusted at all levels. They 
should operate with ‘high levels of integrity’. If the message is a hard or 
seemingly negative one they should be prepared to stand by it and be 
prepared to be ‘shot’ for it. ‘The internal communicator’s role is like that 
of the artificial kidney – you risk rejection.’ Integrity, resilience, tact and 
diplomacy are all vital qualities. The practitioner’s role is most like that of 
‘the hospital chaplain with no power base but highly influential throughout 
the organization’.

AJC Group



Setting the scene

24

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Credibility is essential.
 Internal communication often plays second fiddle to external com-

munication in the boardroom.
 Internal communicators need to build business skills as well as their 

specialist knowledge and skills.
 An advisory or coaching role is increasing in importance.
 Communicators need diplomacy, listening skills and tenacity.
 They need to understand and interpret spreadsheets and budgets.
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Your audience –  
who are they?

Your communications programme has one fundamental requirement. It 
must align your communications objectives with those of the organization.

So how do you identify and segment your targets? That could and 
should be rather more complex than a media relations programme. Jeremy 
Redhouse, of communications consultancy Redhouse Lane, has asserted that 
internal communication requires greater sensitivity towards the audience 
and a deep understanding of the organization. He believed the skills may 
be more akin to the advertising focus on the product and the client. ‘You 
have got to be careful not to patronise them or go over their heads.’

Take some time to look at those groups in terms of where they are 
positioned in the organization. Then you can start to plan how to reach 
them and what tools to use.

FRONT-LINE STAFF

These are employees with most contact with the customer. They are often 
the least considered group but the one with the greatest potential for impact 
– good or ill – on your external customers and by extension your organiza-
tion’s performance on a day-to-day basis.

3
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Today’s front-line staff could be literally facing the customer on the 
supermarket checkout, but are just as likely to be based unseen in call centres 
or in production in what is left of the country’s industrial base. Some could 
even be individuals working from home. Depending on the nature of the 
work, they could be highly trained and qualified individuals, or have left 
school with few formal qualifications.

Employees working in factories may also not get close to a computer 
screen, so at BMW Hams Hall, the assembly areas for manufacturing-
based employees sport 52-inch flat screens with touch-screen interactive 
capability.

Roadside vehicle maintenance and recovery firms such as the AA have 
front-line employees who do not meet up with each other as a team other 
than at diaried team meetings. These individuals need to be kept informed 
not just of company developments but also of advances in their industry, to 
keep their skills up to date when providing help to the AA’s member base. 
A good mix of media has at one stage or another included print and also 
videos and audio cassettes supplemented by face-to-face meetings with line 
managers to keep them involved.

At IBM, employees naturally have access to the latest in technology 
but have to be motivated to use it to the best effect. Use of text messaging 
ensures they are kept informed of company results or breaking news more 
fully displayed on other media.

Pharmaceutical company Smith & Nephew Medical (wound care) has a 
globally spread salesforce. Some may have intranet access, some not. Audio 
cassettes have been a major part of the communication mix and enable 
potentially wasted hours to be put to profitable use.

At Capital One Bank in Nottingham, half the staff work in a call centre. 
Rather than sending out an e-mail to announce a new system, the ‘mess-
engers’ have dressed up and carried the message around the building. The 
intranet is used for news, backed up by face-to-face briefings with man-
agers, newsletters and the occasional video.

SUPERVISORS/LINE MANAGERS

It is something of a given in internal communication circles that front-line 
staff place greater value on information related to their personal work needs 
delivered to them by their line managers or supervisors. Surveys of staff 
attitudes also show workers prefer to hear the good and the bad news from 
those that have day-to-day supervision of their workload.

There are still some organizations where a briefing is more than likely to 
be a rallying cry from a latter-day Attila the Hun with a top-down approach. 
This is possibly the result of a failure to recognize that communication and 
presentation skills are not necessarily natural gifts bestowed on all.
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Line managers often need to be supported in what to them can be a new role 
– communication. Chapter 14 looks in more detail at the mechanics of face-
to-face while Chapter 15 describes how to upskill leaders to communicate 
with staff. This provides the internal communication specialist with the 
opportunity to shake off the shackles of delivery mode and become more of 
a facilitator for the line manager.

SENIOR MANAGEMENT/MIDDLE MANAGEMENT

This group refers to the layer or layers between the front-line management 
and board level. Middle management has been included, although points 
in the previous section can also be applied to this level as there is often 
some overlap.

As these individuals are unlikely to be enjoying day-to-day contact with 
customers, or what has been termed ‘customer-facing staff’, they could be 
seen to be out of touch with both these critical groups. Senior and middle 
management can be seen as an audience in their own right, or again as 
an important agent in the delivery of communication to other parts of the 
organization.

Middle managers are often perceived as a block, and where a lot of 
communication gets stuck. Justine Guest, then of Trinity Management 
Communications, suggests that, with middle managers, part of the trick is 
to engage them directly and not just tell them. Often a higher proportion 
of time and effort is spent engaging the most senior managers: ‘But 
respecting middle managers is important as they often have the large-scale 
jobs managing significant numbers of staff – their impact particularly on 
areas such as customer service is crucial.’ She says: ‘Managers tend to be 
promoted because they have knowledge and expertise in the business and 
not necessarily because they are good at communicating. Managers need to 
be effective communicators, an e-mail will simply not suffice.’

BOARD/DIRECTOR

A recent survey showed that where the CEO really believes in internal 
communication, the scope for the dedicated team is far in excess of what 
it would otherwise be. It is not just about money or budget: if the CEO is 
behind it, the standard is set for other leaders to follow.

Board directors are often regarded as the external mouthpiece and visible 
leaders and role models of the organization. It is the role of the communi-
cation specialist to advise these ‘mouthpieces’, which takes a certain degree 
of confidence unlikely to be found in new entrants to the function.
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Speaking at a spring 2003 Internal Communication Alliance (now CIPR 
Inside) meeting, Patrick Dunne of 3i said the chair and chief executive of 
commercial organizations often undervalued internal communication and 
were themselves often unfocused. He suggested grabbing a few moments 
at unplanned, informal meetings, including in the lift and the back of a cab, 
to bring some influence to bear.

VOLUNTARY SECTOR – TRUSTEES,  
VOLUNTEERS, MEMBERS

The not-for-profit sector encompasses registered charities and more 
generally organizations which do not have profit as the motivator. There are 
some distinct differences when this sector is compared with the public and 
commercial sectors. Boundaries are blurred between service users, paid staff 
and unpaid trustees and/or directors and volunteers. To confuse matters 
further many not-for-profit organizations have trading arms and in very 
many cases have dual status as a limited company to protect themselves.

Many of the 180,000 or so registered charities that exist do so without 
any paid employees at all, but as they develop they will end up with the 
typical mix of both paid and unpaid staff. Quite a few organizations have 
volunteers operating out of autonomous regional groups and in some cases 
service users can also be volunteers, staff or trustees.

Tailoring communication for any combination of these very different 
audiences is a major challenge. Add to that the usual chronic lack of funding, 
and the scale of the task positively overawes. This sector makes a virtue out 
of gaining extra mileage from all its communications.

AT ONE REMOVE

With many public sector organizations having contracted out activity to 
outside companies and in some cases charities, the person sitting at a desk 
may not feel their first loyalty is to your organization but to the one that is 
subcontracted to deliver that activity.

Vertex, for example, at the turn of the millennium was running no 
fewer than 67 services for Westminster City Council including emergency 
services, libraries and parking. Staff were transferred across from the 
council but the group also recruited new staff, bringing the staff group to 
some 300. In addition, the company has worked in partnership with other 
contractors. Audiences for internal communication have also included the 
staff representing the client side (the council). A particular emphasis on 
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clear information but also a very delicate hand has been required as staff 
are phased in from one organization to the other over time.

Partner organizations are working ever more closely together and it may 
become necessary to get to grips with different approaches and attitudes. 
Public sector organizations often work across agencies to deliver services to 
particular client groups these days. Learning disability will bring together 
specialists working in health, social services and education, and all these 
can be working for different agencies – the health service or local authority 
in this case.

The mix is complicated still further by the inclusion of different disciplines 
and professions to which staff may feel they hold the greater loyalty. So 
hard is it to get these various factions to work together that at least one 
charity was brought into existence to effectively encourage greater coopera-
tive working. As the way services are delivered changes, often according 
to the whims of politicians at local as well as national level, internal 
communicators may find themselves having to design communications 
programmes accordingly.

CREATIVES AND SPECIALISTS

Communicators face similar dilemmas when designing communication 
programmes which will meet the often demanding requirements of creatives 
and other highly qualified staff as well as a more general audience.

When Chandler Gooding devised a new publication to unite the disparate 
parts of Sky TV, they found they had inadvertently alienated the technicians 
who install the systems. They had previously been left out of the picture 
provided by a number of different publications, but the unifying magazine 
which was produced was not technical enough for them. The swift addition 
of a more appropriate publication just for this group did the trick.

Public relations consultancies can eventually grow to a size requiring 
a more structured approach to their own internal communication needs. 
Creatives will wish to be addressed rather differently from account handl-
ing staff. Lawyers are again a challenging audience to satisfy. So are PhD-
loaded scientists.

Creatives and other specialists are often interested in the latest innovation 
and will also respond to a novel approach to a subject matter. Their 
backgrounds will often be very different from, say, the accounts or human 
resources departments. It is important not to talk down to them, especially 
when talking about their specific fields, but it is also vital not to make 
assumptions about their knowledge of areas alien to them.
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DIVERSITY

This effectively covers every aspect of an individual’s own identity that 
may have to be considered when delivering communication programmes.

It is often overlooked that different geographical cultures have different 
approaches to working practice. In an article entitled ‘Teamwork is easier to 
agree than to do’ published in the Daily Telegraph, 25 May 2000, Brian Bloch 
points out that the team approach is in fact an Eastern orientation and that 
in the West we prefer to concentrate on individual effort.

Keeping track on what motivates this year’s graduates is another com-
plication to be considered. Capital One Bank staff are relatively youthful in 
outlook which may explain the preference for dressing up to cheerlead staff 
through announcements.

Organizations like BUPA have a strong weighting towards women so it 
is unlikely that there would be a great deal of coverage of male-orientated 
subjects in their regular publications. However, coming generations might 
be different: apparently football is a favoured sport among members of 
Girlguiding UK.

Threats to pensions mean that workforces could well be getting older, 
and recent legislation to penalize discriminatory practices should assist in 
putting the grey hairs back into the workplace. Assumptions are often made 
that older staff may prefer not to receive the bulk of their communication 
by e-mail and intranet; again this assumption should be tested, as many are 
keen to use the newer technologies. 

In conclusion, putting your target audience under a microscope for close 
inspection, and investing in research to find out what they want to know 
and how they would prefer it to be presented, is a vital early step in the 
communication process.

SEGMENTATION – THE WAY AHEAD

External communicators, especially those with a grounding in marketing 
and advertising, will be familiar with the need to segment audiences. This 
chapter has concentrated on particular levels of the organization in which a 
section of the audience may be located. We have looked very briefly at the 
particular differences to be found in the voluntary sector by way of paid 
and unpaid staff and management.

Chapter 8 will concentrate on the selection of communication channels, 
vehicles and activities available which differently sized organizations may 
favour in different sectors and at different stages of their development.

But in addition to establishing where your targets are situated, it is worth-
while to consider what else may impact on effective communication.
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Anti-discrimination legislation means that in many cases a more diverse 
audience is likely to present itself. You will need to take account of the 
qualifications that these people will possess as well as considering the 
sector in which you operate.

A quick spot of desktop research using your organization’s own records 
(while taking account of data protection legislation) should establish 
a framework within which you can then operate. A preponderance of 
younger males in their first jobs (advertising sales representatives spring to 
mind) would require a very different approach than perhaps a more widely 
dispersed older workforce (vehicle maintenance workers based out of the 
office).

WAYS TO SEGMENT YOUR INTERNAL AUDIENCE

 age;
 sex;
 ethnic background;
 location;
 educational qualifications;
 part time/full time;
 payroll or not;
 on site/off site;
 time with organization;
 position in organization;
 technical competence.

Many of the theoretical models you might apply to meet their communica-
tions needs are explored in the next chapter.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Front-line staff prefer to hear the news straight from line managers.
 A mix of media (intranet, publications, audio/visual) will best serve 

hard-to-reach groups.
 Middle managers should be seen as facilitators rather than blockages.
 Communication and communicators need the backing of the CEO.
 Creatives and specialists should be handled sensitively.
 Take account of diversity (age, gender, race, culture, etc).
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Theories into practice

Very few of the many internal communicators involved in the production 
of this book even casually referred to the ‘T’ word. Theory, certainly as it 
relates to communication, did not appear on the radar until purposefully 
put there by the author.

Perhaps there is no time in the average jam-packed working day for the 
in-house communicator to even think about communication theory let alone 
begin to apply it to existing practice, or even better use it as a framework or 
aid to help shape their future plans and activities.

Different professional and educational backgrounds could also have a 
part to play. Professionals encountered in both in-house and consultancy 
settings come from a range of disciplines, perhaps emphasizing a point 
made in Nick Helsby’s 2002 report, The Rise of the Internal Communicator, 
that few volunteer internal communication as having been their initial 
career of choice. They had studied enormously varied subjects ranging 
from comparative religion to structural engineering, but there were more 
familiar topics along the way such as English. Interestingly media studies 
was not mentioned.

This chapter is intended as something of a smorgasbord of theories that 
could provide insights into organizational and management behaviour and 
programmes, and could also provide the ammunition to improve either in 
imaginative hands. Most pop up somewhere at a relevant Masters degree 
level but do not appear to be common knowledge among all internal 
communicators.

4
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The selection is also intended to reflect the nature of the discipline 
which is seen not only to encompass the public relations/marketing end of  
the spectrum but also runs through to human resources and change 
management.

Many of the communications models and schools of thought which can 
be brought to bear on internal communication overlap and it is especially 
difficult to sort them into neat camps. This chapter first takes a detour 
through the field of organizational culture; this provides the context for 
looking first at process theory as set against the semiotics school. Aspects 
of individual and mass communications theory will also be explored. The 
final section will look at computer-mediated communication which can be 
regarded as criss-crossing all and a growing field of study in itself.

THE FOUR CULTURES OF THE ORGANIZATION

In the current world of the internal communicator there is the dawning 
realization that the old traditional hierarchical form of organization 
communication – top-down – is still very much a reality. In the early 21st 
century a distressing number of organizations seem to be retreating from a 
more collaborative approach to communication back to at least some degree 
of centralized control.

To gain an understanding of what really makes organizations tick you 
can do no better than turn to the classic in the field, Charles Handy’s 
Understanding Organizations (1985). First published in 1976 it still has a lot 
to say on the reality of organizations.

Handy is particularly insightful on power and influence, although his 
pragmatic approach and way of expressing what makes them what they 
are may not sit that comfortably in today’s lexicon. Handy has identified 
four types of culture that reflect the way those leading organizations prefer 
things to be.

Power culture
Small entrepreneurial organizations are likely to have a power culture 
centred on the founder. In this model the founder is often the voice of 
the organization and will, at least in its early days, take control of com-
munications. At a later stage professional communicators might be 
appointed but the founder will remain a prominent factor in both internal 
and external relations. Figure 4.1 illustrates this culture.
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Role culture
Bureaucracy has been something of a term of abuse for many years. It was 
certainly recognized as such when Handy was writing his volume over 30 
years ago. So in order to move on from those connotations he has used the 
term ‘role’.

The role organization places its emphasis on function and specialism. It 
has many procedures and rules. Job descriptions are prevalent here as are 
procedures for doing things and rules for settling disputes.

In these organizations the post is likely to be more important than the 
postholder and, conversely, the postholder gains their credibility from the 
position they hold. These organizations are likely to have been around for 
some time and operate where economies of scale are important. They can 
also be slow to change and in reacting to shifts in market forces.

More positively, there is a clear hierarchy, providing a means of appointing, 
promoting and rewarding staff on merit. Large companies and public sector 
bodies in particular might not want to see themselves as bureaucracies, but 
it is likely they retain some elements of this kind of organizational culture.

Large organizations will have the economies of scale to be able to invest 
time and resources to ensure their messages are consistently and constantly 
communicated. They are more likely to invest in multiple media to achieve 
this. In the research for this book there were no examples of organizations 
of this size relying on simply one channel of communication.

This type of organization will have at least one if not a team of communi-
cators. There are often multiple routes to get things done, but equally, layers 
of bureaucracy will often result in complex approval systems which can 
stifle creativity and stall response times. Figure 4.2 illustrates this culture.

Person culture
Within some bureaucracies can reside traces of yet another culture which 
can thrive quite happily within but have little affiliation to the whole. 
Educational establishments and hospitals particularly spring to mind.

Figure 4.1 Power culture – type of organizational culture most commonly 
found in organizations run by entrepreneurs (Charles Handy)
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Handy himself also cites barristers’ chambers, architects’ practices and small 
consultancies as having their focus on the person culture. This may sound 
rather like the power culture prevalent in entrepreneurial organizations but 
is in fact quite different.

Here the focus, if it can be described as such, is on the individuals them-
selves as separate individuals who choose to work together. Where this 
kind of group has sprung up within universities and healthcare settings 
there can be real stresses and strains with the overarching structure, which 
will often be largely bureaucratic.

Concentrations of highly skilled professionals are less likely to pay 
attention to messages they perceive as having been centrally generated by 
the organization. They are more likely to be focused on their individual 
professions and will look outside the wider organization to their profes-
sional institutions for their information needs. A deep understanding of 
the allegiances these individuals hold will assist the corporately based 
communicator to begin to win their trust. 

One way to build the communicator’s credibility with this kind of group 
is to enlist its members as specialist advisers and use their expertise when 
fine-tuning communications efforts. (See Chapter 16 for tips on how to 
build editorial advisory panels.) Figure 4.3 illustrates this culture.

Figure 4.2 Role culture – type of organizational culture typified by bureaucratic 
organizations based on heavily defined structure and procedure  

(Charles Handy)

Figure 4.3 Person culture – type of organizational culture most commonly 
found where organizations exist to support the individuals working there; 

partnerships in particular (Charles Handy)
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Task culture
A fourth culture which is likely to be more familiar in today’s working 
climate than the days in which Handy first wrote his classic is the task 
culture. This is focused on the job in hand or the project. It is also likely to 
be a feature in organizations with dispersed operations, although the larger 
the organization the more likely it will share characteristics more akin to 
the role or person cultures. Communicating with geographically dispersed 
publics along with other hard-to-reach groups is covered in Chapters 12 
and 11 respectively.

The task- or project-orientated culture may be by its very nature nimble 
on its feet and able to form and re-form depending on the requirements 
of the task in hand, but it does have its limitations. It is unlikely that you 
would be able to run a large complex organization along these lines for very 
long – there are no economies of scale and the constituent parts have no 
long-term experience of working together. But for a major one-off activity, 
project groups based on the task culture will do the job very well.

For the internal communicator this kind of culture will provide fertile 
ground in terms of material for publication or broadcast. The downside is 
that where the efforts of the group are concentrated on one task there will 
be little chance to expand on initiatives. Communication efforts may well 
deal simply with the task in hand, offering little promise of continuity or 
development. In the geographically dispersed organization the audiences 
are likely to be fragmented and so more focused solely on their section of 
the picture. Figure 4.4 illustrates this culture.

Figure 4.4 Task culture – type of organizational culture found where culture is 
focused on the project and ad hoc teams are created and disbanded frequently 

(Charles Handy)

Many communication consultancies include culture change or what is now 
termed ‘change management’ within their services to help organizations 
identify and manage employees through the main areas of business, cultural 
and behavioural change. 

These are, firstly, the large organizational infrastructure shifts created by 
strategic business change, eg merger and acquisition, which often include 
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job losses. Secondly, issues management: to help protect and/or enhance 
the brand or corporate reputation here it is essential to align both internal 
and external messages. Thirdly, on a more positive note, engaging and 
energizing employees behind the business goals is vital.

There could be three approaches: the bald statement (‘like it or lump it’); 
invited comments on stated options (when a decision has already been made 
behind the scenes); or genuine choice and participation. The problem arises 
when the communication and approaches are muddled, and ‘no choice’ is 
in fact dressed up as an invitation to choose.

PROCESS THIS WAY OR GIVE US A SIGN

John Fiske’s Introduction to Communication Studies (1992) is essential 
reading for anyone wishing to unravel the process and semiotics models 
of communication. According to him the process school concentrates on 
the ‘transmission of messages’ and how accurately the chosen system of 
moving messages around actually works.

This model owes a lot to early models which had been devised during the 
Second World War to investigate mechanical methods of sending signals. 
Having moved out of the telegraph office or radio room, proponents have 
drawn heavily on social sciences, psychology and sociology. The process 
school could be argued to fit most neatly into the role culture model.

The second school, semiotics, instead focuses attention on the ‘production 
and exchange of meanings’ and looks at the interplay between people and 
‘texts’ (this can mean images and artefacts as well as words) which result 
in the creation of meaning. This school focuses on semiotics – the science 
of signs and meanings – and concentrates on linguistics. It is likely to have 
more to offer the power, task and possibly person cultures.

Returning to the process school, despite its mechanistic approach it 
is widely recognized as having set the scene for the development of the 
entire Communication Studies movement. The mathematical theory of 
communication came from US wartime studies at Bell Telephone and 
emphasized the channels of communication that at the time were telephone 
and radio.

Published in 1949, the Shannon and Weaver model was intended to 
overcome the difficulty in sending a large amount of information through 
one channel. It also sought to measure how much information one channel 
could carry. An engineer himself, Shannon was actually looking at how to 
send electrical impulses most efficiently from one place to another but felt 
this mechanistic approach could apply to human interaction.

Resembling little more than a line linking a series of boxes en route from 
source to receiver, the model did, however, take some limited account of 
interference. Originally designed to tackle technical problems, it was then 
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expanded to look at how well meaning was carried. The belief was that 
provided the message was properly encoded or stated, it should be received 
as sent. The authors also felt that the model could also be used to measure 
the effect of the message on the conduct of the receiver. This last factor has 
laid the model open to charges of propaganda.

The starting point – the source of the information – is regarded as the 
decision maker, the transmitter is self-explanatory and the information 
becomes the signal despatched via the channel to the receiver.

Shannon and Weaver took account of the notion of redundancy; this 
refers to built-in extra or duplicated information which enables the message 
to get through to its destination. Passing the time of day and repeating a 
telephone number may seem pointless, but this checking and rechecking is 
a demonstration of the use of redundancy. Later models by other researchers 
added concepts such as feedback.

A linear approach also becomes apparent in many more recent communi-
cations models, most especially the hypodermic needle approach. Here 
messages are simply injected into the recipient who, it is assumed, will 
accept them without argument and without distorting the incoming data.

Phillip Clampitt (1991) in his book Communicating for Managerial Effective-
ness provides a more violent analogy to the needle, preferring the arrow 
approach. This remains essentially the one-way, linear approach.

The arrow model describes an information source sending a message via 
the transmitter through a channel to its destination. This first model did not 
recognize that the receiver might wish to give feedback, as it was essentially 
a passive model. Its only advantage was that it encouraged the sender to 
think clearly through the message they wished to transmit.

When applied to social communication the linear model did not quite fit 
so gave way to the more triangular approach adopted by Newcomb and 
others. They built in extra components to recognize that the recipient might 
bring his or her thought processes to bear on the contents of the message 
and give a response. Some rather complicated diagrams result.

The two-way element recognized in these marginally more sophisticated 
models is described as the circuit approach by Clampitt. There is still 
something of a mechanistic flavour apparent. Whereas Clampitt’s arrow 
manager ‘targets his audience’, the circuit manager is ‘going with the flow’ 
and ‘making connections’.

GOLDEN OLDIE REVISITED

So might the process school approach to communication be alive and well 
in the 21st century? Although the term is not used, it is obvious from the 
comments of independent communication consultant Richard Gaunt that it 
still remains an influence for some managers. 
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In his management-focused approach he asserts that key ingredients for 
success include clear objectives and measurement criteria, and understand-
ing of the strategy and agenda of both top management and of other levels. 
But he argues language and context should be that of the receiver not the 
sender, and that media used should be quick, accessible and understandable 
with little jargon. This places the emphasis on face-to-face communication.

Repetition, regularity and consistency are key and this is where the notion 
of ‘redundancy’ springs to mind. Most importantly, however, Gaunt says 
the audience should be treated as customers, ‘not mindless battery hens’, 
and that the communicator should talk about more than just the successes.

Frequently for managements, information and communication can be 
confused as one and the same thing. Information is not necessarily processed 
at the receiving end; despatch does not automatically lead to results. Those 
on the receiving end may complain of overload but still perceive themselves 
as never receiving sufficient communication.

Postman or business partner?
So is the internal communicator a postman or a business partner? The 
way managements respond to this question can determine whether or 
not communicators are seen simply as a means to shift chunks of data 
from one end of the organization to another. Technology has only served 
to increase the likelihood that management will assume the production  
of spreadsheets and bullet point-style presentations constitutes good 
communication.

Not as much has changed as might have been wished for according to 
Roger D’Aprix, who devised a communication model more than 20 years 
ago in his book Communicating for Productivity. His theory is revisited in an 
interview with him conducted by B Gorman writing in Strategic Communica-
tion Management (2003). The original 1982 model argued that employee 
communication should be regarded as a strategic process. This formed the 
basis for employee engagement for years to come, but Gorman asked if it 
would remain relevant in light of the way the world of work has changed.

The model looked at workplace communication from the employees’ 
point of view and asked what they wanted and needed to perform well 
and to be satisfied. It focused in particular on exchanges between managers 
and employees. D’Aprix’s model looked at job responsibilities, feedback 
on performance, individual needs, work unit objectives and results, the 
values and direction of the organization and empowerment or scope for the 
employee. All of these could be seen to sit well with Maslow’s theories of a 
hierarchy of needs explained later in this chapter. 

In pondering the major changes in the world since the model was created, 
D’Aprix said there had been additional complications. He argued that 
today’s internal communicator now has to take account of globalization, 
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increasing demands from shareholders and security analysts, the end of the 
social contract, the devaluing of employees and their contribution to the 
bottom line, and the explosion of technology.

Research carried out by BrandEnergy Research (Hutton) on behalf of 
the Chartered Institute of Public Relations in 2004 and published in Profile 
magazine suggests that senior communications practitioners certainly make 
the mental link between effective internal communication and a healthy 
organization.

Those most impressed by their organization’s internal communications 
were more likely to feel that their workforces were encouraged to express 
their views, that the function was well integrated with other organizational 
functions, and that there was a good match with external communications.

These views are backed by D’Aprix who believes that managers who 
take the time to communicate with employees ultimately save time: ‘The 
effective organization is still the one that recognises that it must build a 
community of like-minded people who are on the same page, moving in 
the same direction, motivated by working together and who have a sense 
of being connected together in a worthwhile enterprise. That is what gives 
meaning to work and even to human existence.’

SEMIOTICS – READING THE SIGNS

There are no clear-cut lines between the process and semiotics schools. This 
is demonstrated by Jakobson, a linguist working in the 1960s: his model 
manages to span both. He uses the familiar linear model but adds in the 
concept of code which refers to a shared system of meaning shifting the 
emphasis away from the sender. He moves closer to the more modern 
notion of communication being the creation of many rather than just one 
person.

The semiotics school uses a very different language from that of the 
process-driven model. Here terms like ‘sign’, ‘denotation’ and ‘connotation’ 
are used with the emphasis on how an individual generates meaning from 
what are simply a series of strokes on a piece of paper. The word is a symbol 
rather than a carrier of meaning, so the letters CAT can mean more than just 
a four-legged animal depending on its context. 

A strength of the semiotics school is that it captures elements not included 
in the process model such as the impact of gestures and other non-verbal 
communication on how the spoken word is actually interpreted. Very little 
attention is paid to the words spoken in an exchange, as opposed to the 
accompanying gestures.

Semiotics is potentially much more fruitful territory for the creative com-
municator wanting to make effective use of imagery and language rather 
than focusing on the more technical aspects of transmission.
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The next section turns the spotlight on mass communication research. Its 
application to this field underlines the view that the audience can be pretty 
determined to read things its own way.

FOCUS ON THE MASS OR THE INDIVIDUAL

Few of us can be unaware of the products of the mass media, whether 
employer or employee. Many publications produced for an internal 
readership are created to look like the magazines and newspapers available 
on the high street, while video programmes often look like mainstream 
broadcasting. Intranets resemble their external counterparts in the web 
world. The mass media approach is likely to be most in evidence in 
bureaucratic organizations as they have the resources to sustain it.

Around the time that Shannon and Weaver were working on their 
process model, Lasswell was producing a model which could be used more 
specifically for mass communication. It looked at who said what, through 
which channel, to whom and with what result. As Fiske (1992) points out, 
the model is still linear in appearance, as in fact is most mass communication 
research. Westley and MacLean modified Lasswell’s model in 1957 and 
effectively introduced the editorial or gatekeeper role, a vital concept in 
both internal and external communication.

Windahl, Signitzer and Olson (1993) introduce the intriguing concept of 
the obstinate audience. They state that the mass communication audience 
does not always accept what it is spoon-fed by the media. Perhaps this 
is just as true of the organizational communication version as it is of the 
news-stands. Windahl and colleagues also unpick the notion of audiences 
as passive receptacles and quote a range of research which shows audiences 
taking a much more active role in making sense of what they consume in 
terms of media.

There is a veritable treasure trove of theories from mass communication 
which can be brought to bear on internal communication. Windahl et al talk 
in particular about uses and gratifications, and other theories of interest 
include agenda setting, spiral of silence and knowledge gap theories which 
are explained briefly below. 

Uses and gratifications suggests that the audience actively consumes their 
chosen media, often using it in unanticipated ways. Selection of channel 
may also relate to issues around age, social class and even income. McQuail 
(1992) lists basic uses as seeking information, reinforcing personal values, 
finding out about others and sheer entertainment.

Agenda setting argues the media works by suggesting the subjects 
that individuals should be thinking about. Brosius and Wermann (1996) 
question who sets the agenda. They argue that it is a two step-flow process 
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recognizing mediation and shifting influence between media and public. 
This model also takes account of the roles of gatekeepers and opinion formers 
which can be applied equally to internal and external audiences. In internal 
communication it is essential to identify those among the target group who 
allow access to the wider group and who operate in the gatekeeping or 
champion role. They might also be the trailblazers and are respected as 
sources of information and so are seen as undertaking the opinion-former 
role. Equally they could act as blocking mechanisms.

Other theories of particular interest more usually applied to the mass 
media perspective include the spiral of silence which links with the know-
ledge gap theory. In the first theory, individuals do not admit ignorance 
and stay silent, often due to what they perceive as peer pressure. Silence 
does not therefore mean understanding. Knowledge gap applies where an 
informed minority is able to gain more information than the rest. This could 
skew surveys into take-up of knowledge if the sample is not comprehensive 
enough to unearth those not in the know.

O’Sullivan et al (1992) refer to preferred and deviant readings, and 
separately elaborated and restricted codes. Relating these to internal com-
munication channels, preferred readings would be the official organizational 
or management material, while the workforce having conducted a deviant 
reading may come to different conclusions.

Elaborated and restricted codes relate to the type of language used. The 
former might be used by the better educated, whereas the latter might be 
used by the less well-informed who would therefore feel shut out by the use 
of profession- or organization-specific jargon. This would be apparent in a 
hospital setting where doctors might have very different ways of describing 
health conditions from, say, porters or administrative staff.

THE INDIVIDUAL REVISITED

Although, like most of those interviewed for this book, she did not identify 
known models of communication theory, Caroline Bramley, then Head of 
Internal Communications Services at communications consultancy Flag, is 
probably taking a view in favour of the individual rather than the system 
when she declares: ‘People have seen through the management consultancy 
use of models. People are not processes, people are unpredictable, rational, 
emotional and this cannot be captured in a model.’

Psychology provides perspectives centred on the individual. From this 
science comes Maslow’s theory of self-actualization which is rooted in his 
hierarchy of needs model. This is more usually applied to external customers 
but works just as well for internal audiences.

A pyramid is used to demonstrate the rising hierarchy of needs starting 
with physiological needs (food, etc); safety; belonging; self-esteem or 
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success; and finally, self-actualization or development to full personal 
capacity. See Figure 4.5.

All other needs would usually have to have been satisfied before the 
individual arrives at the pinnacle of self-actualization. These ‘needs’ might 
be applied differently to different staff groups. It is likely that the shop-
floor worker will be more closely focused on the first two or three layers 
of the pyramid if they are at the earlier stages of their career than, say, the 
managing director. But do not jump to easy conclusions, as other factors 
might be playing a part including educational status. Security is unlikely to 
be such an issue for a graduate high-flier on the first rungs of the corporate 
ladder. Taking time to understand the motivations of individuals rather 
than treating them as an amorphous group should pay dividends for the 
internal communicator.

In writing about consumer rather than employee behaviour, Williams 
(1989) refers to the ‘black box’ model where the individual is seen to 
respond to an externally applied stimulus. He uses as illustration the famous 
experiments with Pavlov’s dogs and Skinner’s rats which elicited response 
through reward and punishment. This could be likened to the carrot and 
stick management approach, where the carrot is the incentive and the stick 
rather speaks for itself.

Neurolinguistic programming is a more recent addition to the communi-
cations toolbox. It seeks to provide an explanation for individual preferences 
for processing information. Giving someone with a preference for pictures 
great slabs of text may not be the way to achieve great success with your 
programme.

Figure 4.5 Maslow’s hierarchy of needs – the individual’s progression of needs 
and wants

Self-
actualization

Esteem needs

Belonging needs

Safety needs

Physiological needs
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Jonne Ceserani, of Synectics Europe, has suggested the brain does not 
simply hear the words of a speaker: at the same time it will be creating 
mental maps which serve to make sense of daily experiences. Imagery 
can mean very different things to different people, and for that matter to 
different cultures. To talk about ‘killing a sacred cow’ or ‘white elephants’ 
would offend some cultures. Choose your words wisely.

Returning to the psychological approach, Richard Varey (1997) draws 
attention to the early work produced by Eric Berne around transactional 
analysis. Here, how people relate to each other can be seen as role-playing, 
taking their cues from the way the family acts out various characteristics.

The roles of parent, adult and child can be seen to have both positive and 
negative aspects. A ‘parent’ may be positively supportive but more negatively 
be seen as controlling, while a ‘child’ could be playful and imaginative or 
disruptive. The ideal third way is the ‘adult’ approach, which is seen as the 
reasoned, logical approach. For effective communication to take place, both 
sides need to approach each other in a reasoned or adult way.

Rather a lot of the theories named by management writers in the past 
decade or so can seem, with the benefit of a backward glance, an older 
theory dressed up. For instance, when emotional intelligence which focuses 
on human relationships seemed at the end of its natural life, up popped 
the notion of the spiritual quotient. This promised to delve deeper into the 
individual’s soul.

Theories do not quite have the short shelf-life of high street fashion, but 
like all sartorial golden oldies they can have their day in the sun once again 
with a brand new tag. In the run-up to the 2003 Iraq war, publications like 
Management Today were heralding the return of the macho boss with such 
niceties as people-centred skills being given short shrift.

SHALL WE DANCE? THE COOPERATIVE MODEL

Most of these models appear focused on the individual. For Clampitt (1991) 
there is a way forward in his theory of ‘communication as dance’. This model 
has shifted from the ‘results’-driven arrow and ‘understanding’-motivated 
circuit models previously described. His more individualistic approach 
seeks out the coordination of meanings with both parties adjusting their 
communications in response to the responses they receive. They do not 
have to agree, as this model takes into account the fact that people may 
have different interpretations.

The example of such a coordinated conversation Clampitt uses in his 
book ends with the employee telling his manager to clear off after a series 
of playful insults have been directed at the employee. So it is not clear 
whether this model is included as recognition of the reality of everyday 
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communication or as the model we should be striving for. Could make for 
some fun exchanges!

An extension of Clampitt’s dance motif, in that it is purposefully 
designed to emphasize the positive and is focused on the individual, is 
the appreciative inquiry approach. Management consultancy Questions of 
Difference (QoD) used this approach with a range of clients. Working in 
small groups, individuals are encouraged to learn from what has worked 
well for them in the past and use this to develop approaches to apply to 
other areas of their working lives. The individual to be coached identifies 
individuals from among their peers, the people they manage and those who 
manage them to pinpoint the successful behaviours which can be further 
developed.

The supporting players in the endeavour are in turn developed as 
individuals, which should then serve to develop the organization’s skills 
as a whole.

QoD also used what it calls the TICing Model of Communication. TIC 
stands for ‘Time, Internal, Context’ and identifies 12 significant influences 
that may impact on how an individual will communicate in any given 
conversation or instance. Understanding these enables individuals to be 
more aware of how best to communicate with others and to interpret what 
is said in a given set of circumstances.

Conflict was seen as an expression of differences rather than something 
negative. Questioning was seen as a most powerful tool which will help 
people to change direction through curiosity. In ‘reframing and hearing’, 
individuals were helped to make sense of past events and responses and 
move away from blame to a cooperative approach.

QoD believed that organizational identity was predominantly formed 
through conversations and interactions between individuals, within teams 
and groups, and between management and staff.

COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION AND 
THE IMPLICATIONS

As a platform, the computer is affecting communication at every level. In 
some circles computer-mediated communication (CMC) is also referred to 
as ‘electronic media’ and covers intranet, group networks, websites and, 
most recently, social media. There is an increasingly large body of work 
on the implications of information technology on both organizations and 
society. So fast-moving is the area that papers published as little as five to 
ten years ago look positively antique in their approach.

A welter of academic papers has generally looked at whether preferences 
for particular channels could be put down to organizational rank, whether 
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electronic bulletin boards really link up that many people, and whether 
channels are providing a bridge between the interpersonal and the mass 
media.

One writer who almost begs to be included is the appropriately named 
Hacker (1996) who suggests CMC can empower politically. Hacker et al 
(1998) suggest that e-mail can increase organizational communication.

Organizations are now taking account of the fact that e-mail can be used 
as an informal channel, a kind of thoroughly modern grapevine which 
could be transporting views quite alien to the company stance. Surveillance 
and disciplinary policies may or may not defeat this in time.

Channels such as face-to-face communication are rated highly on what 
is termed the ‘media richness gauge’. Those that remove the human 
interaction, including e-mail, are likely to settle further down the scale. 
Like the related concept of social presence, media richness is based on the 
premise that individuals prefer media offering direct human contact. 

Reducing communication to ‘byte-sized’ chunks may have seemed the 
way that intranet and other computer-mediated communication channels 
were leading us. However, some believe the backlash has set in, with 
people now requiring all the context or background information that was 
previously jettisoned in favour of brevity.

D’Aprix ( Gorman, 2003) also believes that relying on electronic rather than 
face-to-face communication with staff could have horrendous implications. 
He argues that e-mail is not well structured, and gives little opportunity 
for exchange of information. ‘High touch’ rather than ‘high tech’ is what is 
needed. There is obviously a role for the canny communicator to teach staff 
how to make appropriate use of the communications tools to hand and so 
hopefully regain the upper hand.

David Phillips (2001) sounds some further warning bells with concepts 
such as ‘porosity’ which he relates to the passage of information from 
within an organization to external audiences. Depending on the intention, 
this could be seen as the new millennium version of whistleblowing. Many 
such actions are just as likely to be as a result of pressing the wrong key, but 
the result could be the same – information going to the wrong place.

In Chapter 8 we explore computer-mediated communications such as 
websites, podcasts, video-conferencing and the like, and in more detail 
in Part 2. It is important to emphasize that computer technology simply 
provides another platform for delivery. Choice of media should be based on 
whether the printed word, sound or visual elements are what is required to 
transmit the message most effectively. Otherwise we could be in danger of 
arriving back where it all began with the emphasis firmly on process rather 
than message.
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KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Identify the prevailing organizational culture – power, role, person or 
task.

 Look at current approaches to communication. Is it by exhortation, 
persuasion or discussion? So arrow, circuit or dance?

 Process or semiotics? Does your organization concentrate on the 
process of communication – the channels, vehicles? Or does it seek to 
generate common understanding (semiotics school)?

 Take lessons from the mass media. Look out for gatekeepers who can 
block as well as release information to a wider audience.

 Remember your audience is active and people may apply their own 
interpretations to your messages.

 Segment your audience according to life stage and culture as well as 
job.

 Do not get carried away with the latest technology – people still prefer 
the human touch in communication.
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Managing internal 
communication 
in-house

THE BUSINESS CASE

In an ideal world internal communication should be a key responsibility 
for the chief executive of any organization whatever its size. The reality of 
course can be quite different.

It is most likely that the function will be delegated to a board director and 
through them to a particular department. Again we would all like to see 
that director being a communications or public relations specialist. But even 
if they are, they could come from a wide range of backgrounds. Structural 
engineers have been known to swap career horses rather successfully. All 
these factors can influence where the function ends up being slotted into 
the organization’s structure. History, or the ‘we’ve always done it this way’ 
approach, may also dictate where internal communications as a function 
will sit within an organization.

Internal communication is an imperative for even the smallest of organi-
zations. It is arguably more difficult to manage a recalcitrant team of one, 
two or three than a much larger organization.

5
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Having an in-house department, specialists or at the very least a dedicated 
person means the organization can be assured that those concerned will 
have experience of the organization and its culture. They, in theory, should 
have the required links with those who make decisions and also those who 
have the relevant information – not necessarily always the same people.

Trying to produce an internal publication – print or web-based – from 
outside the organization without insider knowledge can be a complete 
nightmare, at least in the early days of any contract. From the client side 
of the fence there might be concerns about confidentiality and a lack of 
confidence about the nature of the consultancy’s other clients.

The choice between in-house department or external providers might 
also be determined by the size of the organization. A two- or even a 20-
person band will have very different requirements from an international 
concern.

The BBC’s then head of the internal communications function Russell 
Grossman believes the most successful internal communications team is one 
with a diverse set of skills. These should include marketing, organizational 
development, journalism, public relations, change management and more. 
Diversity in terms of life stage is also important. Those making a life-long 
career of an organization will bring a different perspective from those 
passing through.

The dedicated team approach can, however, have its drawbacks in terms 
of commitment to the delivery of internal communication. Once someone 
has been made responsible for the function, it can be easy for other functions 
within the organization to wash their hands of any involvement. Creating an 
understanding of the reality of the function is essential in order to develop 
the sound working relationships necessary for delivering the goods.

Responsibility for internal communication should ultimately and ideally 
rest with the chief executive. Experts in the field believe commitment or 
the lack of it on the part of senior management and their willingness to 
devote time and resources to the internal communications function will 
determine its and the organization’s success. Honesty and integrity at the 
upper corporate reaches will also help.

The best internal communications practitioners will fail if they do not 
have the support and commitment of the senior team, and they should 
ideally be part of it officially or unofficially.

WHO DOES IT

So having established that going in-house with the function is the preferred 
route for some, there are a number of places within the organization where 
the function might sit. What follows is intended to reflect what happens out 
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in the field, but the solution most palatable to those from a public relations 
background will no doubt be one of the first two options. That is a dedicated 
internal communication department or a team with links to public relations 
or corporate communications and human resources.

A survey conducted among North American companies in the early 
1990s showed a wide range of possibilities in terms of the departments in 
which the internal communications function could be housed. There were 
public affairs, corporate affairs/relations, human resources, finance, law, 
administration, advertising and marketing. In many of the UK examples 
included in this book, internal communications can be rubbing shoulders 
with an equally wide range.

Here are some options on where the internal communications function 
might sit within an organization.

Internal communications department
In an ideal world this would be every internal communicator’s dream 
scenario – a dedicated department.

It is also possible that there could be mini-departments or individuals 
in dispersed organizations. This would look rather like a classic business 
organization structure with these far-flung teams reporting in to, or working 
in conjunction with, a central department and/or director.

The mining giant Rio Tinto has run its communications function very 
much along these lines. With over 250 locations worldwide it would be 
impossible to deliver anything bar the framework within which the com-
municators in the individual businesses operate. A country base varies from 
vast operations with thousands of employees to a lone geologist or two in 
the proverbial hole in the ground in some remote place.

A dedicated department has allowed other communication professionals 
in the organization to get on with what they do best – public affairs, media 
relations, community liaison.

There are some very exotic titles around – ‘change management’ crops 
up more than once. Barclaycard had a very large team of internal communi-
cators brought together from a separate internal communications function 
and a change management team. This latter recognized the need for constant 
evolution in the business.

The wider Barclays group also recognized change as the norm but divided 
its activities between internal and externally based teams according to the 
complexity of the programme.

‘Performance and organization development’ put in an appearance in the 
local authority sector. What these intriguing names may be most indicative 
of is a desire to come up with a new label for the function.

There is a good argument for regarding the central communication 
function as facilitative rather than a delivery agent. Consultant Pamela 
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Mounter asserts: ‘Internal communication is the line management responsi-
bility, the managers have to do it and the internal communications manager 
has to help manage it. If the board does not own it then you will not get 
anywhere.’

There is an inherent weakness in the stand-alone internal communications 
department. A dedicated internal communications team or specialist 
could become isolated. They may have finely honed skills in web design 
and publication production but they could be telling a slightly different 
story from those other professionals, especially if they have different line 
managers. External communicators could well be reporting to marketing 
while internal communicators could be overseen by human resources 
management.

An effective internal communications department needs to raise its 
credibility most especially inside the organization. Many outsiders, and 
quite a few insiders for that matter, do not understand that keeping a 
workforce informed can and should be as rewarding a job as carrying out 
essentially the same function with an external audience.

Good internal publications and websites are designed by people who 
recognize that those who read them are the same people looking at maga-
zines, newspapers, websites and television programmes outside. The 
requirements for attractively laid out, well-researched information with a 
human twist does not change with the donning of the company uniform or 
the business suit.

A positive reason for having a dedicated internal communications team 
would be one of immediacy. They can roll into action as part of a crisis 
management team and if they have been allowed to do the job properly 
will have all the channels open and the communications vehicles ticking 
over and ready to go. Perhaps the best model is to see other departments as 
clients of the internal communications department.

Public relations/corporate communications
As we all know, the public relations, corporate communications, just plain 
communications, external affairs (or whatever) department can and ought 
to be the repository for communication knowledge. Those who see com-
munication as a broad, essential part of management and organization 
direction will most probably favour internal communication sitting in or 
reporting to this function.

A survey of internal communication in local government by Paul 
Inglefield (2002) found more than half the respondents reported internal 
communications managed by corporate communications, but worryingly 
14 per cent said it was not managed at all.

The downside of a non-dedicated team member will be that internal 
communication will get squeezed into the time left over from the competing 
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demands of TV crews, external publication deadlines and the like. Those 
questioned in the local government survey appeared to be multi-talented 
and certainly multi-tasked individuals as they estimated they spent no 
more than a third of their time on the function.

A more positive aspect is that an internal communicator wearing an 
external hat will be able to keep messages to both audiences consistent. 
This would hopefully result in the kinds of credible publications, website, 
videos, etc that staff will want to read. It is also more likely that the PR 
professional will have the ear of senior management and the right level 
of credibility to ensure they can argue their case more successfully. If they 
have really been doing their job they will also have a wealth of externally 
originated material which will involve or interest their internal publics in 
the same way as external audiences.

The PR practitioner should also bring an external focus to any problem 
areas, as how these issues are handled could have an impact on external 
perceptions. There is nothing like a juicy industrial tribunal case, particu-
larly one involving sexual or racial harassment or discrimination, for 
destroying years of painstaking work in the organization and in the wider 
community.

Human resources
Human resources departments can be perceived as the mouthpiece of 
management. When there is bad news to be delivered on the job front it 
is most likely to be seen as coming from this department. They are also 
perceived, rightly or wrongly, as doing little more than administering 
diversity and equal opportunities programmes, wage-round negotiations, 
benefit packages, team and individual performance in the job, disciplinary 
procedures and the like.

However, an effective HR department would have early warning of 
relevant directives coming from Europe. Most particularly they would have 
taken account of the directive on employee consultation which is boosting 
demands on the internal communications function.

The HR team will have also been responsible for flagging up the effects of 
legislation designed to recognize the interests of employees from different 
cultural backgrounds and/or with disabilities. Specialists in the field could 
be well versed in communicating with a very diverse range of people 
– skills that the internal communication person would find useful in com-
municating more effectively.

The HR department or specialists within it are also likely to be involved 
in career development and staff training. Delivering those packages is 
unlikely to fall to the internal communication specialist or PR professional, 
but some communications input could improve the experience. These areas 
should also prove fruitful for material for publications and websites.
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Marketing
A few years back the buzz phrase in marketing circles was ‘internal 
marketing’, and it seemed as if the marketing department had decided that 
internal communication should be part of its remit. After all, they could 
well be managing the sales team and much of that supervision would have 
required finely honed communication skills.

Although wider ranging than marketing, public relations is often seen 
as part of the marketing function, when marketing communication is at 
the fore, particularly in consumer or industrial sectors. This is rather  
like the view that public relations is just media relations – a common 
misconception.

Marketing has more of an external focus than human resources and is 
therefore more akin to the PR department. But again it could be argued 
that the focus is narrower than the PR function and is concentrated on the 
bottom line.

More positively, the internal communication practitioner would benefit 
from stronger links with the marketing function. Staff are interested in the 
results of campaigns and in new or renewed contracts – their livelihoods 
depend on them. Staff on the ground particularly in customer care centres 
need to know about the product, what it does and how it is being sold. 
Larger corporations are just as guilty as smaller ones of not equipping those 
in the firing line with the information needed to do their job.

Poor customer service can result in negative headlines and painful slots 
on consumer television programmes. So those complex departments of 
old where the reception or switchboard was seen to report to the head 
of communication perhaps knew a thing or two. They were a particular 
feature of the public sector. In order to be able to recruit and retain staff at 
a sufficiently senior level, unwieldy departments often grew up around the 
public relations and marketing function. It was not uncommon for typing 
pools and reprographic departments to be included in the communication 
function’s remit.

The extremely complex activities of Vertex, which has provided services 
for a wide range of mainly public sector bodies, reports to marketing. Here 
the internal audiences can even include staff on the authority’s own payroll 
as well as those transferred across from former employing bodies.

IT and knowledge management
It goes without saying that technology has transformed internal communi-
cation in recent years. Getting to grips with HTML and its cousins is the 
bane of many a communicator’s life and it can be tempting to hand this 
over to the IT department.
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Another recent buzz phrase has been ‘knowledge management’. A few 
rather imaginative technology experts have seen this as an extra for their 
armoury. For those who have missed this trend, it involves persuading 
staff to share their knowledge with their colleagues. This can result in 
an unmanageable mass of data which proves the point that data are not 
necessarily information, and information in its turn does not always convert 
to knowledge.

However, some IT managers also think that being able to crack the code 
means they should manage the information. It is one step from there to 
managing the information output. Database-generated websites are a real 
advance but they can overlook the basic principles of effective communi-
cation. A few multi-talented individuals may make the leap into design and 
in some cases to content, but this could explain why the worldwide web is 
littered with hard-to-use sites.

HOW INTERNAL COMMUNICATION IS REWARDED

The internal communications function can certainly compete in salary 
terms with similar levels of external or corporate communicator roles. 
Recruitment consultancy VMA Group’s Charlotte Butler said that the going 
rates in 2007 were:

Executive: up to £35,000
Manager: £35–50,000
Senior manager: £40–60,000
Head (director): £60–140,000

SO, HUMAN RESOURCES OR PUBLIC RELATIONS?

Ultimately in the field of internal communication the two departments 
within which the function most often sits is either public relations or human 
resources. David Ashford (2001) devoted his Masters dissertation to the 
question of the function’s most natural home.

His findings suggest that in larger companies internal communications 
mostly has a reporting line into public relations, whereas small organiza-
tions link it to human resources. He also found that human resources  
and public relations practitioners take different approaches to internal 
communication.

He suggests that historically human resources and corporate communi-
cations evolved from their origins as tactical support – personnel and public 
relations. Developing into today’s more strategically focused function has 
led to a battle for the boardroom.
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David Ashford identified five models for the internal communications 
function: alignment with human resources; alignment with public relations; 
division of responsibility between public relations and human resources; 
reporting directly to the chief executive; or full integration and shared 
responsibility between human resources and public relations.

There were different views as to the purpose of internal communication 
depending on which function the respondent came from. Human resources 
executives regarded employee communications ‘to be information sharing 
and empowerment with the ultimate goal of improving job effectiveness’.

When it comes to change management, both sides were insistent that 
both departments should work together but within their specific roles.

Those who had come into internal communications from a journalistic 
background were adamant that human resources people should not be 
actually delivering the messages as they had a tendency to complicate 
issues. The danger here is that human resources could become the policy 
driver while public relations just delivered at the tactical end.

Where a public relations reporting line was established this was seen to 
be a good thing. Public relations has a remit across the whole business and 
can demonstrate an understanding of the need for consistency in internal 
and external messages.

Quite a few of the respondents felt that where the internal communicator 
or department reported to did not matter too much. One possible outcome 
is for public relations and human resources practitioners to be drawn closer 
together. 

Wherever the internal communications function sits, it should be deliv-
ered in a sensitive manner which is attuned to the organization’s needs. 
See Figure 5.1 for what can only be described as a ‘dream’ organizational 
chart.

CENTRALIZED OR DECENTRALIZED

Even when you have decided which specific function or mix of functions 
the internal communicator should come under there is a further issue to 
consider. Writing in Profile (September/October 2005) Pamela Mounter 
looked at research by Melcrum Publishing into whether the internal 
communications function or department itself should be centralized or 
decentralized. ‘The case of the insoluble conundrum’ looks at whether the 
practitioner should be based in one large department at head office or out 
in the divisions/regions, depending on the way the business operates. The 
advantages and disadvantages of both models are listed below.
A centralized department provides:
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 a consistent message;
 group orientation;
 brand alignment; and
 rationalization of effort.

However, its disadvantages are:

 local disjoin with strategy;
 local disjoin with messages; and
 people who are distributors rather than strategists.

A decentralized department provides:

 relevance to the given locale;
 opportunities to develop strong leadership; and
 opportunities to develop talent.

Its downsides are:

 inconsistent messages;

Figure 5.1 The internal communications function – the ideal structure: a 
theoretical ideal internal communications department with ideal reporting lines
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 brand mess (failure to take the overview);
 duplication of effort; and
 communicators going native and off corporate message.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Internal communication should be a key responsibility of the CEO.
 Internal communication was commonly found in corporate communi-

cation departments but also possibly human resources or marketing.
 Internal communication specialists need good cross-organizational 

links wherever based.
 Consistency with external messages is essential.
 Where it sits is not important; being sensitively attuned to the organi-

zation’s needs is.
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Outsourcing 
the internal 
communications 
function

THE BUSINESS CASE

Something of a barometer for the health of the wider business community is 
offered by keeping track of the number of in-house communications people 
who suddenly reappear on the horizon in the guise of roving consultant. 
When times are rather better there tends to be an influx of people into 
in-house positions. This appears true for both internal and external 
communication.

As is the case with public relations generally, organizations both large 
and small may decide to use external expertise for a variety of reasons. This 
chapter will look at the pros and cons, including economic arguments and 
also how existing in-house staff may react under certain circumstances and 
the reasons why.

6
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Even organizations with quite large internal communications functions 
feel the need to draw on external expertise from time to time. Some very 
large employers keep a permanent roster of freelance consultants who can 
be called on to work through what is now deemed to be everyday change 
management.

Others may well call on a pool of communication consultancies to pitch 
for individual pieces of work or even whole programmes. By and large 
they too are working on the implementation end of things, producing the 
publications, the events, the website and the video.

But occasionally it is possible to find an example where it is the strategic 
thinking which has been contracted out. This approach worries those who 
argue that going down that route can result in everything being treated as 
a series of one-off activities rather than a unified whole, for there is a view 
that the overall panoramic vision can only come from being situated in-
house with the ear of the top management at least somewhere close by.

According to consultant Richard Gaunt, whoever does internal communi-
cations has to be in the loop at the highest level. They would be best posi-
tioned alongside the change agent in the company, be it the chief executive, 
human resources or whatever.

In his experience internal people often get hijacked to other activities, or 
are not devoted full time to it. Statistics for local government communicators 
suggest the majority spend no more than 30 per cent of their time on 
internal communication. As a result, the function will frequently lack focus  
and fall prey to the ills of procrastination and delay which can affect  
all organizations, only coming to the boil (if at all) when there is an 
emergency.

Richard Gaunt says that many internally-based communication people 
are inexperienced and untrained, having had a career elsewhere in the 
company (engineering, safety, secretarial) while others are graduates in 
media studies or public relations trying to apply advanced theoretical 
models to a bemused and sceptical company. He fears the programme will 
then get ditched at the first sight of a budget cut.

An external consultant on the other hand will make the time (within 
your budget constraints) to give concentrated attention to your internal 
communication issues, and it is in his or her interests to deliver on time.

A glance at the recruitment pages indicates that even junior help will 
not come cheap if it is to be situated in-house (see the previous chapter for 
rates). Companies have to consider the cost of the recruitment and selection 
process. Depending on the seniority of the position this could prove expens-
ive, especially if head hunters are commissioned. In addition to this there 
are salary costs and other expenses including pensions, National Insurance 
and other benefits. Even though there is a desire for newcomers to hit the 
ground running, the reality is few will. Some form of induction and ongoing 
training will also be required.
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There are not-so-obvious costs too. Desks if not offices have to be found 
and equipment supplied. Bringing staff up to speed on any newly intro-
duced technology is also a hidden extra. The knock-on effect goes on and 
on. Obviously this applies to any job but it is easy to see why an organization 
would think very carefully before going down the in-house route in the first 
place.

When using external consultancies the fee charged will cover a proportion 
of the overheads which are no longer the responsibility of the client. Spread 
over a number of clients, it is possible that the consultant may not cost quite 
so much over the long term as an in-house appointee.

This calculation may come unstuck depending on the nature of the 
consultancy being offered. More and more general public relations consult-
ancies are tempted by, and are attempting to gain a foothold in, what they 
see as lucrative new territory. As there is a crossover from communication 
into organizational development, management consultants will also be 
operating in this field.

Chapter 24 is devoted to the nuts and bolts of purchasing external 
services. To give some idea of fees, recruitment consultancy VMA Group 
says a senior practitioner in 2007 could have sought £700 a day (others 
indicated it could be double for the exceptionally talented) while a more 
junior person might warrant £250–300. This would be a huge commitment 
in investment terms for organizations with little money to spend.

Obviously it is a case of horses for courses. It is unlikely an organization 
needing a simple newsletter knocked out would want to pay that kind of 
money (however, rates for journalists are not too dissimilar, according to 
the National Union of Journalists). But for a major change management 
project that needs to be up and running quickly it may be worth it.

What you are really paying for when consulting with the likes of Richard 
Gaunt is perhaps decades of expertise which is unlikely to be similarly 
matched straight off a degree course. So there can be an argument for 
occasionally stretching the budget to such extremes.

Consultants can be called on not only to give high-level strategic advice, 
but also to provide support to in-house people who have rather less personal 
experience on which to call. This can be time limited or rather more open-
ended; if the latter, clear guidelines are needed to ensure costs are contained. 
In the case of specialist services such as printing and photography an 
understanding is needed as to who is footing the bill.

WHAT CONSULTANCIES CAN OFFER

Consultancies, and for that matter sole practitioners, with sufficient experi-
ence and good contacts can effectively run the entire internal communications 
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function on-site or at one remove. The more usual scenario is to contract out 
specific activities rather than the whole enterprise.

A diverse range of services can be for sale, ranging from satisfaction 
surveys through to board games. Technological solutions for the provision 
of websites, design of surveys or logistical management of employee 
conferences can save thousands of pounds and do away with some very 
boring tasks en route.

Many organizations have the design and production work for publica-
tions and videos carried out by external specialists. Those working for CIPR 
accredited consultancies often come with good-quality experience gained 
in working in other categories of media such as national and regional 
newspapers and magazines, or client side, that is within organizations in 
the public or commercial sector. 

Change management involving staff relocating from across Europe 
to a base in the south-east of England was contracted out by DHL. The 
company which won the pitch carried out the organizational development 
work and the communications aspects to support the programme. Running 
the project across a number of other countries was a major part of the remit, 
and taking account of the different cultural norms was one of the biggest 
challenges.

Face-to-face interaction with employees can be a matter of concern 
not only for front-line supervisors but also for directors and other senior 
management. Some communications consultancies offer communications 
coaching.

So the range of activities which a company can buy in is incredibly 
varied, ranging from straightforward delivery to strategic advice and even 
delivery of both. Consultancy can be bought from quite large firms in terms 
of numbers through to sole traders operating alone or in partnership with 
others to deliver the entire package or their part of it. The choice depending 
on budget is yours.

REASONS TO BE CAUTIOUS

Your in-house person or team is preparing to work alongside the rather 
expensive consultancy team you have brought in to inject some fresh ideas. 
What could possibly go wrong?

There appears to be a downside to every upside! Even very experienced 
internal people could well get jittery when expensive suits hove into view. 
Appointing consultants can send a subliminal warning to incumbent staff 
that their jobs may be at risk or that their skills are in doubt.

Even where the consultant is working in an organization without in-
house expertise there is still room for trouble. It is hard enough for a new 
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postholder to convince organizational old hands that there is a good business 
case; it is even harder for external practitioners. Without careful planning 
your expensive consultants may be held back in their activities, which may 
prove unexpectedly expensive for you if the delays can be blamed on the 
internal end.

Confidentiality may also be an issue where consultants work with similar 
customers. Conversely, credentials may be viewed with doubt if there is no 
apparent previous experience in the field on which to draw. There could be 
fears that external agents might opt for the ‘cookie cutter’ approach. This is 
where consultancies have a particular approach which they will tailor the 
client to fit rather than vice versa.

GETTING THE BEST FROM YOUR CONSULTANCY

From time to time most in-house departments will want to call on expertise 
outside their own experience to bring in fresh and wider insights, or 
simply more muscle to get the job done. The pros and cons have been well 
rehearsed earlier in this chapter, as have the potential pitfalls to avoid. But 
there are ways of working with external specialists which should ensure a 
satisfactory experience for all. These are covered more fully in Chapter 24, 
but some brief pointers follow below.

The starting point should be to go back to the organization’s objectives 
and current strategy and establish what it is that should be done to meet 
them. Be clear as to what it is you actually want and be sensible about who 
you invite to tender. Keeping numbers of quotes to a realistic level will help 
boost your credibility with external contractors and make taking the right 
decision much simpler.

Before looking outside, take an inventory of the skills base offered intern-
ally as this is often a cheaper option. Determine who internally will oversee 
the delivery of activity and who will be responsible on a day-to-day basis.

Prepare a decent brief and check that it means something outside your 
department and organization – your internal jargon may be incompre-
hensible to everyone else.

Be clear about what you are agreeing to in terms of time and budget. 
Draw up and sign contracts and keep to them. Build in some flexibility at 
the beginning to allow for consultants learning your organization. Keep 
consultants well briefed on any changes that become necessary.

It is also important to build in to any contract a carefully worded clause 
on how you expect your chosen consultancy to handle issues around 
confidentiality. You need to strike a balance between benefiting from their 
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expertise in your specialist field without the worry that your trade secrets 
will be shared.

In conclusion, consultancies should complement rather than duplicate 
the skills of yourself and your internal team. You need also to ensure that 
the consultancy’s own culture complements that of your organization. Be 
realistic about costs and keep a close eye on budgets. Be clear as to the 
complexity of the issue(s) you wish the consultancy to address. Clarify their 
core skills and whether they are those of the individuals who will work on 
the account or simply the fancy suits from the boardroom sent to impress at 
the pitch. And most importantly ask yourself – do you like them, can you 
work with them?

Liam FitzPatrick of Competent Communicators stressed a major difference 
in the external public relations consultancy and its counterpart majoring on 
internal audiences. The former, he would argue, does not need an in-depth 
understanding of a client’s organization or its business. However, for the 
internal communications consultancy to be able to contribute fully it has 
to have as good a grasp of the internal structure, culture and politics as an 
in-house practitioner.

He warned that there could be a tendency for internally based practitioners 
to hire consultants ‘out of a sense of frustration hoping they will be able 
to transform’ difficult situations where top managers are not listening. If 
the in-house practitioner has been unable to convince those who needed to 
hear, ‘there is no way a consultant will be able to’. In the new millennium 
the quality of internal appointees is rather better than a decade ago when 
consultants were the better option.

David Coe of Chemistry Digital, which majors on the newer technology 
delivery solutions, believed in-house clients need to commit to deep soul 
searching before calling in the consultants. This thorough interrogation of 
the objectives of the exercise would save a lot of time, money and frustration 
further down the line. Many would-be clients apparently continue to ask 
for a website, a game or an intranet without thinking about why it is needed 
and what it is intended to achieve.
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KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Consultants can supplement internal skills.
 Consultants are useful for implementing programmes.
 Highly experienced consultants can be used to provide strategic advice 

but usually this should be an internally sited expertise.
 External consultants need to be kept informed.
 It is possible to contract out the whole function, but consider the 

rationale carefully.
 Be clear with the brief and especially about objectives.
 Cover all eventualities in the contract (confidentiality, termination, 

deadlines, etc).
 Provide and maintain effective reporting channels.
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How the legal 
framework fits in

Internal communicators are as affected by the legal framework of the 
country as their external communication counterparts. When working 
across different borders it also pays to be aware of local regulation and 
legislation that may make a difference.

This section will look at the general legal framework that may have an 
impact on the work done within the internal communications function. It 
will look at aspects of workplace rules and laws which may not at first 
sight seem particularly pertinent, before turning to the European picture 
and what lies ahead. The rationale for including what will appear to be a 
substantial amount of human relations law, including that on discrimina-
tion, is the need to be aware of it when drafting materials or advising on 
programmes. A good place to start in the search for advice, for Chartered 
Institute of Public Relations members at least, is the members-only section 
of the institute’s website (www.cipr.co.uk). Useful books include Howard’s 
The Practice of Public Relations (1988) and the latest edition of McNae’s 
Essential Law for Journalists by Welsh et al (2007). The authors are indebted 
to Jo Saunders of specialist media and communications law firm Harbottle 
and Lewis LLP for assistance with information included in this chapter. 
Further information is also available on the firm’s website, www.harbottle.
com.

7
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GENERAL COMMUNICATION MINEFIELDS

Defamation: libel and slander
You may imagine it would be less likely for an internal communicator to fall 
foul of defamation laws, but in today’s more litigious environment it could 
well happen. There are several ways in which the law of libel may impact 
on internal communications work. 

For example, publication of the wrong photograph to illustrate a point 
could result in a claim being made by individuals either internally or 
externally based. One personal close shave for the author happened in 
the late 1980s in a London hospital. Purely illustrative photographs were 
taken of an isolation ward for an internal publication. A misplaced caption 
meant that a clearly identifiable individual could have argued it had been 
implied he had a particular condition, which he did not. The condition had 
potentially unfortunate sexual connotations. In terms of libel, there is no 
distinction between a publication intended only for distribution within an 
organization and one which is circulated to the wider public. Liability arises 
in any circumstance where a defamatory statement is published to a third 
party (not the subject) – even if it is only one colleague. Fortunately for this 
author, the narrow circulation of the publication to only the public relations 
department meant the risk of discovery of the libel was reduced, and this 
averted an expensive trip to the courts. Thorough proofreading would have 
prevented this libel.

More commonly the problem will arise with written or spoken statements 
rather than images. Be particularly careful of claims made about third 
parties or organizations – check these out with the party concerned. If you 
believe there is a potentially defamatory statement about a third party it is  
of paramount importance you give them an opportunity to comment 
(although this alone is not a defence to an action). If in doubt leave it out.

Defamation is the publication of a statement which lowers a person in the 
estimation of ‘right-thinking members of society’ (ie the typical reader or 
recipient of the statement). Libel covers statements in written or permanent 
form; slander, spoken or transitory. Websites, intranets, podcasts, blogs 
and e-mails are included within the scope of libel. In the case of electronic 
media, take care where staff are able to add their own material to sites – any 
difficulties arising from untrue statements will become the responsibility of 
the organization publishing the website together with the internet service 
provider hosting the site. If a website includes contributed third-party 
content it may be sensible to have a system to monitor new postings. If 
a complaint is received about any content, the item should be removed 
promptly while investigations are undertaken.

Office banter circulating by internal e-mail is a major risk. In 1997 
Norwich Union paid Western Provident Association £450,000 damages plus 
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costs after staff circulated rumours about the rival company via the internal 
e-mail. The company was liable for activities (even though unauthorized) 
of its employees. A strict policy on the use of e-mail is therefore essential.

The law presumes the statement which is disputed is false, unless the 
defendant can prove it is true. This can be extremely difficult, or even im-
possible with the evidence available. Remember the defendant also has to 
prove the truth of what the average reader thought the article meant – not 
what the defendant might have intended to say – so take care of ambiguity 
or unintended meanings. In your defence you might claim that the state-
ment is true or fair comment (based on true facts), or that the information 
is privileged which usually applies to Parliament and court proceedings. 
Make good use of any legal advice to which your organization has access.

Copyright, registered designs and patents
Reference has already been made to the possibility of libel in imagery. Much 
more likely is a claim for misuse of copyright owned by a photographer. 
Unless your organization actually employs the photographer as an em-
ployee or has obtained a detailed signed contract transferring the rights, 
copyright of images rests with the photographer. 

Be very careful about downloading images off a website unless it is clear 
they can be used. It is far better to go to a photographic library, many of 
which are online. It also pays to inform the photographer or the library of 
the uses to which the images will be put as part of the briefing process. You 
should also consult about any change of use at that or some later date. If the 
photographer owns the copyright they may object to certain uses.

Using an image more than once may also incur an extra fee, so any 
contract should formally take account of this. This also applies to the use of 
photo library shots – you will get billed for extra uses.

As a matter of courtesy if nothing else it is a good idea to credit the artist 
and/or source of an image even if you have paid for this. Good manners 
may reduce bills – legal ones that is.

The law does not protect ideas as such; it can only protect the expression 
of those ideas in written, artistic or other form. Copyright exists automatic-
ally and applies only if the work is original and then for a certain period 
of time (eg literary copyright in words, such as in this book, lasts from 
the moment of creation until 70 years after the author’s death). Copyright 
is breached where a ‘substantial part’ of the work is used or reproduced 
without permission of the copyright owner. The Copyright, Design and 
Patents Act 1988 has been amended to take account of European Union-
inspired harmonization. Keep in mind that copyright laws may still be 
different from country to country and this could have a bearing not just on 
publication of information from another country, but also anything being 
published across a number of countries.
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An aggrieved party might seek an injunction forbidding further infringe-
ment, ask for damages and an order for offending copies to be surrendered. 
Defences might be that there is no copyright in the work, that you have not 
used a substantial part, that you had a licence from the rights holder to use 
the work, or that the person complaining is not the rightful owner of the 
copyright.

Another way of protecting intellectual property is by applying for a 
trademark. These can be granted over words and phrases, pictures and 
designs, colours and even smells. The trademark allows its owner to 
exploit it exclusively in particular areas of use. The English language seems 
peppered with trade names that have become generic terms (Hoover for 
vacuum cleaner). To save at the very least hours of a law lecture from a 
passing pedant it is worth finding substitutes from everyday language. 
Trademark protection incidentally is for a limited period.

Plagiarism is a related problem, certainly in any area which touches 
on the academic world. If in producing copy you refer to other people’s 
documents, quote them thoroughly and accurately. It is permissible to 
reproduce a copyright work if it is either an insubstantial part, or if it is 
being used solely for private research. Commercial use will not be covered 
by this latter exception. It should be clear you are not laying claim to the 
ideas of another. If nothing else it is good manners to give credit where it 
is due. 

Breach of confidence
Misuse of ideas or information received in confidence from someone else 
can be the subject of an action for breach of confidence. For example, one 
client may object to their information being used for the benefit of another. 
Conversely this could apply if a consultant felt a proposal or plan had been 
used without consent or payment. This latter can be difficult to argue on 
grounds of the offending item having to be an exact copy of their original 
work. It will assist if you require clients to whom you pitch ideas to enter 
into a confidentiality agreement, or at the very least make clear that the 
information you share is confidential and may not be reused. It is of course 
bad form to pass off someone else’s ideas as your own.

Equally it is at the very least bad form and may be unlawful to relay 
to other parties information given to you in confidence. This could have 
been the result of a badly drafted brief and would apply equally to those 
given to in-house practitioners as well as externally based consultants. 
Seek clarification of anything that causes concern, checking discreetly with 
others in appropriate positions where possible.

A different kind of breach of confidence can be where an aggrieved 
member of staff has gone outside the organization, possibly to the mass or 
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specialist media, to complain of alleged malpractice. Whistleblowers (see 
also ‘Health and Safety’ section on page 71), where they can show they 
have acted in good faith and it is clearly in the public interest to disclose the 
confidential information, such as where public safety is an issue, may have 
a defence against an action for breach of confidence. However, the public 
interest must be sufficiently strong, and something that is ‘interesting to the 
public’ is not the same thing as being in the public interest. Whistleblowers 
may also be protected from dismissal if the disclosure is made to an 
appropriate person, such as a regulator, trading standards or the police (the 
media is unlikely to be an ‘appropriate person’). The resulting publicity 
will do no good for the organization’s standing or for internal morale. An 
internal communicator who has built a sound reputation at all levels of an 
organization may be able to act as an internal barometer, picking up on 
concerns before they reach such a critical stage.

A special subset of breach of confidence has also developed to protect the 
individual’s privacy. In effect, it is now unlawful to misuse private personal 
confidential information. This will certainly include recorded information 
such as medical and health details, political or religious beliefs, and 
domestic life. Even use of information that is in the public domain may be 
an infringement of privacy where there was a reasonable expectation that 
it would not be given widespread disclosure, such as photographs taken in 
places where there was reasonable expectation of privacy, like a restaurant 
or private party, or showing private activities.

For this reason it is good practice and in some sectors mandatory to 
secure informed consent for photography or filming of the public. Especial 
care needs to be exercised when handling situations involving children, but 
also adults who may, by reason of mental health issues, be unable to give 
informed consent. A consent form can be easily drawn up and should be 
phrased in simple but clear language because those signing must under-
stand what they are agreeing to.

Competitions
To liven up publications and encourage reader involvement it can be tempt-
ing to come up with a competition. Be particularly careful when drafting 
rules, especially where some external audiences might be included. The 
Institute of Sales Promotion (see Appendix 4 for website address) has more 
detail on this complex area.

Contract law
Law on contract may apply in a number of ways, particularly if you yourself 
are a consultant, or as an in-house person are using subcontractors to carry 

AJC Group



Setting the scene

70

out work. A consultant can also subcontract work but retains the responsi-
bility for that work. It is worth keeping records including invoices for up to 
six years after the contract is concluded, as action for breach of contract can 
be taken for that period.

As a consultant it is important to ensure all agreements entered into with 
and on behalf of a client are carefully worded. When booking rooms or 
ordering print work or photography, it is relatively common for suppliers 
to bill the consultant direct who then charges the client. However, if the 
client defaults on the payment the consultant will be liable, unless it has 
been made very clear that the agreement is directly between client and 
supplier and the consultant is acting only as an agent of the client. You may 
only enter into agreements as an agent for your client if you have the proper 
authority to do so. 

Employers or clients will be liable for the acts of employees or agents 
carried out in the course of their employment. If the act is of a criminal 
nature, liability would only apply if the act was carried out under the 
employer’s instructions.

Any contract for services implies a duty to carry out the services with 
reasonable care and skill. Also, when giving a reference for an employee or 
supplier there is a duty of reasonable care, so these should be drafted with 
caution. Painting too rosy a picture can be as bad as the opposite. Remember 
the risks of defamation when giving references.

IN THE WORKPLACE ITSELF

Employment legislation/good practice
The way in which business procedures and relationships are conducted in 
the workplace could come under public scrutiny should an individual be 
disciplined and/or dismissed. It is worth keeping informed of any changes 
in this area and of the exceptions that might apply, as not all line managers 
will be sufficiently informed to have acted according to the law. 

Employers may place restrictive clauses in the employment contract 
to attempt to prevent former employees being able on behalf of future 
employers to make use of information gained while in their earlier 
employment, or to ‘poach’ clients or staff. The ex-employee may argue it 
restricts their freedom of employment. Usually such a restrictive clause will 
be successful as long as it is not unreasonable in its scope or duration.

Employees can bring a claim of unfair dismissal if they have been in the 
organization’s employ for a year, although there are circumstances under 
which proceedings may be brought with less than one year’s service. These 
occasions usually relate to discriminatory practices or where early dismissal 
was instituted for no other reason than to circumvent legal requirements.
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Incidents of gross misconduct may mean employers do not have to go 
through the lengthy proceedings usually required of them when seeking to 
dismiss. What could constitute gross misconduct is an area of some debate, 
and again could lead in the direction of the employment tribunal.

Health and safety
In heavy industry and construction trades, strict guidelines are usually in 
place for the protection of the worker and their colleagues. Some responsi-
bility does fall to the individual to wear protective clothing as appropriate 
and to act sensibly in areas of risk. That does not, however, exonerate the 
employer from providing the necessary equipment for the safe performance 
of the work or from ensuring the environment is safe. Failure to do so 
can result in prolonged media coverage of a negative nature which will 
involve inquests (in the case of death), inquiry (death and injury) and court 
cases which could result in imprisonment, hefty fines and compensation. 
Covering such incidents in company publications is likely to provide a 
particular challenge.

Where the internal communicator is more likely to be involved on a day-
to-day basis is when issues of health and safety are dealt with in advance 
of problems developing. At BMW Plant Hams Hall a video was made on 
the subject of cleaning to emphasize its importance to everyone. Practical 
tips on safe lifting and handling and also safe use of such seemingly 
innocuous equipment as computers may also be a proactive way of averting 
problems.

Health and safety can also be extended into more general workplace 
welfare and can encompass harassment and bullying. Despite official help 
for those who blow the whistle on poor practice, tribunals and other court 
hearings are still a too common outcome. There were 1,200 claims under the 
Public Interest Disclosure Act up until February 2003 according to Gaymer 
(2003).

Trying to move away from this, some organizations have put in confiden-
tial hotlines to encourage staff to see the internal route as the preferred 
one.

Anticipating forthcoming law can bring competitive advantage and 
enhanced reputation, as global mining giant Rio Tinto surely demonstrated. 
For some years preceding the introduction of legislation the company had 
been running a programme which encouraged employees to confidentially 
and, if required, anonymously report any issue of concern. Calls are taken 
by an independent third party and passed to two senior members of staff to 
investigate. A summary of the call report and any subsequent investigation 
and action then goes to the global chief executive. This is regarded as the 
ultimate expression of corporate transparency, a step in the right direction 
for good governance.
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Trying to implement a programme like that across different cultures, 
governments and languages has been quite challenging. The idea came 
from the CEO, as the company wants to make sure all activity is carried out 
in the safest manner, that all problems are identified at the earliest possible 
stage and appropriate actions taken.

Then Communications Advisor and the programme’s global coordinator, 
Mike Moser, said: ‘Safety is one of the most important issues for Rio Tinto 
and although we have rigorous safety standards to which we operate, should 
an employee have any concerns in this area, we would like them expressed. 
The programme is being positioned as a last resort communications channel 
when all existing ones – such as an open-door policy or face-to-face meet-
ings – have been exhausted. In light of recent UK legislation all major organi-
zations will need similar programmes.’

To show how seriously it takes safety, in what after all must rate as one of 
the potentially most dangerous industrial sectors, Rio Tinto requires even a 
twisted ankle to be included in accident reports. Figures for all these reports 
are made public on the company’s safety website and summarized in its 
annual safety and environment report. 

Not all bullying and harassment in the workplace stems from an attempt 
to cover up unsafe practice, but could be the unfortunate extension of a 
particular culture that the company may have fostered inadvertently. 
Pressured environments where difficult-to-reach targets are set could be 
a breeding ground for this kind of behaviour. The internal communicator 
needs to pay attention to the tone of materials they produce to ensure they 
are not adding to any problem.

Monitoring staff behaviour is a particularly tricky area. Privacy too is 
of growing concern and there remain issues around the personal use of 
telephones. A bank monitored calls for a day and found only 10 per cent 
related to work. The latest trend is now related to e-mail and internet use 
and abuse, and there have already been several high-profile cases regarding 
teams and individuals sacked for downloading pornography. (See also the 
earlier section on the risk of e-mail defamation.) Staff should be informed if 
calls and internet-based activity are to be monitored and it is recommended 
to publish a clear policy on internet and e-mail use.

On a more positive note internal communicators may find themselves 
explaining benefits to staff as part of their work. Current issues around 
pension rights have been spilling over into the external media environment 
and need to be addressed internally.

Work–life balance
Drawing the line between what part of an employee’s life is in the public 
or employer’s domain and what is not is becoming increasingly difficult. 
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Basic issues such as working hours have in recent years been the focus of 
directives from Europe. Parents of both sexes now have greater rights for 
time off paid or unpaid during certain periods of their children’s lives. 
Greater flexibility is apparently the desire of larger numbers of employees. 
These requirements may be rather time sensitive as during a recession there 
may be less emphasis on rights and more on hanging on to the job.

How you dress is also becoming an issue worthy of a tribunal as recent 
media coverage has demonstrated. Dress codes may seem eminently 
sensible when faced with a young staff determined to dress in torn denim on 
an exhibition stand, but proceed with caution, especially if the rules cannot 
be applied equally across both sexes and to individuals whose clothing is 
part of their religious beliefs.

Diversity
Since 2 December 2003 legislation outlawing discrimination on the grounds 
of religion and belief extended the rather limited racial discrimination 
legislation in this area. Your organization will need to treat all religious 
groups equally. For example, it will need to provide appropriate facilities 
for different religious groups, such as prayer mats, if it affords a different 
religious group equivalent privileges. With increasing diversity in the 
workplace this will become even more of an issue. Your publications will 
also need to be designed to take account of the need for balance between 
different groups.

The December 2003 deadline was shared with regulations which apply 
not just to gender but also to sexual orientation. Disability legislation 
which requires every reasonable effort to be made to make the workplace 
fully accessible was further extended in 2004, while age discrimination 
regulations were added in December 2006.

This latter is of particular concern with the increasing focus on anticipated 
shortfalls in pensions and the need for working lives to be lengthened to 
compensate. The legislation standardizes retirement at 65, but if a firm’s 
retirement policy is under 65, then it must be objectively justified. If a 
worker requests to work beyond the retirement age, the employer is under 
a duty to consider this request, and ACAS (Advisory, Conciliation and 
Arbitration Service) guidance is that this should be considered, focusing on 
the positive reasons for continuing to employ, and if the request is refused, 
reasons should be given.

It is entirely possible to go too far in this direction and wind up being 
accused of being too politically correct. Chapter 11 covers managing the 
needs and attitudes of different staff groups (in terms of age, gender, eth-
nicity, culture, etc) rubbing up against each other in the workplace. Striking 
a balance between good manners, what is realistic in terms of the size of 
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the organization, and the letter and spirit of the law should be sufficient. 
Maintenance of good relationships with your human resources and legal 
colleagues is therefore essential. (Appendix 4 includes a range of useful 
organizations in this field including the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission, formed from a variety of equality bodies on 1 October 2007.)

Data protection
Data protection legislation has been extended beyond computerized records 
to include paper-based files. This means that all personal data about a living 
individual which is held or processed is subject to complex rules about 
when and how it may be used.

Public sector organizations have long known how to handle sensitive and 
confidential information, and commercial enterprises could well learn from 
them. (Public authorities are, in addition, now also subject to the provision 
of the Freedom of Information Act 2000 which allows individuals to require 
disclosure of any information the public authority holds, not only personal 
data.) Human resources colleagues should also be well versed in the precise 
implications of data protection law.

An individual attending an interview can now request all notes taken at 
the proceedings to be handed over. Scurrilous comment on dress sense (or 
what could be construed as such) is unlikely to read well at a tribunal.

Scrupulous notes on all proceedings relating to an individual should be 
kept but should be drafted in a careful way with potential litigation in mind. 
Be prepared for whatever is written to be requested at some stage.

All organizations which process personal data (which is likely to be almost 
any firm with employee records at least) are required to be registered with 
the Information Commissioner. The application form for data protection 
registration is a good place to start in attempting to establish a framework 
for policy in this area. The legislation also applies to a whole range of 
other information which may have been stored concerning individuals or 
organizations. It is good practice to review all files and establish whether 
material needs to be kept.

Human rights
Since the coming into force of the Human Rights Act 1998, the courts have 
been obliged to interpret all legislation and case law in such a way as to 
ensure that the rights and obligations of the European Convention on 
Human Rights are observed. This now colours the entirety of the law. The 
most important rights in the context of communication are Article 8 – the 
right to respect for private and family life, home and correspondence; and 
Article 10 – the right to freedom of expression.
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Stock Exchange
Because of the impact of price-sensitive information on share price, the 
Stock Exchange requires to hear of major changes in the workplace from 
you first, before you can tell the rest of the world.

It all has to be done with military precision: the Stock Exchange at 7.30 
am, then an immediate flurry of e-mails and text messaging to precipitate 
cascade briefings to staff literally minutes later, often as they arrive for work. 
Informing staff of a major change in the business or worse, that they have 
been made redundant, by text, telephone, e-mail or video (in one celebrated 
case) is extremely poor practice.

Consultation Directive/works councils
All this is brought sharply into focus by what could eventually prove the 
biggest shake-up in the world of internal communication for quite some 
time. The European Commission’s Information and Consultation Directive 
was implemented in the UK in March 2005.

As stated in the Chartered Institute of Public Relations policy document 
on the subject, it establishes a right to new minimum standards for workforce 
communication and involvement in large firms. It makes a basic case for the 
fair treatment of people at work.

The Directive applies to undertakings or establishments (either business, 
or public and private organizations carrying out economic activity not 
necessarily for gain) in the European community. It has been phased in so 
that it applied to undertakings with 150 or more employees from March 
2005, those with 100 or more employees by March 2007, and those with 50 
or more by March 2008.

The Directive gives employees the right to be informed about the busi-
ness’s economic situation, and informed and consulted about work pros-
pects, and major changes in work organization or contracts, including 
redundancies and transfers from one organization to another.

Information giving and consultation has to take place at an appropriate 
time and at the right level of management. Usually it will be done via 
employee representatives. Having received the information they may meet 
the employer, present their opinion and expect a reasoned response.

Employers and employees may agree differing procedures. It is for 
the individual member states to determine the way they go about this. 
Employers can withhold information where its disclosure may harm  
the company or they may require it to be kept secret by the employee 
representatives.

Previously employees were only entitled to consultation limited to 
collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings, health and safety, and in 
large multinational companies through European works councils.
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This framework is already in operation in other European countries and, 
despite similarly strict money market structures, has been made to work. A 
recent survey of 24 multinational companies’ experiences of works councils 
has been very positive, according to legal firm Hammonds.

Speaking at the CIPR’s then Internal Communications Group in 2002 
(now CIPR Inside) lawyer Makbool Javaid asserted that the Directive also 
reflects the very clear differences between British and European corporate 
culture. The UK approach had been to prefer to communicate directly to 
staff and to control the agenda. The European line opts for the representation 
model which concentrates on negotiation and discussion with employees 
on decision making. 

Such a fundamental change in approach is likely to open up more oppor-
tunities for communicators who have the trust of both senior management 
and the workforce. Being aware of the legislative framework as a whole is 
the first step towards building this necessary confidence.

Key points to remember regarding the Information and Consultation 
Directive were set out by Paul Massie at a meeting of the then Internal 
Communication Alliance, now CIPR Inside, held in spring 2004. He said 
the Directive would not be:

 set in stone;
 specific about the arrangement your organization should actually 

make.

It would however be:

 a recognition of the right to information and consultation;
 a general framework setting out minimum standards.

It would require employers to:

 inform about recent and probable developments in company activities 
and the economic situation;

 inform and consult about decisions likely to lead to substantial changes 
in contracts or in the way work is organized; 

 inform and consult about employment prospects.

Paul Massie said the UK had a strong business case for adopting the 
Directive. It could be argued to be essential for ‘creating high performance 
workplaces’ and building ‘a culture of trust, cooperation, mutual respect 
and innovation’. It also would improve employee satisfaction and improve 
management decision making.

In practice the Directive means organizations will have to inform and 
consult their workforce on a far greater range of topics. Employee rights 
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to information and consultation have also been greatly extended. Such 
informing and consultation needs to be conducted through employee 
representatives and there has to be representation of the whole workforce 
not simply those covered by trade union membership.

Research on behalf of the Internal Communication Alliance (now CIPR 
Inside) in early 2004 found that at that point 85 per cent knew little or 
nothing about the regulations and many others were scarcely prepared for 
them.

Organizations which fail to agree a valid structure could face a fine of 
£75,000. So how should organizations act? Paul Massie said they should 
audit their current industrial relations environment and check what 
workforce agreements already exist, and review them and the management 
decision-making process.

He believed the Directive offers internal communicators the chance to 
‘drive employee involvement, participation and dialogue’. It provides an 
opportunity to review and improve existing two-way channels of communi-
cation and opens up the possibility of closer partnership with human 
resources.

How the Directive has worked out
Paul Massie has had plenty of experience of adding substance to the rhetoric 
in the years since giving that talk. At the time of writing he chaired the CIPR 
Inside group and had moved on from National Grid Transco to become 
Head of Marketing and Communication at Serco’s BPO (Business Process 
Outsourcing) services.

The division’s employee consultative committee has met regularly and 
has been used as a forum to inform employees of changes and to consult 
where appropriate. It has provided a useful feedback channel to managers 
and helped shape communication programmes.

Paul stressed that as a feedback channel it is not a ‘silver bullet’ and 
should not be used as a substitute for other existing or necessary forums 
and other communication mechanisms. It is, however, a very useful formal 
channel for managers to engage with employees.

He felt that some companies might find the process uncomfortable. In 
the past they ‘would have crossed the Ts and dotted the Is before talking 
to employees and by then it would be too late to enter into engagement. It 
requires a change of behaviour by management.

‘It takes a lot of work. You have to have support mechanisms so repre-
sentatives do feed back and do truly represent their colleagues. They need 
to be trained and aware of their responsibilities,’ he said.
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Freedom of Information Act 2000
Since 1 January 2005, some 100,000 public authorities across the UK have 
been required to change the way in which they respond to and provide 
information to the general public. This legislation is intended to help 
the public understand how such authorities carry out their duties, make 
decisions and spend the money they receive. The list of public authorities 
affected by the legislation is wide, and it can require the authority to disclose 
not only information about their own organization but also information 
they hold about third parties. The Act may therefore have implications for 
commercial companies too, particularly those who are regulated by a public 
body or who participate in public–private partnerships. 

Exemption clauses will cover information including that which may be 
deemed likely to affect national security, involve personal data or commer-
cial confidentiality. However, it is feasible that the legislation could be used 
indirectly to flush out some information which could affect companies.

Organizations which have devised appropriate record-keeping proce-
dures which are sufficiently flexible to take account of requests for informa-
tion should be able to cope with this piece of legislation. 

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Be careful of accidental libel or slander; ignorance is no excuse.
 Consent forms for photography, film and audio formats are essential.
 Check copy as widely as possible.
 Be careful of third-party generated material on websites – liability is 

borne by the organization publishing the website.
 Clarify ownership of copyright to images, text or other works through 

use of contracts.
 Keep files in good order in case of future disputes on contracts.
 Be clear through use of contracts who is responsible for suppliers’ 

bills.
 Keep up to date on employment and health and safety legislation.
 Diversity is an ever-expanding field: age has joined religion, sex, sexual 

orientation and race.
 Major workplace changes must be communicated to the Stock Ex-

change first.
 The European Information and Consultation Directive will affect even 

quite small companies by 2008.
 Use the directive as a positive opportunity to build trust between 

management and workforce with major benefits for the bottom line.
 The Freedom of Information Act has greatest impact on public 

authorities, but those private companies providing any information to 
public authorities need to watch out.
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The channels, 
vehicles and  
activities

Now the fun bit. This chapter effectively acts as a menu of options as 
regards communication vehicles. There can be a tendency to focus too much 
on the media and lend a bit too much credence to the Marshall McLuhan 
much-misquoted slogan, ‘the medium is the message’. It may also be why 
some management continues to see communicators as mere messengers or 
purveyors. Putting that argument to one side it is worth being aware of the 
many ways you can communicate with your workforce if you only had the 
budget!

This chapter will touch on each main group of activities with the emphasis 
on when to use them. The ‘how’ will be covered in more detail in Chapters 
13–24.

WHAT IS THE MESSAGE?

Before looking at today’s options for media selection, here are some simple 
guidelines to assist management in crafting those all important messages. 

8

AJC Group



Setting the scene

80

The selection of media should not be the highest ranked priority on the list 
when planning a strategy for internal communication.

Senior management should first be encouraged to think about what it is 
that needs to be communicated. A very few key messages should be distilled 
because there can be a temptation to swamp the internal public with far too 
many ideas all at once. A desire to cover all the bases simultaneously can 
lead to as much confusion as offering no information at all.

Simplicity should also be the guiding principle behind the delivery of 
the specific messages. Information should be kept simple and presented 
in language with which the selected audience is comfortable. Boardroom 
jargon may not translate too well down at the call centre, but will be 
appropriate at senior and middle management levels.

As with external communication programmes, internal audiences should 
be segmented to assist in the effective and timely delivery of appropriate 
information. Timing would obviously be a factor when delivering informa-
tion that could have an impact on Stock Exchange ratings. In this example 
senior managers would be briefed before those in customer-facing or more 
front-line positions.

Just because your organization has always produced a glossy magazine 
or has switched everything to a website does not mean that this is the 
only way information can be communicated. Media appropriate to the 
message, its timing and the needs and preferences of the audience should 
be considered.

It is unwise for any large organization to put all its eggs in one media 
basket and just use one medium. Even the smallest of organizations is likely 
to be using more than one approach to communicate with its internal audi-
ences. What follows should be seen as an opportunity to take a more holistic 
approach to communication and adopt multiple rather than solo media.

A good communications strategy recognizes the strengths and weaknesses 
of each medium and uses it appropriately to ensure lateral as well as top-
down and bottom-up communication. A house journal or video should be 
seen as a tactic in the strategy rather than the strategy itself.

FACE TO FACE – ONE TO ONE

Often overlooked, but according to all the surveys still the most valued 
form of communication by employees across all sectors, is face-to-face, one-
to-one communication.

However, there can be a negative side. Senior management can often 
make assumptions that a corporate stance is understood by all in the same 
way; this can be a dangerous position to adopt. It is necessary to check there 
really is mutual understanding on critical issues. 
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If management has chosen not to practise one-to-one communication or 
is not doing so comprehensively enough, the staff concerned will find their 
own channels for plugging the gaps in their knowledge. What they hear on 
the grapevine or round the water cooler may not be the real position but it 
will in their view have to suffice.

A wily communicator will set up a more officially approved version of 
the grapevine by developing ‘champions’ to ensure the right information 
is getting out, but this needs to be handled very carefully to overcome any 
suspicions or hostility.

A technique from the human resources or organizational development 
end of the spectrum is mentoring, buddying or coaching. There are shades of 
opinion as to whether mentoring and coaching actually constitute different 
things. The relationship can be very structured or quite informal and these 
days does not in fact require much in terms of face-to-face meetings, as 
e-mail can suffice to maintain contact.

There are tools designed to help managers interact more effectively with 
those they come into contact with on a daily basis. The emphasis is on posi-
tive rather than negative feedback, and the opportunity to apply the criteria 
of success to other areas of practice.

Behavioural change which can improve one-to-one exchanges was 
achieved with no hurt feelings by international development charity Plan 
which invited actors in to conduct role-play. An extreme version of an 
ordinary exchange between a European fundraising person and a colleague 
based in an overseas project was played out. By making people laugh, 
some serious points were made about not making assumptions and how to 
negotiate successfully beyond them.

Although face to face in a one-to-one situation is the stated preferred mode 
by staff, it will not always fit the bill. It is most effective when messages are 
relatively simple and the opportunity it provides for the listener to give 
feedback instantly provides an excellent way of checking understanding 
and absorption. Messages should therefore be simple and repeated as 
necessary.

One to ones are most likely to be used when briefing individual team 
members and to check on progress on work in progress.

FACE TO FACE – EN MASSE

There are obviously occasions when a message has to be delivered to more 
than one member of staff, and internal communicators are more likely to 
become involved in preparing the materials for such mass opportunities. 
Simplicity remains crucial whatever the size of the group but the larger 
it becomes the more supporting material such as audio-visual tools and 
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information packs will be required. Materials may need to be tweaked to 
meet the needs of different levels of an organization or different abilities. 
Content is most likely focused on business news and developments. It 
should, in an ideal world, be the way bad news about company performance 
is delivered. However, individual bad news such as redundancy should not 
be delivered impersonally but in one-to-one, face-to-face situations (texts to 
mobile phones and e-mails do not fit the bill).

Some companies put a huge amount of effort into running effective road-
shows for groups of staff selected on a geographical or a business area 
basis. This structured approach ensures everyone gets the required and 
consistent message at some point. Video/DVD can be added to the mix as a  
spur for discussion. Using a mix of approaches ensures the message is 
emphasized.

Where it is just business as usual it is important that there is a point to 
the meeting and a clear agenda. Some organizations hold regular cascade 
briefing sessions which require key messages to be established by the board 
and then filtered down through the management levels and back up again. 
Feedback is not simply one-way as the executive team gives its response to 
employee comments through the team briefing.

There is scope too for a more personalized approach. Employees from 
across the North Tees and Hartlepool NHS Trust have been invited on a 
randomly selected basis to lunch sessions with directors. These have been 
no holds barred, and if questions were not answered on the spot the query 
was followed up after the lunch. The response is fed back to the attendees 
in a memo despatched through the internal mail system.

Walking the business is an important way of keeping top managers in 
touch with the ground floor. At the Churchill Insurance group managers 
have to work at the ‘coalface’ several times a year, thereby debunking the 
‘special occasion’ notion. In BP senior managers spend a day working at a 
petrol station. This helps them understand what is happening at the front 
line of the business.

Consider holding meetings at the local equivalent of a Starbucks café. 
Such a place would provide neutral territory for the meeting and provides 
space and ‘quiet’ for thinking away from telephones. 

But it is not necessary to leave the office to achieve a relaxed environment as 
charity Plan discovered when it introduced ‘brown-bag lunches’ where you 
bring your lunchtime sandwiches to an informal meeting. Norma Johnston 
reported that the meetings were a mix of organizational housekeeping and 
important announcements, and a chance to hear how colleagues in the field 
actually deliver developmental programmes. Debate is encouraged by the 
communications staff and the sessions were welcomed by staff who rarely 
visit programme countries to see Plan’s work for themselves.

Again these sessions acted almost in the manner of a physical manifestation 
of a publication. The ‘show and tell’ aspect aided understanding but also 
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sugared the pill of other more mundane but critical matters for discussion.
Mass face-to-face meetings can be used effectively to disseminate crucial 

messages which need to be delivered in the same way and at the same 
time to a large group. Building a slot for regular meetings can overcome 
perceived communication vacuums but it is important than the information 
relayed is worthwhile, otherwise such activities can become discredited 
among key audiences.

Factor in not just the financial cost of travel for events. The environmental 
damage wrought by long distance flights or multiple car journeys should be 
considered, as these will certainly be deemed unsustainable despite carbon 
offsetting.

PRINT

From newsletters to magazines via pay packet communication the value 
of an easily portable communication vehicle and its function as an organ 
of record should not be dismissed, even if the concept may seem dated 
and not particularly environmentally friendly. Tips on content, design 
and dissemination appear in Chapter 16 while Chapter 17 concentrates on 
purchasing the necessary elements.

The demise of the printed word has long been predicted but is showing 
no immediate signs of happening. Companies that abandoned print in 
favour of intranet and e-mail bulletins often added it back into the mix. Like 
many other organizations the BBC has maintained both, using the print 
publication for reflection and the intranet for immediate news items.

Publications should be content driven and could profitably take their 
inspiration from the news-stands. Rather too many publications produced 
for internal audiences do not have the production values and, therefore, the 
appeal of publications employees can buy off site.

Activity at the LE (formerly London Electricity) Group included a very 
high-quality full-colour publication with articles generated from all ends of 
the organization. Junior employees were encouraged to submit interviews 
conducted with senior management, thereby demonstrating a commitment 
to listening to and involving employees in a very active manner. A flick 
through shows some distinctly non-journalistic types making a credible go 
at grilling top managers.

Publications are an excellent way of ensuring important messages are 
stressed and elaborated. They can serve as support for face-to-face activities, 
expanding and explaining particular points. Equally publications can be 
used as launch pads for initiatives. Dispersed workforces not always able to 
attend or be reached by face-to-face activities can read about them at their 
leisure. Publications give time for reflection and feedback, and although 
obviously not as speedy as face-to-face communication, can be built in.
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There is a wide range of publication formats to choose from. A full-
blown newspaper, most likely to be tabloid rather than broadsheet these 
days, lends a newsy aspect to any publication and is particularly suitable 
for audiences which favour newspapers for their external news. As in their 
external counterparts, content can be a fine balance between topical news 
items and more reflective pieces.

Magazines may be deemed more suitable for the kind of workforce 
distilled from the readership of periodical-style publications. Production 
values are likely to be more sophisticated than newspapers and so will take 
longer to prepare. Up-to-the-minute material is less likely to feature in these 
and the emphasis will be on in-depth articles.

Newsletters can be put together rather more quickly than either news-
papers and magazines and can be used to transmit more urgent messages. 
It is possible to have a balance of news and features in these but the balance 
is most likely to favour the former.

Less frequent and more difficult to describe in terms of format are 
employee versions of annual reports. Depending on the preference for 
newspaper, magazine or newsletter formats the organization may opt for 
any of these. Whatever is selected is likely to be somewhat smaller scale 
than the version produced for the markets. Alongside the accounts the 
annual report provides an opportunity for deeper reflection on the work of 
individual units. An injection of imagination in terms of design is critical for 
ensuring they are read rather than simply used as decorative bookends.

Publications therefore can be used as support materials for face-to-face 
communications activities. They are also useful for getting information 
out to hard-to-reach groups. Regular publications can be used to reiterate 
messages that have been disseminated in other formats. Balanced against 
this needs to be consideration of the costs to the environment of print 
publications in terms of paper use, toxic inks and distribution.

BROADCAST AND AUDIO-VISUAL

As all good media studies graduates know, the moving image is more 
involving than static print. Broadcast can be quite expensive, although 
technological advances have already despatched video to the archives 
in favour of DVDs. This addition to the communicator’s armoury of 
communication vehicles has the extra advantage of interactivity and is most 
likely to be used to supplement face-to-face activity rather than stand alone, 
although it can be a substitute particularly for dispersed workforces.

Content can include much of what would make a face-to-face meeting 
engaging. There can be a chance to see managers, hear their views, see 
products and perhaps (if they are featured) colleagues in other parts of the 
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organization. If produced professionally these can prove quite costly but it 
is possible to turn cameraman with today’s digital cameras.

Norwich Union Insurance produces a regular DVD programme every 
12 weeks. Its then Head of Internal Communications Denice Currie said it 
was a mix of business news and information, usually focused on a topical 
theme. The programmes were structured to continually reinforce the organi-
zation’s three goals of ‘service, morale, profit’. As DVDs were at that time 
considered costly to produce it was critical for senior management to 
build in feedback mechanisms to ensure front-line managers were actually 
showing them at meetings.

There are very practical reasons for going down the DVD route. With 
16,000 staff in 70 different locations Norwich Union Insurance felt DVD 
programmes were an effective way to create a sense of ‘one-ness’ via team 
viewings. The format also allowed the viewer or presenter to select what they 
wanted to see, offering a real sense of personal choice and interactivity.

It would have been possible to move straight from the then standard 
VHS video to streaming to the individual’s desktop via PC. However this, 
it was felt, would have cut out the possibility for team engagement with 
managers. Live broadcast to desktop can prove exciting but gives little time 
for reflection on messages and would need to be backed up with adequate 
support material.

Interactivity was offered by the giant plasma screens installed at BMW’s 
Hams Hall plant. Staff could find out about company news during their 
breaks if they could not get to a computer screen as part of their jobs.

Phone-ins, sometimes called radio broadcast, are still available. The LE 
Group included live phone-ins as part of a complex mix. Executive team 
members were put in the hot seat to take questions from all callers. Some 
questions were very technical, others were more prosaic. The responses 
appeared to be honest and open, and even a touch of humour crept in. One 
caller complained they had not received their free gift; the manager offered 
his as a substitute.

Video-conferencing is still rarely mentioned by communicators in the 
field. At IBM it was considered that the technology was not developed 
quite sufficiently to make it an entirely credible alternative for face-to-face 
meetings. It was often hard to read the expressions of individuals and the 
occasional time lapse could make it hard to establish who was speaking at a 
given time. However, it is useful for keeping established networks in touch 
with each other.

Video and now the more prevalent DVD also have a function in the 
training mix or as part of an overall communication mix. Audio cassettes 
continue to be used but are being increasingly superseded by DVDs or 
podcasts for dispersed workforces making use of drive and other down 
time. Messages should be simple and engaging – but not too engaging as 
many will be listening while driving.
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INTERNET DRIVEN

It is hard to remember that intranets were very much the new gadgetry 
kid on the block even in the mid-1990s and as recently as 1999 only 65 
per cent of companies used intranets. Chapter 21 gives more detail on the 
practicalities of internet-driven communication while Chapter 22 looks at 
the newer social media.

It is important to remember that screen-based media such as e-mail and 
intranet are not as easy to read as print publications. This is a particularly 
important point for communicators with diverse audiences. Older people 
and those with sight problems will have a particular problem. Perhaps 
technologists will crack that one in time.

LE Group reached 4,000 employees through a mix of newspapers, meetings, 
newsletters, videos, posting information, intranet, audio conferences, mail 
information and video conferences. Its publications were branded Live 
Wire and this branding was carried through the print publication, online 
daily news and an e-magazine which incorporates video clips. The intranet 
contains just about everything to engage the visitor including jpegs, mpegs 
and flash-enabled animation. 

At the turn of the millennium, Cable and Wireless’s intranet proved so 
impressive that its in-house editor pitched it to external customers. The 
company’s experience gave some indication of what appeared to be a trend 
away from enabling staff to establish their own content towards central 
coordination. Launched in 2001 it replaced what were six official and no 
fewer than 100 non-official sites. 

Whilst the vast majority of employees had access to the intranet, the 
team of five in China received a copy burnt to compact disc twice a year. 
There were no print versions of any communications materials within the 
organization – everything from newsletters to newsfeeds were accessed 
online.

In early 2002 the C & W intranet became much more business driven to 
ensure staff were focused on the needs of the business. The intranet home 
page included the latest business-related news updated on a daily basis.

From a communications perspective, the intranet provided news and 
housekeeping material together with newsletters from top management. 
Everything the individual needed to do their job was located on the intranet, 
and different business areas had their own discussion groups.

But before you get carried away, content needs to be pared to the bone 
because reading on screen is likely to remain a problem for some time to 
come. Chapter 21 underscores the techniques that can make or break a site or 
internet-driven activity, although much depends on the preferences of your 
audience. E-mail newsletters, for instance, are a quick way to keep people 
in touch but should be used sparingly to avoid information overload.
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An addition to the new media toolbox is texting, naturally popular with 
younger members of staff. Sophie Austin, then Internal Communications 
Consultancy Manager at IBM, used it to alert far-flung employees to 
activities on other media. It seemed to work: sales staff alerted to a phone-
in programme made the effort to respond and the hit rate surged. Texting 
was used throughout the campaign to remind staff to make the call. A 
similar technique has been used to alert managers to start cascade briefings 
around Stock Exchange-influenced communication and at times of mass 
redundancy.

Mobile phones can effectively keep every part of the workforce in touch 
with the centre on a constant basis. The third generation or 3G allows rather 
larger amounts of information to be shifted much more quickly than ever 
before. Images of a far better quality have become possible and technological 
advances are making downloading of text and visuals a speedy exercise 
rather than a time-consuming chore. Despite the arrival of the aptly named 
‘social media’ such as Facebook and Second Life (Chapter 22 provides more 
detail) it is important not to get carried away with the technology as not 
everyone will have it or feel comfortable using it for some time to come.

CORPORATE GLUE – GAMES, ETC

Getting people to make the connection between company messages 
and their own actions is something of a major challenge. Sometimes a 
straightforward presentation fails to hit the mark, hence the need to resort 
to something unusual.

Credo designed a board game for Bass Brewers to get all their employees 
focused on their contribution to the bottom line. Based on a racetrack game 
complete with dice and miniature cars, the aim was to help staff make 
the connection between their actions and the effect on the team’s overall 
performance. Apparently it met with as much enthusiasm in the board 
room as it did on the brewery floor where its underlying messages were 
equally well understood.

Former Managing Director Colin Sneath said that avoiding ‘corporate 
speak’ was probably what made it such a success as everyone understood 
the allegory. Boxes of the game can still be found years on! David Coe of 
Chemistry Digital encourages clients to use games on intranets and websites 
to enthuse and involve employees.

Gimmicks can also be used to draw attention to seemingly boring but 
essential messages. Speaking at the Chartered Institute of Public Relations 
national conference in November 2003 Hamish Hayes of BSKyB demon-
strated just how effective this could be, especially when dealing with a 
young audience. A top director in Scotland literally got on his bike and 
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visited the team, dispensing ice cream as he went. Bags of chocolate coins 
were distributed to employees to encourage them to find out more about 
pensions – the uptake went from nil to a respectable level very quickly. 
These may seem highly irreverent if not downright irrelevant – but the 
quirkiness of the ideas hit the spot.

Organizations both large and small often take employees away from 
their everyday environment to try to improve networking and give them 
the mental space to think perhaps more creatively.

Among the many kinds of possible activity are training sessions with 
actors or outings to unusual or glamorous locations. These need to be treated 
with some caution as not all staff feel happy being asked to do something 
they have never tried physically. A regular columnist in Human Resources 
magazine suggests saving your money and investing in a pub crawl with a 
stretch limo! Although the fine art of chocolate making may succeed with 
those who prefer their team-building sugared!

Perhaps a more acceptable version of the trip to the pub could involve 
stealing ideas from the pub’s own activities in engaging customers. Sports 
teams and ‘pub-style’ quizzes are popular with some groups. Both of these 
provide opportunities for longer-term relationship building within teams 
and with management and have been dubbed ‘social glue’ after the trust 
they are supposed to help foster between individuals and organization. If 
you are expecting your workforce to join in these activities in their own 
time, do not put too much emphasis on the work-related messages – keep 
them subliminal.

EVENTS

Roadshows and other mass face-to-face events have been covered elsewhere 
in this chapter. Events can also be seen to fit rather well into the corporate 
glue category but they warrant a section of their own.

There is a whole industry out there dedicated to what is termed incentive 
or corporate hospitality. Razzmatazz comes to the fore when motivation 
is regarded as the key driver behind the chosen communication strategy. 
Due to their expense these are most likely to be favoured for very large 
gatherings.

They are probably best reserved for grand announcements and the 
good news end of the scale rather than bad news. However, this category 
also includes what has been termed ‘town halls’ – mass meetings of all 
employees in one location – which could be described as regular fixtures 
on the corporate diary.

Mary Cowlett writing in PR Week, 17 September 2004, highlights how 
such an event was used to reassure employees at life sciences specialist 
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Amersham shortly after its takeover by what was then GE Medical Systems. 
The structure was one of celebration and was used to launch the new brand 
identity. A smaller more localized version is dubbed ‘the balcony address’.

Geographically dispersed groups that rarely touch base in an office 
setting can also be reached effectively via this route. Theming the occasion 
helps to render it something of an event to be remembered alongside the 
key messages.

ENVIRONMENT

There are of course other ways in which the organization communicates 
intentionally or otherwise with its employees. The underlying message from 
the company which fitted its offices out with artificial lawn was unclear, as 
were the uses to which it was put by its grateful recipients. The Design 
Council has a meeting area fitted out with a pebble floor, intended to start 
the creative juices flowing.

The Arts have come off the gallery wall and into the office space in a 
number of initiatives across the country. An artist or something similar 
in residence has proved a popular way of attracting staff interest and 
demonstrating the company is more than a money-making machine. Care 
is needed to ensure these activities do not coincide with redundancies as 
there may be understandable cynicism and resistance generated.

On a more prosaic level the job titles given to employees can also 
communicate some rather interesting subliminal messages. ‘Marketing 
evangelist’ is a particular favourite of the author.

Perhaps rather more useful to the external community is the opportunity 
for staff to help the adopted charity of their organization’s choice. The LE 
Group like many others had extensive programmes which worked at both 
local and national levels. These served a useful double function of linking 
the organization with the wider community and motivating staff in the 
process. These schemes can form part of an organization’s corporate social 
responsibility programme and deserve a section to themselves.

Corporate identity and branding can also serve as communication, delibe-
rately or subliminally, as can corporate social responsibility.

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Corporate social responsibility programmes have obviously been with 
us in some guise for years but are moving on from nice-to-have to must-
have status. Demonstrating that an organization has an impact beyond 
shareholders underpins this initiative. It is obviously much wider than 
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simply making a donation to the chairman’s wife’s favourite charity or the 
odd trip out to the local school.

At a local level, organizations usually pull in much of their current and 
future workforce from the surrounding community, so being seen to act 
properly within it is essential for maintaining the respect of employees.

The most visible and possibly involving way of demonstrating corporate 
social responsibility to the workforce is by engaging them in working 
within the community – either locally or in a way that is more appropriate 
to business interests.

There is a perception that it is the animal and child welfare charities 
that benefit most from corporate largesse, but as this sector becomes more 
sophisticated this is less frequently the case.

Few people would deny that mental health is hardly a cuddly issue, yet 
emotional health charity, Samaritans, has forged numerous effective part-
nerships in some rather unexpected places.

A tie-up with insurance giant Royal & SunAlliance secured the charity 
funds for brave new projects aimed at young people. But the business itself 
found ways of not only getting local employees involved in local branches 
of the charity but also offering its own facilities to charity volunteers and 
employees.

It was something of a two-way street as without any pressure, a large 
proportion of the charity’s branches took out insurance policies with the 
company.

Such CSR programmes need to be seen as ongoing activities to overcome 
any cynicism regarding underlying motives, and to set them apart from the 
cause-related marketing and sponsorship programmes of yesteryear.

There are in fact many ways for businesses to demonstrate a commitment 
to matters supposedly additional to the bottom line, but those involving 
employees are likely to bring extra added value. Photogenic activities can 
provide material for internal communication vehicles reaching a wider 
audience. They can also be used by the external relations department, but 
take care to secure permission for use of such images from the host charity.

Volunteering programmes appeal not just to not-for-profit organizations 
but also to public sector bodies including schools and hospitals. Several 
large city financial institutions have well-established programmes whereby 
their employees assist with reading and numeracy classes. Older pupils 
may benefit from mentoring on a one-to-one rather than group basis, which 
could be designed to help them decide their future career paths or simply 
provide them with role models. Less potentially labour intensive would 
be opportunities for public speaking, particularly at school and university 
careers days.

Employees might prefer getting their hands dirty, and environmental 
projects provide a great opportunity for group bonding over the shovels. 
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Nature reserves and other conservation projects provide a structured and 
very real challenge for teams, as do community projects needing a fresh lick 
of paint.

More senior members of staff can benefit from offering their specialist 
skills in an advisory as well as a more practical, hands-on approach. 
Charities frequently have problems in finding treasurers to help balance the 
books or securing marketing advice. These activities offer the individual 
with the necessary skills an opportunity to enhance their CV as well as 
helping the organization plug expertise gaps.

The Media Trust is a charity which offers a range of services including 
matching media practitioners such as public relations professionals to 
organizations in need of skills and advice. Alternatively, charity staff can 
be invited to shadow a commercial counterpart and vice versa in order to 
experience other ways of working and inject new perspectives.

Local councils and health bodies along with the larger commercial 
organizations can build their employees’ skills by actually seconding them 
to run a charity or community organization or project. Such schemes are 
particularly good for middle and more senior managers who are being 
groomed for higher positions. The recipient organization also benefits from 
an injection of high-level skills they might not otherwise be able to afford. 
Banking giant Barclays has found this a great way to refresh employee 
skills, giving staff renewed enthusiasm and perhaps, just as importantly, a 
reason to stay. Retention of key staff in the job-is-not-for-life climate is one 
of the biggest challenges facing employers in all sectors.

Large businesses, including the supermarket giants, are inundated with 
bids from not-for-profits wishing to be their ‘charity of the year’. The most 
successful partnerships provide scope for the commercial partner’s staff to 
get involved in fundraising activities often of their own design. Dress-down 
days are a non-time consuming way of involving staff but sponsored runs, 
walks, beard shaves and the like are ways to amuse as well as enthuse.

Commercial organizations often express envy at the seemingly effortless 
way their not-for-profit cousins attract such high levels of engagement from 
their teams. Corporate social responsibility schemes, particularly those 
making real efforts to engage with local communities, could well help in 
this respect.
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KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Before selecting the media hone the message.
 Segment your audiences and check their media preferences.
 Check timing is right.
 Pick and choose from a media mix rather than concentrating on just 

one.
 Employees rate face-to-face highest but keep messages simple and 

consistent.
 Face-to-face group meetings require supporting material.
 Build in two-way feedback mechanisms.
 Print is easily portable and is a medium of record.
 Keep a balance of news and features in print.
 The moving image is engaging – use it to do just that.
 DVDs offer audience participation.
 Audio cassettes are still good for mobile audiences.
 E-mail and intranet can be hard on the eyes.
 Pare material for screen-based media.
 Text messages are good for news flashes and alerts.
 Quirky gimmicks like board games can engage.
 CSR helps motivate the workforce.
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Who uses which 
media for what

The way communication flows around an organization and equally the ways 
in which it fails to do so should be your first and paramount concern. If you 
do not pay attention to this area you may as well be shouting down a black 
hole because that will be the destination for most of your communication 
efforts.

Organizational culture features in Chapter 4. Here we will look in some 
detail at the top-down view of communication and in the next chapter will 
focus on the receiving end. Helping managers develop communication 
skills is covered in Chapter 15.

THE MANAGER’S PERSPECTIVE

Patrick Dunne, then Group Communications Director at 3i, appeared 
to debunk the apparently impressive state of affairs of the all-seeing all-
knowing big boss. At least he did in terms of addressing the evidence for 
strategic top level thinking when he talked to the Internal Communication 
Alliance (now CIPR Inside) in spring 2003. Referring in particular to 
the boards of relatively new companies, he warned that some executive 
directors were none too aware of how they were perceived by their staff and 

9

AJC Group



Setting the scene

94

consequently put a low priority on internal communication. He suggested 
seizing the chance to talk to the boss at an unplanned opportunity – in the 
back of a cab perhaps.

At some level managers have to choose a method or combination of 
methods for delivering their messages. They are likely to be picking from a 
communication continuum which runs from the personal right through to 
the impersonal. The personal focuses on face-to-face, one-to-one communi-
cation – the conversation between two individuals, and to which might 
be added small and larger group discussions and briefings. At the other 
end of the spectrum lie the impersonal all-encompassing publications and 
broadcasts (both aural and visual).

Alexander, Penley and Jernigan (1991) rank face-to-face, telephone, 
meetings, notes, memos and group memos in descending order of ‘media 
richness’, or the personal, interactive feel of the communication. As organi-
zations grow they are presumed to move closer to the midpoint of the 
continuum and away from the more personal approach.

Movement along the continuum highlights some of the perceived weak-
nesses of the face-to-face approach which may centre on sustaining credibil-
ity over time. Daft, Lengel and Trevino, quoted by Yates and Orlikowski 
(1992), suggest that written media gets attention, while the telephone is 
deemed as urgent and requiring action. They have not slotted e-mail into 
the calculation but it combines characteristics from both telephone and 
print and has as good as replaced the memo.

At the mass media or impersonal end of the communications spectrum, 
the very nature of it suggests a lack of possibility for interaction and feed-
back. A degree of formality is achieved by what is arguably a uniform 
approach. There are advantages – everyone gets the same message, hence 
consistency in the case of printed, video, DVD, podcast or audio cassette-
based communication and can consume them in their own time. Face-to-
face communication on a one-to-several or one-to-many basis does not 
give much scope for absorption and reflection but allows for checking and 
feedback.

The argument has to be whether or not the personal and impersonal 
approaches are necessarily mutually exclusive. Perhaps it could be argued 
that there is a middle terrain opened up by technology.

TOP DOWN – BUT WHAT ABOUT THE WORKERS?

The conventional model of communication favoured by many organizations 
will be top-down. It would be naive to suppose otherwise. There will 
always be a need for senior management to give guidance on the direction 
in which it wants the organization and its constituent teams to head. But 
top management should also be paying attention to and encouraging lateral 
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communication which by virtue of its nature criss-crosses the organization 
and from which fresh perspectives may come. Just as hard is encouraging a 
true upward flow of communication from the front line to the boardroom.

Like many government departments, HM Revenue and Customs has 
undergone several reshuffles if not complete makeovers in the life of the 
current Labour government. In the early part of the millennium it was in 
fact still Customs and Excise, with Inland Revenue a separate entity. At that 
point it had 23,000 employees with the communications function equally 
widespread. To cut through layers of bureaucracy which had been muffling 
the message, the function was centralized in London.

A multitude of print-based media was replaced with a variety of channels 
and internal communication was no longer seen as an add-on but an intrinsic 
part of the organization. The appointment of centralized advisers helped 
overcome the ‘silo effect’ – this is where different professions, departments 
or divisions look inwards and fail to communicate effectively across the rest 
of the group.

No doubt the development of open and transparent communication, 
which was recognized to have developed effective teams, helped when an 
even larger reorganization loomed on the horizon in March 2004. Within little 
more than a year 100,000 employees in 300 locations and two departments 
representing a fifth of the Civil Service had to be brought together.

Speaking at a CIPR internal communication conference in June 2005, the 
then Communication and Marketing Director Chris Hopson described the 
birth, in communications terms, of HM Revenue and Customs. It became 
necessary to bring together two different communications teams with two 
different sets of practices, assumptions and territories.

Time constraints required a two-pronged approach. Phase 1 helped 
announce and explain the new organization while the second phase, using 
a combination of print and intranet, helped build the framework for longer-
term two-way interaction between staff and managers.

The aspiration was to make publications more suitable for consumption 
by employees than management. Top and senior managers were briefed 
and met by board members. Individual staff members were able to put 
questions to board members via ‘hot seat e-mail’.

Tackling such major change does, however, need the complete commit-
ment of the top team, otherwise efforts will come to nought or could prove 
counterproductive. Chris Hopson warned against ‘quick fix’ expectations: 
change could take two years to embed and to work.

One local authority did not have time on its side in the mid-1990s when it 
needed to change the way in which its front-line staff were delivering services 
to the public. The old-style approach had something of the bureaucracy 
about it with the emphasis very much on the function performed rather than 
on the unfortunate person on the receiving end of its beneficent gestures. It 
could take literally weeks to carry out anything more than a simple repair.
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Without the possibility of a large training budget the textbook approach 
to organizational development had to be abandoned. Instead the former 
functional heads were all asked individually what it was they most needed 
in order to do their job. 

Rather depressingly they all wanted a new filing system, and they all 
wanted it to have very specific qualities. Needless to say there were as many 
versions of this system as there were people wanting to use it.

The solution came from designing the filing system to focus on the client 
group rather than the specialist skill. Effectively the filing system was used 
in a purely symbolic sense. Making the individuals look at their work from 
a different angle achieved a team focus in a very short period of time.

This example shows new ways in which the internal communicator 
can assist in the reshaping of the organization by helping break down old 
mindsets. Effectively this is culture change or change management.

ENSURING SOMEONE IS LISTENING

Obviously communicating like mad is all very well, but how can the pro-
fessional communicator possibly be sure anyone is actually paying attention? 
The most brilliant publication and internal website will be absolutely 
worthless if there is nobody actually reading or keying into them.

Building in feedback mechanisms not only provides the communicator 
with the opportunity to check if there is anybody out there; it also offers 
up a chance of interactivity. Many of the media channels offered can, if not 
designed appropriately, encourage a degree of passivity on the part of the 
recipient.

Adding the opportunity to engage and express opinion opens up a 
virtuous circle of communication, outlined by Pamela Mounter in Anne 
Gregory’s Public Relations in Practice (2004) as illustrated in Figure 9.1. 
Ideas and suggestions that are fed back into the system help keep the 
communication process flowing. In conversational modes of communication 
(face-to-face) this can be done by constantly checking for understanding. In 
mediated communication (publications, websites, etc) other slightly more 
sophisticated techniques are required. These can be heavily disguised in 
the form of competitions and polls. But remember the roadblocks may be 
higher up the organization than you might have imagined.

UNBLOCKING THE BLOCKAGES

This is where an effective internal communicator can be of service to all 
layers of an organization in taking temperature checks throughout on a 
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regular basis and alerting senior management to problem areas well in 
advance. This is similar in role to that of the model external communicator 
feeding back critical issues arising from the competition and other aspects 
of the outside world.

The potential for distortion somewhere between the top level and the 
front line has been brought out by the author’s case studies on a number of 
occasions. A particularly good example was presented by Bristol and West 
Building Society which had introduced monthly team briefing sessions 
back in 1992. It felt that face-to-face communication was a good method for 
encouraging employees to achieve specific goals.

Although well received to start with, satisfaction with the system had 
declined over time. Particular concerns were raised in specific regions, 
suggesting that the problem was not necessarily rooted in the actual 
selection of channel but in the way in which it was being delivered on the 
ground.

The situation had been complicated still further by the society’s move to 
demutualize in order to become a mortgage bank. Quite a lot of employees 
did not really understand what lay ahead and how things might have to be 
done differently.

When the alarm bells rang, the society called in the MCA consultancy to 
identify first the problem and then the solution. Under the old system the 
emphasis had been on the manager talking and the employees listening; 

Figure 9.1 Virtuous circle of communication – building in feedback loops 
improves all-round communication
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there appeared to be plenty of scope for some managers to put their own 
‘spin’ on issues.

Research by the consultancy highlighted these issues. The ‘Team Listen-
ing’ programme changed the focus from the manager’s contribution to 
everyone’s. Employees were sent a briefing document in advance of the 
meeting to enable them to contribute rather than simply listen.

The new system was so well received that it was rolled out across the 
organization. The in-house communications team was equipped with the 
skills to deliver the programme more widely and to continue to fine-tune it 
as organizational and employee needs changed. 

The panel below lists some typical blocks to communication.

BLOCKS TO COMMUNICATION

 age;
 gender;
 disability;
 culture (religion);
 channel distortions;
 overactive grapevine;
 previous history of organization;
 distrust in management;
 too much of the same old thing;
 regional differences.

MEDIA OR SYMBOL?

In some sectors the choice of media can be powered by symbolic as well as 
or instead of more practical considerations.

Symbolism can be seen at work in companies which encourage a ‘manage-
ment by walking about’ culture and require top management to be seen 
either with an open door or the willingness to get their hands dirty on the 
shop floor.

Consultant Bill Quirke (2002) said that communication should not simply 
tell, but should also involve explanation as the workforce wants to be 
perceived as adult enough to understand what is being asked of them.

Channels which allow for some interaction are likely to prove the most 
successful and do not necessarily have to be the most high-tech. BUPA News 
and the John Lewis Gazette, both print publications, amply demonstrate that 
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it is possible to convert seemingly one-way vehicles to take two-way traffic. 
Feedback may not be immediate but time for reflection may result in a 
better quality of response.

What probably drives most top management decisions in terms of channel 
is very similar to what motivates them in the wider business sense. Will the 
vehicle selected do the job for the least money and the greatest return?

The Work Foundation has conducted much research into internal 
communication and its report on the subject published in 2002 showed 
management regarding team briefings as the most effective channel (60 per 
cent). E-mail is close behind at 59 per cent and intranet is at 38 per cent. This 
last should give pause for thought as this would seem to imply it should 
be used in a support capacity rather than provide the main communication 
platform. Alternatively it could just be indicative of how far the medium 
had spread at the time of the survey.

However, these overlook the most prevalent and therefore arguably the 
most important communication channel of them all – the grapevine. No 
organization has ever been able to outlaw gossip, so why not go with the 
flow? It at least provides another outlet for information.

THE INVISIBLE WEB

The average organizational communication chart looks rather like a road 
map which has been designed to show only the motorways and A roads, 
omitting the supposedly minor B, C and unclassified roads. You may be 
able to reach your destination with this map but you need to be aware of 
the deceptively minor routes – the grapevine.

Attempts to block the grapevine – by strenuous monitoring of e-mails, 
the reintroduction of the tea lady (no more coffee machine chats), or ever 
stricter rules on working practice will make little difference.

On a positive note, informal channels can also be described as lateral 
ones – these are criss-cross routes or shortcuts that individuals use to ensure 
they can do their job. Much of the chat may seem just that, but it can aid 
the smooth flow of information that needs to get through. The best course 
of action is to learn to use informal channels, either by tuning in to find out 
what is being said or to transmit your messages.

Organizations across the sectors are using a variety of distinctly ‘gossipy’ 
techniques to draw attention to important messages. In the early days of 
3G phones, IBM alerted its car-bound salespeople to the arrival of regular 
communication of a substantial nature via text messaging. Sue Ryder Care 
flags up news on its intranet. North Tees and Hartlepool NHS Trust has 
dubbed its confidential phone line the ‘rumour line’ in a bid to get people 
to sort out problems without necessarily having to resort to whistleblowing 
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when the traditional line management route fails. There are a variety of 
stages en route to true knowledge management or sharing of information 
across an organization.

But knowledge management takes a great deal of effort. LE Group at 
one time had 3,000 pages of information on its intranet. Finding your 
way round that scale of operation could become even more daunting 
than circumnavigating a huge corporate manual in printed form without 
effective signposting.

Humour was used by IBM in a bid to encourage staff to personalize 
their own workspace so the information they received was the information 
they needed. Even though this is by its very nature a high-technology 
company, it took a lot of effort to get employees to take advantage of a 
mechanism designed to make life easier for them. A quirky advertisement 
was transmitted to overcome initial inertia.

Another more human way of encouraging cross-organizational communi-
cation is to create a working environment where employees can meet 
informally and spark ideas. Back to the water cooler anyone?

However, a more formal way of looking at this is to increase the number 
of ‘dotted line’ connections that people have across an organization. Many 
of those talked to in the course of producing this book have direct reporting 
lines but also dotted-line links with other departments which are most 
likely to include human resources. These lines are also formal recognition 
that most people need to communicate in more than one direction.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Top-down communication continues to prevail.
 Layers of bureaucracy can stifle messages.
 Centralizing communication can cut the silo effect but replace this 

with ‘us and them’.
 Variety is the spice of life in terms of channels.
 Interactivity should be built into media to overcome passivity.
 Take regular soundings from the workforce to spot blockages and 

breakdowns.
 Media selected can have symbolic properties not immediately 

obvious.
 Recognize and use the grapevine judiciously.
 Build in opportunities for cross-organization communication via the 

organizational chart.
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The receiving end

STAFF PERCEPTIONS

Here the spotlight is turned on the other end of the communication trans-
action – the receiving end, the audience, the public, your reader, listener, 
viewer and whatever you call the person manipulating their mouse around 
the intranet.

The title of this section should in fact go against the grain of all the rhetoric 
on involvement, engagement and interactivity that has gone before, and is 
the mantra of the in-house communication specialist. However, it probably 
more closely reflects the reality of life on the front line or wherever the 
chosen target is located.

It can be hard to gain access to those ‘on the receiving end’, or to their 
true views. Much of what is available is likely to be anecdotal although the 
now strong commitment by organizations to measurement and evaluation 
suggests this will not always be the case.

In-house people and consultants of a certain seniority have been keen to 
emphasize the need to ensure whatever media you select should be able to 
stand up against the competition from the high street newsagent. Concern 
about glossy values, certainly in publications produced in the public and 
not-for-profit sectors, can backfire as individuals can read something extra 
into your motives for the chosen approach. They could perceive this as a 
misuse of funds or a way of hiding what they believe to be bad news.

10
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In the early 1990s while working in the health service the author was 
responsible for editing a six-page newsletter aimed purely at employees. It 
was black and white and used photography imaginatively. It also included 
a mix of ‘business’ news and more feature-based material. But these were 
the days of the purchaser–provider split with hospitals supposedly ‘selling’ 
themselves to local family doctors and the like.

A decision was taken at senior managerial level to go for a full-colour 
tabloid glossy. There was still not much of a budget, but this publication 
had to do something most communicators would counsel against – mixing 
up internal and external audiences. Actually it was a great success with both 
the external group and employees who felt valued as a result of receiving a 
publication with far higher production values than previously. They were 
often to be seen reading it and proffered their news for inclusion. It lasted 
until the next health service reorganization.

IS THERE ANYBODY THERE?

One way to find out whether your publication is hitting the mark is to 
include a Readers’ Letters column which allows full-blown criticism of both 
the publication itself and the wider management. Light touch paper, stand 
back and wait. But be prepared for a deafening silence. People often cannot 
be bothered to respond, do not have the time or are too afraid of possible 
consequences.

For a refresher course on how to get your audience tuning in, just look 
at what is happening in the mass media equivalent and pinch the ideas for 
yourself. The then Seeboard rather neatly got its workers firmly behind the 
drive to rebrand the organization and demonstrate its focus on creating 
value. It staged auditions for them to appear in advertisements which in 
turn promoted the brand. Fans of numerous talent-based programmes 
entered in their droves.

Employees were also filmed in situ at work for a video which again 
proved a huge motivator and helped other groups understand their 
colleagues’ jobs. The bottom line demonstrated the approach worked, as 
customer attrition went down substantially and more employees stayed in 
their jobs – not necessarily the industry norm.

Possibly the same kind of people would respond to polls on the intranet 
as a light-hearted way of gaining not only interaction but also feedback. 
It does, however, pay to ask formally for reader, listener or viewer views 
in a structured way from time to time – annually is probably sufficient, 
although twice a year would be better. Readership surveys or the broadcast 
equivalents will draw out views on content and design. (Evaluation is 
covered more fully in Chapter 23.)
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INVOLVEMENT THE KEY

One organization which clearly understands that the real power in its 
hierarchical organization chart is not at the pinnacle of the triangle but in 
its base is the Church of England. Alexander Nicoll was the first Head of 
Internal Communications appointed by the Church’s version of the Cabinet 
Office, the Archbishops’ Council.

The Church came to internal communications as an identifiable function 
rather late, having taken a decision in council in 1998 that it was needed. 
Attempting the ‘megaphone’ approach to communication was felt unlikely 
to work. Parishes on the ground act rather like the regional or local branches 
of some organizations; they can take it or leave it – whatever it is.

‘The way to describe the role is to imagine us as in a maze. You cannot 
easily re-route the maze but you can trim the hedges so those in the maze 
can be more aware of each other. Operational and other benefits accrue to 
all, wherever we work for the Church as a result’, Alexander Nicoll said.

Feedback is probably one of the most important features which can 
be built into a communication vehicle in terms of both the health of the 
organization and of the ‘publication’ itself. Intranets are no exception and 
taking a leaf out of a commercial website will do no harm.

One of the early adopters of the intranet was PHH Europe which first 
explored the subject in 1997 but had to leave it on the proverbial backburner 
until 2000, as a meeting of the then Internal Communications Group (now 
CIPR Inside) heard.

Having brought employees up to speed on intranet use, a chatline 
was installed. There were no holds barred, according to then Employee 
Communications Manager, Rosie Mowatt. Favoured topics included car 
parking and smoking. Managers were encouraged to provide feedback and 
this had an effect on policy making.

One thing learnt in commissioning the site was that designers would 
have got carried away with the gimmicks at the expense of content if given 
free rein. What was more important was to include useful things which 
not only got the job done but made life easier – like including menus for 
the canteen. Alongside the more serious learning and development tools 
there was also a barter board allowing employees to put up ‘small ads’. 
These devices encouraged interaction and informal feedback in a natural 
and unforced way.

LAST ON THE BANDWAGON?

Those who have abandoned print for intranet-based communication may 
find they have trouble engaging older workers or individuals for whom 
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English is not their first language. Providing training in computer skills 
does not necessarily mean even relatively senior people will actually go 
online.

Being aware and sympathetic of the true abilities of your publics is crucial 
if you do not want to be communicating into a black hole. Ease of access to 
technology as part of the daily workload will determine whether employees 
will make the extra effort to access intranets.

This is also something to remember when the latest must-have gadget 
hits the marketplace. Text messaging in its early days was obviously the 
rage among younger members of staff, but it may not always prove quite 
so popular for those with arthritic thumbs or other physical difficulties and 
bifocal spectacles.

Mobile phones have been bringing pictures and downloads to an equally 
largely youthful workforce. Although entertainment value can be gauged, 
the jury is still out on practicality. Disability discrimination legislation now 
requires you to consider how to make your publications, intranets and 
roadshows accessible to all.

GIVE THEM WHAT THEY NEED TO DO THE JOB

At the end of the day the major purpose of internal communication is to 
help people do their job. Consultancy Redhouse Lane did this by producing 
online and print-version guides to help employees in the National Health 
Service do their daily jobs much more effectively.

The format in this particular case was an important part of the ingredients, 
which included the information employees needed in a handy format that 
was easily accessible. The printed version came in pocket-sized wipe-clean 
booklets, just the thing for on the ward. The online version was designed 
to ensure it could be transported across to other formats whenever the 
computer systems were changed. Elsewhere in the health service informal 
online chatlines provided a more friendly way for nurses to update 
their skills by exchanging tips and problems with their peers across the 
profession.

But John Arlidge of the Observer (2 March 2002) quoted in a 2002 issue 
of the Relationship Foundation newsletter warned that we are in danger 
of e-mailing more than we talk. Apparently the average office-bound 
worker spends three hours a day sending and receiving around 150 
e-mails. Remember those health and safety exhortations to get away from 
the computer screen? Perhaps a more balanced communications mix would 
make that more of a possibility.

A paper by Nathan and Doyle (2002) of the then Industrial Society (now 
the Work Foundation) sketched out the communicative properties of the 
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physical office or other workspace and how they could have an impact on 
the individual and their interaction with colleagues. Office design could 
also have an effect on channels of communication, particularly if the 
selected channels required free association between individuals and there 
was a filing cabinet in the way!

THE IN-HOUSE LANGUAGE

A related matter is that of in-house language. Many professions and for that 
matter organizations have their own private language which can serve to 
exclude those not in the know.

There is a difference between jargon and private language. Jargon usually 
refers to precise terminology which is employed by individuals experienced 
in their field – medicine and science come to mind. But injudicious use of 
such language to the wrong audience can be quite alienating.

Private language, however, refers more particularly to an organization’s 
shorthand. This may have its uses but again will exclude some people. 
There is a danger that if an internal communicator identifies too closely with 
the organization they may forget that the language used means nothing to 
those outside the inner circle. The quick way to find out is to question a 
newcomer not only to the organization but to the sphere of work.

Chapter 15 looks in more detail at leadership communication and lists 
some of the terms that employees on the receiving end can find confusing 
if not downright alienating. Thoughtful use of language can make all the 
difference.

In-house or private language is most usually found among professionals 
and management above coalface level. Ironically it is to such a seemingly 
historic part of industrial Britain that you would need to go to find a 
version that not only effectively excluded management but apparently also 
hindered social reforms.

For more than 150 years miners in the north east had their own dialect 
– Pitmatical. Writing in the Guardian, 30 July 2007, Matthew Wainwright 
sought the ‘Lost language of Pitmatic (gets its lexicon)’. In 1842 this dense and 
difficult dialect excluded even the friendly parliamentary commissioners 
fighting to create better conditions. Members of the last generation familiar 
with this dialect were being interviewed to ensure it was not lost for good, 
at least in terms of archives. This is perhaps an extreme version of what 
may exist in newer industries. The internal communicator may well need 
to go equipped with a dictionary/phrase book when venturing on to the 
front line.
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UPWARDS COMMUNICATION

More and more attention is now being paid to how communication is 
channelled back up an organization from the front line. Attitude surveys 
are seen as a vital way of getting the voice of the employee heard.

Voice of the Employee was the title of Cable & Wireless’s regular pro-
gramme, which mirrored its then rather more established Voice of the 
Customer survey. Employees were polled anonymously to seek their 
views on key areas of their working life, from their relationship with their 
manager, to their perception of the company’s customer service. These were 
then cross-tabulated against customer feedback to establish just how well 
they matched up, providing another form of evaluation.

As proof that management really did take on board comments made, 
employees in one office expressed strong objections to their working 
environment. The comments were consistent enough for the company to 
actually relocate their office – which must have been a powerful vindication 
of feedback and ultimately as being a motivator as employees saw that their 
comments were not only acknowledged but also dealt with.

Allied Irish Bank discovered some years ago that internal communication 
worked well downwards, but that upward communication was not effective. 
It decided to make its employee survey a more regular feature but it also 
looked at what it considered as less formal channels of communication. 
Head of Staff Communications Grace Perrott actually used the phrase 
‘formalized grapevine’.

A lot of input and support was required for employee consultation groups 
which acted as the listening ears of the organization. They met the general 
management every six weeks to discuss issues and share ideas. Much effort 
was put in to ensure the groups did not simply become complaints panels. 
They needed the support of the top management, otherwise they would not 
maintain their credibility on the shop floor. The managers on the receiving 
end had to commit to feed back their responses and reports were made on 
at least a quarterly basis.

Key communication issues centred on securing support from top manage-
ment, whatever communication vehicles and programmes were selected, 
and investing the money, the time and the people into these vehicles in order 
to build in a sounding-board element which would be taken seriously.

CONCLUSIONS TO BE DRAWN

The employee population is one public that organizations ignore at their 
own risk. 
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Although management tends to see the media as the most important 
audience, the far more critical group is employees, as Chapter 20 on crisis 
communication demonstrates. External audiences judge organizations 
to some extent on the way they treat their employees, while inside the 
organization a dedication to commitment and common purpose will boost 
corporate self-esteem. So all those Sunday Times supplements on the best 
employers to work for may well be on to something.

There has been a tendency among companies and communicators to 
overlook the fact that many employees are now shareholders in their own 
right. Transmitting conflicting messages to different audiences will no longer 
work – if it ever did. The entire senior management team should become 
the focus of communication training by the communications specialists.

The UK’s Co-operative Bank is quoted as having a distinctive stakeholder 
ethos which has been running since the mid-1990s. In addition to taking 
on board the needs of shareholders and customers, the bank also involves 
seven other partner groups in its activities. These include staff, suppliers, 
local communities, national and international societies and past and future 
generations of cooperators. The proof of the pudding – profits have doubled 
and it features in the Sunday Times best employers list. The conclusion 
of the article is that communicators should not only listen to those who 
shout loudest, but also pay attention to the quieter stakeholders, especially 
employees.

So how do you tackle information overload? The panel below provides 
some pointers; see also Chapter 21 for e-mail etiquette.

TACKLING INFORMATION OVERLOAD

 Train the communicators – do they need to say it at all?
 Train those on the receiving end on using technology.
 Do not restrict all communication to one channel – vary it.
 Establish realistic response times.
 Encourage staff to apply a clear electronic in-tray policy.
 Label missives clearly to help prioritization.
 Agree e-mail protocols.
 Never press ‘reply all’.
 Ban e-mail once a week!

Last words go to John Smythe, writing in the Smythe Dorward Lambert 
Review of the profession as long ago as 1995: ‘We can now deliver more 
information via e-mail, satellite TV, print, multimedia and the internet than 
most people can make sense of. And that’s what employees are saying to 
all of us; information pollution and overload are the greatest barriers to 
understanding.’
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KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Employee perceptions sometimes override reality – glossy could equal 
profligacy to them.

 Feedback mechanisms do not have to be sophisticated – try letters 
pages, quick polls on intranet and text.

 Keep corporate aspirations for the media channel simple to avoid 
disappointment at board level.

 Content is king – ensure it is useful to the audience.
 Provide support for formalized feedback channels to help the work-

force to use them.
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Communicating with 
special groups

In the sections that follow we specifically deal with disabled people, and 
those of different cultural and racial backgrounds, age, gender and sexual 
orientation. We will also look at how other employees may react and how 
to overcome any feelings of exclusion. Other sections include work teams 
working away from base and the motivation of volunteers. Chapter 12  
will deal in particular with communicating across globally dispersed 
communities.

Issues you may well have to start considering include dealing with 
different cultures and nationalities whether they be working within your 
physical environment or on their home turf, wherever that might be.

Certain industries and certain companies at a particular stage of their 
development may be recruiting younger staff who are likely to have very 
different media preferences from older members of the team.

Your business may require you to hire people who do not turn up for 
work in the conventional office-bound sense but work at one remove from 
you, either at home or on the road, rarely touching base. Some may work 
on your premises but only at set times; some may be outsourced in this 
country or abroad. The permutations are endless.

In these days of diversity you are increasingly legally obliged to take 
account of the specific needs of different racial and religious groups. 

11
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Companies also need to take account of the ‘pink pound’. Gay and lesbian 
workers are also covered by anti-discrimination laws.

Laws also apply to workers with disabilities. These will not just apply to 
those with obvious physical problems, but to those with mental health and 
learning disabilities and long-term chronic conditions which may at certain 
points be invisible (such as multiple sclerosis and cancer) too.

Not-for-profit sector organizations and some public sector examples 
such as hospitals can rely heavily on workers who do not get paid. Getting 
them to turn up and do what you want on a consistent and regular basis is 
particularly challenging.

Increasingly, very tiny organizations are going to have to give a bit more 
thought to their communication processes, particularly in these days of 
litigation at the drop of a hat.

Giving all due consideration to the above-mentioned fine-tuning of the 
generic structures, processes and products, the organization should benefit 
not just from a reduced legal bill, but from a more committed workforce 
that will reflect its customer base and the community in which it is based. 
So this is not just a ‘nice to have’, but a business imperative.

TAPPING INTO CULTURAL DIVERSITY

In little more than half a century the face of Britain has changed out of 
all recognition and this is just as true of the workforce as it is the general 
population. English is unlikely to be the first language of a great number of 
individuals across the country.

Many of them will celebrate different religious holidays, and perhaps 
have a completely different date for the start of their calendar year or even 
their own version of the millenium. During the working day they may need 
to stop work to pray or carry out other faith-related duties; they may also 
wish to wear faith-related clothing.

Not only do managements have to take note of these very different needs, 
they will also have to manage the potential resentments and raised expecta-
tions of the rest of the workforce.

When planning roadshows, conferences and other briefing sessions 
it would pay to ensure that programmes have frequent breaks designed 
into them. Concentration spans are notoriously shorter than management 
reckon, so these breaks need to be sufficient to allow those carrying out 
religious activities to have enough time to get fed and watered too!

Legislation now requires that if special arrangements are made for one 
group, their equivalent must be made available to other religious groups 
within the workforce. There may be something to be learnt from the NHS 
where the chaplaincy service in many large hospitals is often staffed by 
practitioners from a number of faiths.
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When considering the content of publications (print or internet-based) 
and broadcast you could use cultural diversity as an opportunity to share 
different perspectives with the whole workforce. Bearing in mind that 
English may not be the prime language of all, it is worth stripping copy 
of jokes, idiomatic phrases and homespun wisdom because they may not 
be understood. Younger people generally may find references to long-gone 
practices quite incomprehensible.

You may feel that producing separate translations would be very costly. A 
cheaper option would be to compile a list of individuals willing to interpret 
or translate into their own language. Incorporated into publications, boxed 
panels could include a simple phrase in many available languages directing 
employees to the interpreter service. This could also be a valuable added 
extra for customers or service users.

People with limited English find newsprint especially hard to read. The 
solution: select better quality paper, use an easy-to-read typeface (serif like 
Times Roman) in a reasonable size, at least 12 pt.

In some cultural groups it may prove difficult to reach women in partic-
ular, or older groups. They may be effectively approached by individuals 
recognized as elders or as well informed: they usually turn out to be the 
ones with a rather better grasp of English. Women from certain cultural 
or faith backgrounds will often feel more comfortable embarking on an 
activity in the company of others like themselves.

The 2001 Census shows 7.9 per cent of the population is classified as 
non-white, and that by 2010 30 per cent of city populations will come from 
ethnic communities. Most people working in UK industry are in fact white 
and British. A PR Week survey published in September 2003 shows just 4 
per cent of all PR account managers in the UK come from a different ethnic 
background.

RELIGIONS IN BRITAIN TODAY

 Baha’i. Established by mystic Muslim. Spring time fasting a feature.
 Buddhism. Buddhists come from many different cultures and so have 

different festivals. Largely vegetarian.
 Christianity. Ranges from Catholic to Protestant with many variants.
 Hinduism. From many different backgrounds. Vegetarian.
 Islam. Have regular prayer time requirements. Dietary concerns, Halal 

food a requirement.
 Judaism. Sabbath is Saturday – so no working. Kosher food a require-

ment.
 Sikh. Male observers hold various tenets of faith which are made visible 

through clothing, hair, etc.
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Anne Gregory, Professor of Public Relations at Leeds Metropolitan Uni-
versity, has said: ‘As an industry and as a professional association, we need 
to draw on the expertise of all areas of society. There’s no question that we 
need the insight of a diverse community and it’s not about being PC. The 
approach needs to be holistic – if not, we’re missing the richness of our 
society’ (Profile magazine, Issue 42, March/April 2004 pp 14–15). See the 
box above, which contains a brief outline of the religions you may need to 
take into account.

THE DIFFERENTLY ABLED

Stiff financial penalties should persuade organizations, large or small, to 
make ‘reasonable’ adjustments to render premises and services accessible. 
Naming and shaming is part of the then Disability Rights Commission’s 
armoury, so be warned. Get ahead by looking at the websites of a variety of 
relevant charities willing to give advice; see Appendix 4.

Areas of concern can focus on hearing, sight, mobility (not just feet but 
hands), voice and conditions invisible to the naked eye. This latter could 
relate to mobility if it concerns spinal difficulties, mental health, learning 
disabilities and neurological conditions.

Computers can now be provided with large screens similar to those 
popular with graphic designers; they can also offer very large and easy-to-
read typefaces, be voice activated and have a sound feature – all of which 
will especially help with sight issues. Braille could well be appropriate. 
Alternatively, taped publications work very well and these can be extended 
to a car-bound workforce.

Organizations like Action for Blind People can give sound advice on the 
size of typeface you should use in any publication for people with reading 
problems – and you would probably also take care of the more senior lobby 
too.

Publication design should take on board the fact that a large percentage 
of the population wears some form of glasses and may find the current 
trend for small, elegant but thin typefaces puts them off reading. A similar 
complaint can be levelled at many designers of overheads for presentations. 
Short-sighted people have particular problems with too much information 
in too small a print, particularly on OHP acetates. Long-sighted people will 
have similar difficulties with close-up work such as publications.

People with hearing difficulties have a range of options open to them which 
come into play in the face-to-face arena. Induction loops are an unobtrusive 
way of ensuring everything can be heard. It is, however, essential to ensure 
all mobile phones are switched off as they can interfere with the functioning 
of the loop and for that matter any computerized presentation system too.
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Many individuals who are hard of hearing may prefer sign language, 
and interpreters can be incorporated into meeting plans. Here it is wise for 
those needing the service and those providing it to be in close proximity 
to each other as sight lines are all important. In one-to-ones and smaller 
group meetings the speaker should make sure they face the individual(s) 
concerned as many of them can lip-read or use lip-reading to reinforce 
hearing aids. There is also a Deafblind manual alphabet; the charity Sense 
can advise (see Appendix 4 for contact details).

Intranets as well as external websites can be adapted to meet access 
requirements. However, these adaptations can serve to slow down workers 
without these conditions. More than one version of an internal website may 
be necessary to overcome this, and any potential resentments that may arise 
in the wider workforce. Again the relevant charities in the field are a good 
source of advice and many earn some of their necessary funding from such 
consultancy.

Make allowances too for employees in wheelchairs or with mobility 
issues. Meeting spaces should be designed to allow for wheelchairs to be 
manoeuvred into position; wide aisles and perhaps space at the front of an 
auditorium will help meet these requirements.

Mental health and learning disability issues are particularly challenging 
as these problems are largely invisible to the untrained eye. The internal 
communicator needs to ensure that the content of publications, intranets, 
DVDs and the like does not inadvertently compound existing prejudices. 
There are charities which campaign to rid the mass media of the kind of 
language which can only reinforce feelings of alienation. ‘Going nuts for 
May’ could seem an innocent headline but is likely to attract criticism.

When setting up editorial boards and consultative panels involving 
staff groups, you can address many of the above issues by the inclusion of 
individuals who have a personal knowledge of specific issues – age, culture, 
disability, etc. More than one appointee would go some way to overcoming 
possible accusations of tokenism.

AGE, GENDER AND SEXUAL ORIENTATION

It comes to us all in time – age, that is. With discrimination legislation recently 
beefed up to include older people you can expect more than a sprinkling 
of grey in the workforce in future. Many of the issues underlined in the 
previous section on disability may also apply to at least some older members 
of the workforce, but it is important not to forge a direct link between the 
two in the wider population’s minds. However, older employees may well 
appreciate adjustments for sight, hearing and mobility to varying degrees.

When it comes to gender – we all have one. The professional communicator 
should take care not to make assumptions about either sex or age. Football 
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may have seemed a male preserve for many years, but now recent coverage 
of the talented women’s football team in their own world cup suggests 
change.

Younger team members can also feel discriminated against. Rather more 
positively, they can be technically very literate, having grown up with 
computer games at their fingertips. But a recent trend to watch is the rise of 
the silver surfer – the older internet fan. When designing programmes it is 
worth establishing actual ability, needs and interests and this can be done 
unobtrusively through surveys.

If you have a relatively young team, up-to-the-minute technologically 
driven activities may well be the key. Before deciding to go down the 
publication route it would be useful to establish whether the proposed 
recipients even read such a thing as a newspaper on a daily or weekly basis. 
Finding out what kind of publication does meet favour will help determine 
the format to adopt and tone to set.

Sexual orientation is a recent addition to the list of issues to be handled 
sensitively. Do not make the assumption that all your colleagues are hetero-
sexual singles or marrieds. Careful balance in presentation of information 
over time should ensure all shades of opinion and choice are catered for. 
Scrupulously check copy and images for anything which may inadvertently 
or otherwise offend, but be careful not to strip all humour and colour from 
it.

WORKING FROM HOME OR OUT ON THE ROAD

Engineers, sales forces and professionals in general are increasingly likely 
not to be working from one fixed office. Keeping them in the communications 
loop can be an added complication in day-to-day communication.

They face isolation if they do not have much social contact with their 
colleagues. The implication for the communicator is that they need more 
information not less, and special efforts need to be made to keep them 
aware of the wider team. This can be done through social events but it is 
important not to consume too much of what they might regard as their 
personal time to do this.

Those working literally on their own will forge their own networks and 
these may not include either line managers or colleagues. Their most obvious 
links could well be with competitors in similar situations and this could 
prove difficult to handle. Informal grapevines may spring up and rumours 
may be particularly hard to suppress at a distance. Regular meetings will 
help to balance this tendency, but more positively these individuals could 
bring fresh perspectives to issues concerning others and on occasion the 
competition. 
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Blood hits the tarmac
National Health Service Blood and Transplant was created from a merger of 
the blood and transplant donor services in 2005. Three new divisions were 
created and these have thrown up varying communication requirements, 
according to Vicki Davies, then National Internal Communications Man-
ager. Some divisions are firmly rooted in specific locations while those 
employed to collect blood donations could be argued to be part of a ‘virtual 
organization’.

The blood donor and collection service arm employs 5,500 people, nearly 
half of whom are collection staff who do not work in a centre and rarely ‘turn 
up to a formal office’. Two main forms of communication are employed to 
reach them, one of which is a staff magazine that comes out 11 times a year. 
Staff working remotely enjoy the opportunity to sit and read – an intranet 
would not be accessible to all and many are not all that computer literate.

A second string to the bow is a briefing system that operates on a monthly 
cycle and from which managers can access and select material relevant to 
their teams. Managers cannot opt out of corporate material but they can 
select the regionally and functionally appropriate material. Through such 
an approach quality control is maintained in the delivery on the ground. 
The system generates the agenda from which managers and supervisors 
can brief their staff.

Along with the more practical information everyone needs to know 
about maternity rights, policy on variant CJD, parking and the like, there 
is space for human interest announcements – births, marriages and deaths. 
The human touch remains vital.

IBM offers choice
Naturally IBM has been strong on intranet but it has not always been 
the practical option for its dispersed sales team. The then Internal Com-
munications Consultancy Manager Sophie Austin obviously had to think 
of other ways to keep them in touch and actively involved.

Each quarter some 15 speakers were lined up for a recorded conference 
call which was then ‘promoted’ to the employees via text messaging. The 
sales force had a seven-day period to phone in.

It was mandatory to listen to the chief executive’s message but then there 
was an option to choose from the menu of other speakers. To encourage 
feedback, employees could use their keypad to vote for their favourite 
speakers. At the centre the communications team got to know how many 
phoned in and who they listened to, and how they rated them. With the 
company’s external message being e-business on demand there has been a 
corresponding internal thrust to ‘communications on demand’.
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THE UNPAID HEROES

Most of Britain’s charities run purely on the goodwill of an army of unpaid 
volunteers. There is no big stick that can be waved in terms of a cut in salary 
if they do not deliver. Any attempt at coercion is more than likely to result 
in a downing of tools, probably for good.

Many charities which do have paid staff teams still rely heavily on 
extensive networks of volunteers to enable them to provide a wide range of 
services and in some cases to simply staff the office. 

With the growing professionalization of the not-for-profit sector, more 
and more structures are being put in place to support the unpaid crew. 
Particular attention has to be given to communicating with volunteers in a 
way that is appropriate to their role.

Large organizations like the Red Cross will have very diverse audiences 
with which to communicate. Trustees are likely to be busy people, often 
with impressive jobs elsewhere; they also happen to be the equivalent to the 
board of directors. In support of the decision-making aspects of their role 
they need to be included in any communications drive that the organization 
is planning, be it internal or external.

Fundraising committees often resemble special project teams from the 
business world more than anything else, and could well include celebrities 
and VIPs in their number. Again respect for their time and commitment 
needs to be demonstrated. Publications either dedicated to this group or for 
wider audiences are useful and events work well.

Keeping services, shops and branch activities going will be a very diverse 
group of individuals who probably have nothing more in common than 
the community in which they live or the cause they choose to serve (but 
not necessarily both). Nowadays all these groups are likely to include very 
diverse sections of the community.

How you communicate with them will also need to take account of the 
level of expense that might be involved. A scrappy piece of paper will 
demonstrate lack of respect, but a full-colour brochure, unless someone else 
is clearly picking up the tab, could suggest a spendthrift attitude.

Face-to-face activities like conferences and roadshows work well for 
regionally (and sometimes internationally) dispersed supporters, as do 
discussion fora on the internet. Inclusion in decision making is essential: 
without their buy-in, activities such as corporate identity makeovers could 
fail.

The following box gives a few pointers on how to get the best from 
volunteers. Produced by a real-life volunteer, it can be applied to communi-
cation vehicles but also to making best use of such individuals in the work 
of the communications department itself.
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GOLDEN RULES FOR WORKING WITH VOLUNTEERS

Pam Freeman, herself a trustee for several organizations including the UK 
Federation of Smaller Mental Health Agencies, came up with the following 
rules for happy volunteers.

 Tell them all there is to know about the organization and their role.
 Give them a trial run to make sure they are as happy as you are.
 Match them to jobs where they can use their full skill mix.
 Treating them too much like staff makes them feel resentful.
 Give them respect and respect their wealth of experience and skills.
 Consider health and safety issues and proper insurance.
 Volunteers give time not money; reimburse their expenses.

As the former chief executive of a charity, the author knows it is also a good 
idea to construct activity in such a way that it provides volunteers with fresh 
experiences and new skills that they can use elsewhere. But recognition for 
the effort made seems to be the real and often only necessary or feasible 
reward for many.

A 2004 study involving the Salvation Army suggested that volunteers may 
need to be given something more than the usual warm glow of gratitude, 
and skills development may enhance their employability. Transferring your 
own communications skills, particularly with special groups like the media, 
can be highly prized as Pamela Mounter found when working with the 
Red Cross many years ago. At least one volunteer who attended the media 
training workshop went on to a career in radio.

MICRO-ORGANIZATIONS

The bulk of organizations in Britain are tiny. Managing relationships in 
very small groups can be particularly challenging as there may be as many 
viewpoints as there are people. In larger organizations it is often possible to 
find alternative routes to achieving a goal when obstreperous individuals 
throw up obstacles. Instead of opting for confrontation the communicator, 
like the line manager, should seek to establish the true reasons for problems 
which may have nothing to do with the workplace.

An unobtrusive way of achieving this was demonstrated by legal firm 
Eversheds’ Copenhagen office. Numbers were manageable enough to allow 
them to eat lunch together, providing an informal environment to discuss 
issues. Not everyone will want to share lunch every day but on a weekly 
basis this can provide a safe environment for matters of concern to be aired 
and settled.
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CONCLUSIONS

When planning your communications programme it is worth dissecting 
your audience just to see who they are as individuals. Are they old, young, 
male, female, predominantly British (whatever that means), do they even 
speak English? Are they gay, transgender, with families? Balancing the 
needs of the organization with a healthy respect for the privacy of these 
same individuals is a tall order.

Incorporating the needs of the various interest groups which your staff 
might represent can prove expensive in the short term. However, if you are 
seen to treat employees well and with respect, your corporate reputation 
can only grow in stature. Diversity should also be seen as an opportunity to 
tap into a far richer range of points of view.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Be prepared to segment your audience along a range of less obvious 
permutations – age, gender, race, disability, etc.

 Take into account the feelings of all sections of the workforce – look 
particularly for resentment.

 Cultural diversity could be seen as an opportunity rather than an extra 
burden on resources.

 Consider quality of paper, size of typeface, use of colour when com-
municating with audiences with disabilities or from a different cultural 
background.

 Interpreters are useful in group meetings for people with hearing 
difficulties but also those who may not speak good English.

 Dispersed teams need a multitude of media choices to ensure their 
communication needs are met.
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The globally 
dispersed workforce

Multinationals will often have to communicate across the globe with dis-
persed workers and teams. Smaller operators including many communi-
cation consultancies work in alliances and partnerships in different markets 
and they too will also need to pay particular attention to detail. You may also 
have to combat the NIH or ‘not invented here’ syndrome, where material 
produced in one country is deemed unacceptable elsewhere. There is also 
the rare possibility that expatriates may have gone native, which produces 
challenges of its own.

Anyway you will need to consider whether or not to translate materials 
for different markets. As a useful rule of thumb, even if you have A level 
German you are probably not the best person for translating material into 
that language for dissemination among native readers or speakers. No 
matter how good your grasp of the idiosyncrasies of a language, you will 
never get it quite as on target as someone living in the country at the given 
moment.

Even where it is presumed that English is spoken, as in America, watch for 
the cultural minefield. It may even be necessary to translate British-produced 
material for that audience and vice versa. As with external communication 
it pays to get people you trust from within the target communities to check 
your approach as well as the detail to make sure you have got it right. A 
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look at commercial advertising down the years demonstrates how easy it 
is to get it horribly and expensively wrong. The Nova car did not go very 
far in Latin-speaking countries because the name meant precisely that – ‘no 
go’.

It is not always language that causes the problems. National Grid had 
to pay attention to different attitudes and cultural difference as regards 
communication preferences. For example, when seeking feedback over 
the telephone, US employees were very open and friendly, but were 
more likely to say what they thought the listener wanted to hear rather 
than express their true feelings. Conversely, UK employees tended to be 
more distant, suspicious and sceptical. Finding out exactly what works in 
terms of communication vehicle and activity can therefore be particularly 
challenging and less than straightforward.

There is a need to return to basics even when dealing with near neighbours 
in Europe and to understand that there is a fundamental difference between 
European and British approaches to employee communication.

Britain likes to take control of delivering the message, while the European 
approach is to negotiate and consult more. The clock has been ticking for 
some time on the requirement to adopt the more Continental line.

Even further afield, how you do not communicate rather than how you 
actually communicate can also play against you. A chief executive who 
failed to pay attention to the social niceties when visiting a Far Eastern 
division made the staff doubt the company’s future. A mass exodus of 
staff was followed by a similar collapse in profit and the operation closed, 
largely due to a failure to spend some time on the seemingly pointless social 
round.

Mining company Rio Tinto is dispersed around the globe – over 260 
locations in 40 countries from Australia to Kazakhstan and Mexico – and 
has 36,000 employees speaking a dozen or so languages. Often there may 
be only a handful of people in any one location but their communication 
needs are the same nonetheless. Each of its businesses has its own identity 
and is responsible for producing its own communications. However, 
communications from the centre go to a certain level of management who 
are responsible for cascading it.

Then Communications Advisor Mike Moser stated: ‘We recognise that 
there is always a need to adapt communication from the centre to the local 
market and we are proud of the diversity of our individual businesses’ 
identities. The key phrase is to achieve consistency in our diversity.’ An 
intranet-based website enabled all global communicators to post their 
latest news, corporate events, awards and communication products such as 
photography, company brochures and articles so they could be shared with 
group colleagues who might wish to learn from them. 

Some aspects may not always be company specific. In South East Asia 
face-to-face communication may be more difficult to make work in the 
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same ways as in the West due to traditional hierarchies that inhibit junior 
members of staff from questioning more senior staff.

However, community relations can play well as a motivator of employees 
as well as the local population itself. As in the UK, programmes which 
provide something extra, equipment for schools perhaps, can be well 
received.

Time differences are also something to take into particular account espe-
cially when attempting to set up video or audio conferencing. There are 
also cultural preferences: apparently voice mail is more popular in the 
United States than it is in the UK where there is a preference for group 
communication.

A technical point to consider when translating material is that some 
languages are particularly greedy for space. German articles are always 
much longer than the English equivalent. When translating from English a 
distillation of the key points may be sufficient.

The box below sets out a few overarching factors to take into account 
when considering global communication.

KEY FACTORS FOR INTERNATIONAL INTERNAL COMMUNICATION

 Time zones – not everyone is awake.
 Language – which one or ones?
 Cultural practice (how they do it).
 Social mores – class, gender, hierarchies.
 Listen to local people.
 Let the local people do the talking themselves.
 Use the appropriate spell checker – US for American English.
 Use nationals in destination country to translate.
 Just because English is spoken does not mean communication is 

understood.

Pamela Mounter has many years’ experience as an internal communicator 
with international reach. She has a wide variety of useful tips for the fledg-
ling international internal communicator:

 Courtesy is all-important.
 Tone is also vital.
 Humour does not travel well.
 Slow down a little if English is not the first language.
 Pause and recap fairly frequently when giving a presentation or a 

speech.
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 Simplify what you have to say and reduce the number of messages and 
topics.

 Restate any important statements stressing the word ‘not’ more than 
once (people mentally edit this out).

 Coach senior managers going overseas to give speeches to engage in 
simple pleasantries in the language of the country. Even if they then 
resort back to English for the main part of their talk it at least shows 
they have been prepared to make an effort.

 Share best practice across locations.

Pamela Mounter once axed a global house magazine and replaced it with 
a news service which people in other countries could use as they saw fit. 
Head office apparently had some misgivings as they thought their messages 
would not get through. She argued that these messages would in fact have 
a better chance because they appeared in familiar local publications and 
people wanted to read the material as it included local information too. 
Sometimes the centrally produced material was condensed, but the whole 
exercise gave the local communicators an effective sense of ownership.

Training is another excellent way to gain trust. An editor in Azerbaijan 
was sent for training in the UK and the end result was a good-quality, well-
respected local product. An added bonus was the addition to the central 
mix of communications of a fresh and interesting perspective.

Language is especially tricky. Pamela Mounter has a golden rule that 
everything must be translated by someone currently living in the country 
where it will be read. Even nationals now living abroad will lose some 
current nuances.

It is essential to ask people native to the country what works for them, 
even down to whether or not to keep a jacket on or off. Gestures can let you 
down and hand gestures are far from universal in their meaning.

When it comes to dress, women need to check whether it is OK to wear 
a sleeveless number, whether the length of their skirt or dress is right and 
if trousers are considered appropriate. In today’s more sensitive climate it 
may be pertinent to ask when or if they should cover their hair in certain 
societies and under what circumstances.

‘Dress down Fridays’ where employees are allowed to dress more 
casually are not always appreciated. Some countries are very formal in  
their approach and this essentially US predilection can cause great angst 
and even offence.

Hierarchy is also important. You cannot simply go straight to whoever it 
is you wish to consult. You may need first to get agreement to the approach 
at the right levels. Those levels may transpire to be very different from what 
you would suppose to be appropriate.

One manager in Thailand adopted a creative and thoughtful approach 
when he wanted to secure a cross-section of views. This particular country 
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is very hierarchical; you cannot leapfrog over corporate strata. He decided 
to run monthly birthday lunches open to anyone who had had a birthday in 
the preceding month, and this meant it was quite legitimate for all levels to 
be present. Even more importantly, no one took exception, seeing it as fun. 
The barriers came down and communication that would in the past have 
never taken place due to strict status rules was facilitated.

THE CONSULTANCY APPROACH

Globally dispersed communications consultancies must tackle these issues 
both for themselves and on behalf of their clients. Hill & Knowlton adopts 
a global but local approach on its own behalf to meet the needs of 2,000 
employees in 70 offices spread across 34 countries.

Lindsay Eynon, then Director of Change and Internal Communications, 
based in London, said her team works mainly in Europe, the Middle East and 
Africa (EMEA). The company language is English, as it is for many clients, 
but the local language, knowledge and cultural empathy is encouraged 
in many situations, to help bring the best of the mix to clients and Hill & 
Knowlton colleagues alike.

A key principle has been to align external and internal communication 
and activity so that there is a seamless approach. What is being done on 
the outside of an organization should also ring true on the inside. This 
consistency helps to build trust between employees and the employer, 
and works both to protect and to enhance a company’s external brand and 
reputation.

Most of the consultancy’s internal communication work comes from 
clients helping people communicate change. Whatever function the client 
holds, this work usually includes close liaison with human resources and 
corporate communications teams, senior management and their in-house 
change project teams.

Sometimes clients use internal communication support as a stand-alone 
service, while in other circumstances such as significant restructuring, 
clients ask for an integrated range of internal and external communication 
services. So a critical skill for the Hill & Knowlton team is to be a ‘chameleon’, 
blending and shaping to fit the client’s specific situation.

Hill & Knowlton is itself a large organization and knows only too well the 
challenges of communicating internally across a diverse set of employees, 
countries, nationalities and specialities. From experience, it seems essential 
to learn to recognize and understand these differences and to find ways to 
benefit from them. Look for the core values that bind people together, and 
‘help people feel part of the team’, no matter who or where you are.
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THINGS TO THINK ABOUT –  
PAN-EMEA AND BEYOND

The professional communicator needs to weigh up not just where the 
message giver is coming from, but also the audience.

Social context can dictate how the most everyday and basic of communi-
cation is conducted. In some countries it is possible to send an e-mail request 
to an unknown individual and get a response as in Germany. However, 
in the Latin countries like Italy and Spain it is necessary to be formally 
introduced first.

In Asia Pacific asking personal questions about hobbies could well be 
seen as intrusive and irrelevant rather than an attempt to show an interest 
in an individual.

National cultures operate on a number of dimensions, one of which is 
power. In some cultures power is a given. In the United States an individual 
is accorded power if they have demonstrated they have achieved it. In Arab 
states power is given to the family, so it is inherited and is a given.

Change communications programmes originating in the United States 
will invariably be upbeat in tone. People in the UK, Germany and Holland 
do not respond quite so enthusiastically to this approach and prefer a more 
balanced approach, telling it as it is without the razzmatazz.

Communications style is explicit in the United States and the UK but 
implicit in Japan – where a lot of information and exchanges are hidden.

Decision making in Sweden is more consensus driven; you have to take 
time, but this gains ownership and engagement. In the United States, 
however, you might need to get everything signed in triplicate to make 
sure you actually have approval.

The theoretical approach is all very well, but practicalities can undermine 
the best-laid plans. Working hours may be different, bank holidays 
and religious festivals must not be overlooked – you can destroy your 
organization’s credibility if you ignore these factors. (See the previous 
chapter for a list of faiths likely to be found in the UK.)

If you are working with Muslim countries you must allow for the practice 
of prayers; if you do not you will have broken the relationship.

It is important to use the appropriate media. In Saudi Arabia it is critical 
that it is face-to-face. The telephone is rated seventh in their priority list.

In some national and corporate cultures you have to arrange a meeting 
in advance, and in others you can simply stick your head around the door. 
A bureaucratic or personality-focused culture will determine which one 
works.

Different cultures will rate family, work and religion in differing orders 
of priority.
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The canny international internal communicator must keep an eye on both 
the bigger structural picture formed by legal change and the smaller local 
picures affected by both country and corporate cultures.

As Wilson, Thomas-Derrick and Wright (2001) assert in Strategic Communi-
cation Management, no one size fits all. When operating in the global environ-
ment it is necessary to take account of language, culture and politics. To 
help your travelling manager adapt, provide an online global travel tool kit 
including handy material on local customs, business etiquette and cultural 
dos and don’ts.

A Scandinavian approach to merger and internal communication 
follows.

Scandinavian approach has lift off
Gro Elin Hansen, Communication Officer at Scandinavian Airlines 
Norway is responsible for the internal communications function at an 
organization created from the merger between the Scandinavian SAS and 
domestic airline Braathens. She writes: ‘One of the main objectives of the 
new communications director was to launch a new set of internal com-
munication channels – both an in-house magazine and an intranet. The new 
company, which was named SAS Braathens (later it changed its name to the 
current Scandinavian Airlines Norway or SAS Norway) sprang from vastly 
different cultures and the new communication policy sought to forge the 
two into a common culture.

‘A communications department was established with two members of 
staff dedicated to internal communication. Other team members concen-
trated on public relations, media relations and public affairs. The first 
task was to build a new intranet, the second was to revamp the in-house 
magazine. Both channels had to be regarded as new to all employees, not 
just ex-Braathens or ex-SAS staff.

‘The intranet was built and launched within six weeks of the merger. 
Later in the year the in-house magazine was made over with a name and 
design change. An external communications agency facilitated the process 
and has since assisted with the production of 10 issues a year.

‘The magazine seeks to bridge the two cultures and give readers insight 
into current issues and challenges within SAS Norway. On top of that, 
the intranet serves as a day-to-day news provider as well as a work tool. 
SAS staff use the intranet to access news, discussion boards, to carry out  
e-buying, e-learning, access systems and quality manuals, carry out report-
ing and provide and access sales information.

‘In its infancy SAS Braathens was overshadowed by conflicts and 
crises including industrial action, departure of the chief executive and 
investigations by the Serious Fraud Office. The communication climate 
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was therefore a difficult one and it took the company more than two 
years to rebuild a trusting and open atmosphere between employees and 
management.

‘Both the former and current chief executives have travelled across the 
country to meet face-to-face with members of staff in both small and large-
scale meetings designed to encourage dialogue. In order to get the company 
culture back on track, top management has been clear about the need for 
dialogue, consultation and employee involvement.

‘During autumn 2006 the communications department initiated a staff 
committee which would undertake several staff events throughout 2007 
and 2008 under the branding “I don’t travel alone”. The main goal of the 
events was to bring people together, discuss strategy, solutions and the 
future, and to establish a common set of cultural “ground rules”.

‘Other internal communication channels currently in use include web-
based television programmes posted on the intranet six times a year. The 11-
minute programme includes events, news and interviews with staff; these 
are also broadcast on TV screens where staff might not have easy access to 
computers (ie cabin crews). Newsletters for specific staff groups such as 
flight crew and breakfast briefings are also employed. More technical in-
formation on such issues as turn-around processes for aircraft and emergency 
procedures are disseminated via SMS (short message service or texting). 
SAS crews who do not have constant access to computers are also kept 
informed via message screens, which are effectively televised information 
boards. Staff themselves are able to post questions and comments on online 
discussion boards on the intranet to which colleagues or managers might 
post answers, feedback or comments.’

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Native speakers living in the country concerned are the best translators/
interpreters.

 Translate American English into British English and vice versa.
 Pay attention to differing attitudes and approaches applied on the 

ground.
 Not communicating is not an option.
 Allow space for written/spoken communication in languages like 

German – they take up more room.
 Enable local communicators to put their own stamp on centrally 

generated material.
 Head Office dress codes and habits do not always travel well.
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How to do it – setting 
about communication

Much early effort at internal communication may have gone adrift because 
it was carried out with little reference to the values of the organization. 
There is always so much to be done that it is tempting to dive straight in 
and get on with the task in hand. But without first establishing the key 
values of the organization you will be simply reacting and responding to 
circumstances rather than shaping them.

Taking the temperature of the organization may be no more complex 
than building up regular contact points at key parts of the organization 
with those individuals tasked to act as your eyes and ears, so that you in 
turn can provide a similar full-bodied view to your senior management.

Read your trade and specialist media to see how your organization is 
perceived in the way it performs and the way in which it treats employees 
and customers. This should give you a sound benchmark with which 
to compare the internal wishes and beliefs. It is unlikely you will find a 
complete match.

Make sure the internal communications function has a physical presence 
at any away-days the board or senior management may have planned 
in order to cast the runes and hopefully do rather more than navel gaze. 
This all sounds great, except of course if you work in one of the many 
organizations which does not automatically grant you equal status or access 
to the boardroom. How do you get on board?

13
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Through your elementary research you should have established the key 
matters of concern. Be prepared to support your argument even if it does 
not appear to be espousing the current values. You need to establish where 
there is disparity between what the board thinks is happening and the real 
blockages on the ground, and suggest how to bridge them. Identifying 
the territory in between the reality and the corporate goal and placing a 
substantiated value on it should provide the tools to get you noticed. The 
bottom line and whatever is stopping the organization from achieving the 
ideal position is what most grabs the attention and imagination of the board. 
Learn to read and interpret a balance sheet (this is not a subject for this book 
and there are very many other books and courses to help you).

Like corporate communication, the internal communications function has 
the perfect excuse to stick its nose in everywhere. Do not just demonstrate 
your value to the top – practise those skills on other departments like human 
resources, finance, production, distribution and marketing. As with all 
relationships there is nothing more attractive than an apparently interested 
audience. Being a good listener may be one of the most important and 
valuable skills you can develop.

Determining whether or not the organization has the right core values 
and determining precisely what these should be are not your job per se, but 
you can act as a barometer and reflect back the reality from both without 
and within the organization.

This should be done as part of your routine practice. The communication 
process and its vital components are shown in Figure 13.1.

Figure 13.1 The communication process – basic components to be built in

The Communication Process
Agree/own the message

Target/Tailor/Test

50% of communication 
is listening

100% of communication 
is ownership

Feedback:
– surveys
– focus groups

Deliver:
– face-to-face (primary)
– publications (secondary)
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WHAT YOUR PEOPLE WANT TO HEAR

It is sometimes hard to get away from the ‘us and them’ clichés of the old 
school industrial management.

Center and Jackson (1995) carried out a study for the International Associ-
ation of Business Communicators and came up with the following (see 
panel below).

SUBJECTS OF INTEREST TO EMPLOYEES

Rank Subject Scale 1–10
 1 Organizational plans for the future 8
 2 Job advancement opportunities 7
 3 Job-related how-to information 7
 4 Productivity improvements 6
 5 Personnel policies and practices 6
 6 How we’re doing vs the competition 6
 7 How my job fits into the organization 6
 8 How external events affect job 5
 9 How profits are used 5
10 Financial results 4

This provides a pretty good checklist for the preparation of any short- or 
long-term communication programmes. Your job is to find material from 
within the organization that fits into these categories.

Arnott (1986) puts all this rather more prosaically when he quotes 
Roger d’Aprix, former Head of Internal Communications at Xerox, who 
reframed staff needs along Maslow’s hierarchy of needs model. He reckons 
workers require answers to the ‘I’ questions before they move on to the ‘we’ 
questions.

The ‘I’ questions ask:

 What’s my job?
 How am I doing?
 Does anybody give a damn?

Once answers to the above are satisfactorily given and processed, the 
questions asked are:

 How are we doing?
 How do we fit in to the whole?
 How can I help?
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Your role as communicator is to balance the above against the requirements 
of management and be prepared for some stiff debate where the two might 
diverge. Be prepared to upset one or even both sides of the equation rather 
more frequently than you would suppose or might like. Diplomacy and tact 
are crucial characteristics you will need to develop, plus a nose for finding 
alternative sources of information.

The newcomer to the internal communications function needs to establish 
the extent of the resources available to them. It is unlikely you will have 
your own printing press to hand; you may have to focus the department 
digital camera and wield a mean pen. Only you know your key strengths 
and it is best to be honest with yourself and play to them.

Increasingly external media are complaining that the young PROs they 
are encountering do not know what the media wants and are unable to 
write in an easy to read and digestible manner.

A special plea: writing dissertations for a degree are not the same as 
writing short, snappy and deathless prose for a newspaper. A glance at the 
average tabloid national newspaper will show you that. Perhaps your skills 
lie more strategically in the thinking and planning rather than the execution 
and delivery. The following chapters look at the nuts and bolts of delivering 
key communication activities.

But the most important aspect for you to focus on is being clear as to why 
you are saying something, to whom you are saying it, how you are going to 
transmit it and then measuring your results.

Russell Grossman, then Head of Internal Communication, BBC, had a 
neat way of marshalling types of communication conducted on a daily or 
less frequent basis. The basic purpose is ‘Talking the right language, creating 
passion, understanding and commitment’. The structure is outlined in the 
box opposite.

To round off this chapter, a case study from north of the border. Internal 
communication was formalized only at the turn of the millennium for 
VisitScotland, formerly the Scottish Tourist Board, a ‘non-departmental 
public body’ funded by the Scottish Executive. Here is how they went 
about it.

VisitScotland builds internal capacity
Based in Edinburgh, VisitScotland has offices in London and Inverness and 
employs 193 people, 64 of whom are field-based quality assurance advisers. 
Much of its experience of the internal communications function in the past 
had been patchy if not non-existent. A management review underlined the 
need to communicate developmental and organizational milestones in a 
more formalized way. 
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VisitScotland was also about to undergo radical change with a new structure 
and senior management team; communicating this in a more measured way 
was regarded as vital for the success of restructuring.

External crises also hit in the form of foot and mouth disease and the World 
Trade Center attack which, combined with a global downturn, brought the 
organization into the public spotlight and not always in a flattering light.

A survey conducted with employees underlined the need for clearer 
internal communication supported by the directors and board, a more 
formal communication of the future role of the organization, opportunity 
for employee empowerment and scope to gain greater understanding of the 
roles of colleagues.

To get the ball rolling a group of employees from various departments 
was set up to concentrate on the project. Their objectives were to com-
municate and champion the values of VisitScotland, launch a new way 
of communicating internally, build confidence in the organization and 

INTERNAL COMMUNICATION SPECTRUM

Day to Day Communication

 organization news;
 awards, etc;
 housekeeping – pay, appraisals, appointments, operational, etc;
 interpreting external media coverage;
 listening and responding to worries, etc.

Change Communication

 explaining vision, purpose and values;
 helping leaders talk with their teams;
 sharing knowledge and best practice;
 embedding change initiatives;
 listening for reactions;
 understanding responses to change;
 celebrating team success;
 industry and other ‘bigger picture’ news.

Marketing Communication

 creating passion about product;
 internal marketing activity;
 inviting critique and discussion;
 marketing programmes;
 visual environment (buildings etc).
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get support for the culture changes. They also aimed to create a seamless 
organization in which everyone was working together, morale was raised 
and employees were kept involved in and informed about the change 
process.

A series of initiatives was identified for swift action – implementing a 
staff survey, conducting a communications audit and setting up a dedicated 
internal communications team. Other initiatives included opportunities 
to meet with the management team, staff awareness sessions, monthly 
newsletter, major event and new intranet. So successful was the effort that a 
new communication group was proposed to keep up support and feedback 
for the new initiatives.

Employees saw the first stage of the intranet introduced in May 2002, 
providing news and information; its second phase was implemented in 
spring 2003.

Meetings with the new chief executive and directors were well received. 
Also helpful were the staff awareness sessions run simultaneously at all 
three sites on the one day. There were also presentations from different 
groups and departments which served to update progress towards the new 
organizational structure and culture.

An electronic monthly newsletter, Outlook, was sent out over a period of 
10 months. This included people news, corporate updates and facts, had 
live links and a feedback facility.

An employee opinion survey conducted in December 2002 looked at 
the organization’s performance against similar bodies undergoing similar 
change and early results showed it had performed well.

The new intranet that replaced an earlier version contained a staff 
directory with photographs and job descriptions, a news section on busi-
ness developments and other industry news. Also included were new 
ideas, corporate plans, projects from each department, financial and human 
resources procedures, briefings and factsheets and corporate presentations. 
Maps, organizational charts, links, social news including a chatroom, corpo-
rate database and photo library, competitions, new employee induction 
pack and a room-booking service were also added. To keep the ‘hub’ well 
stocked, ‘news heralds’ were appointed from the workforce.

To show how far everyone had come, a hard-copy publication in the 
form of a review of the year ReVisitScotland was published. A dedicated 
internal communications team comprising a knowledge manager, internal 
communications officer and intranet coordinator was set up and located in 
the communications department, although it worked closely with human 
resources. As this case study demonstrates, it is necessary to deploy a raft 
of initiatives to ensure messages are getting through. However, it is possible 
to overdo things and concentrate too much on the activity rather than its 
purpose.
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Vicki Davies, then National Internal Communications Manager for NHS 
Blood and Transplant, has found technology a great means of helping 
managers filter messages, ensure things get done on time and that the right 
people are told. A communication and coordination planning system helps 
ensure managers in far-flung regions are not planning a major initiative 
all on the same day, thereby guaranteeing overload. The system helps 
managers on the ground determine their target audience and required 
message. Linked via a well maintained database, what is essentially a large 
website helps managers as well as the professional communicators get the 
message across in a timely and appropriate fashion.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Do not take for granted the health of your organization – take regular 
soundings to check.

 See how outsiders view the organization.
 Develop your listening skills.
 Employees most want to know about future plans and how they fit 

in.
 Be honest about your own abilities to deliver.
 Establish what skills you need to buy in.
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We can all talk can’t 
we? Face to face

Many surveys conducted into employees’ preferred mode of communication 
suggest that the all-time favourite remains face to face. This chapter will 
focus on logistical aspects of improving the conditions for dialogue in one-
to-one or group situations.

Communication coach Johnny Harben believes the internal communicator 
now has the golden opportunity to lead on all levels of communication, 
starting with the rediscovery of narrative and ending with the killing 
off of PowerPoint-style presentations. To demonstrate his points on the 
former he outlined how easyJet absorbed rival airline Go at the turn of the 
millennium.

LISTENING IN ON EASY CONVERSATION

‘An organization in conversation with itself’: this was the stated, overall 
purpose of easyJet’s internal communication activity when in 2002 
Bridgeen Rea took responsibility for the IC role. The low-cost airline had 
just announced the takeover of Go.

14
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She put the emphasis on conversations – essentially unrehearsed dia-
logue – in easyJet. Her job was to feed this grapevine with attractive, 
accurate and trustworthy news and information on the one hand. On the 
other, she was to listen to feedback by providing opportunities for people to 
be in regular conversations with leaders and managers in order to discuss  
and challenge what was going on around the workplace. Her daily work 
was about the intrinsic (how people talk to each other) rather than the 
instrumental.

Experts say that what is relevant to face-to-face conversation applies just 
as much to telephone communication, the biggest traffic in most organi-
zations, although e-mail has proved a strong competitor. The telling of 
stories or narratives is a major component and is central to conversational 
success.

Even the simplest of events is dramatized in ‘coffee machine’ stories, 
often with no great skill (‘I was at my desk, right? And the phone goes. And 
guess who it is? It’s Jenny and she’s all over the place. She says to me “I’ve 
just handed my notice in”, well!’)

Story telling is central to being human, and stories or narratives – the 
terms are interchangeable – cross all history and arise in all circumstances. 
Stories in this sense are not fables, lies or fairy tales. They are the way 
humans understand, experience, communicate and try to influence others. 
Stories constantly change as people pass them on and consist of the process 
of telling as well as the end product. Corporate culture may therefore be 
regarded as a set of connecting stories.

This is a style that is engaging and embracing, aspirationally open and 
honest. In considering your organization’s style it might be wise to adopt 
some principles for effective conversation. This may be published in the 
form of a communication agreement or contract.

The ‘Communication Contract’:

1. Everyone is entitled to receive daily news of what is going on around 
the whole business by any reasonable means. In return, everyone agrees 
to see this news as often as possible and to respond and contribute as 
they wish, including questioning and challenging.

2. Everyone is entitled to a regular one-to-one meeting with his or her 
manager. In return everyone agrees to be as honest and open in these 
meetings as possible so as to make them effective for all parties.

3. Everyone is entitled to access to the intranet. In return, everyone agrees 
to use this resource as often but as responsibly as possible and to respond 
and contribute as they wish, including questioning and challenging. 

4. Everyone is entitled to a regular meeting of their natural work-team, at 
least once a month, with their manager present, when they can discuss 
and challenge what is going on for their team and for the organization as 
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a whole. In return everyone is expected to contribute to these meetings 
by following some simple rules for effective dialogue.

In addition, communicators may need to provide a course in the essentials 
of good dialogue, including best practice in meetings. In the field of 
communication it is increasingly recognized that the emphasis in terms of 
personal development needs to be placed on a manager’s competence in 
face-to-face dialogue more than on the use of formal media such as e-mail, 
memos and such aids as PowerPoint. Audio-visual aids such as PowerPoint 
can allow presenters to get caught up in the mechanics of the technology at 
the expense of the core messages and values.

Communicators should be helping leaders and managers by getting them 
to ask themselves three questions before they start to frame a presentation 
for more than eight or ten staff or a team conversation: ‘What do I want 
people to understand, feel, do as a result of this input?’

The question will often lead to the use of stories or narratives, for exam-
ple stories about the best of what is happening in the organization already, 
or things that could be done more extensively in the service of a new 
strategy. 

It becomes obvious that it is easier to get people thinking and feeling 
differently about something if both their hearts and their minds are engaged. 
Their minds might have turned off if the story of the new strategy implied 
that everything that had gone before had been rubbish, because it can be 
seen as criticism of their own earlier efforts. 

Johnny Harben’s conclusions: learn more about conversation and dia-
logue, establish the benefits of a ‘communication agreement’ and banish 
PowerPoint or use it sparingly.

HOW OTHERS DO IT

Demonstrating a greater propensity for the other side of dialogue – effective 
listening – is critical. Buckinghamshire County Council has put in place the 
necessary mechanisms for this by developing a system of elected employee 
representatives from each of its services as part of increasing employee 
engagement and involvement in decision making. Quite separate from recog-
nized union representation, they work on major projects. This supplements 
a wide range of communications activities including a newsletter, intranet 
and video. 

In managing even the smallest of meetings there are ways of getting the 
most from coming together by at least establishing the right conditions for 
the whole activity to be both comfortable for the participants and effective 
for the organization. The following box sets out some aspects to consider.
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KEY POINTS TO GETTING THE MOST FROM YOUR MEETING

 Draw up an agenda.
 Send it out in good time.
 Lay on something nice to eat – chocolate cake, biscuits.
 Be generous with the tea, coffee and bottled water.
 Keep to the agenda.
 Get everyone to contribute.
 Make sure the meeting is minuted.
 Finish on time.
 Ensure minutes go out quickly.

Some organizations feel you can get too comfortable and have introduced 
meetings with no chairs. In these days of litigation and the Disability 
Discrimination Act this would not be wise, especially if you are aware that 
some of your staff have physical difficulties. This kind of approach also 
suggests a lack of courtesy at the very least. There are ways to make a room 
comfortable without reducing the effectiveness of the meeting and a firm, 
clear agenda managed by an equally firm, focused chairperson will ensure 
the meeting achieves its set goals.

Keep the room well ventilated but not too chilly and this will ensure every-
one stays awake. If you are planning to meet in that well-known ‘graveyard’ 
slot after lunch, pick a controversial or energetic speaker or a challenging or 
important subject to kick off with – that way no one will want to nod off.

Entertainment seems to be an underlying theme of this section and as 
Johnny Harben said, one of the biggest killers can be misuse of presentation 
aids. But it is not just PowerPoint and other computerized systems that 
are to blame – overhead projectors, flipcharts and even old-fashioned slide 
shows can be just as deadening to the imagination of the presenter and by 
extension the audience.

However, one of the most engaging presentations the author ever wit-
nessed was on a dreary November evening in a badly lit cellar wine bar. 
The speaker had no aids other than two flipcharts he had dragged across 
London by bus. He placed them either side of him and spent the evening 
diving between the two which had been ready prepared with his key points. 
Nearly a decade on it is still possible to remember the underlying message 
about homelessness charity, Crisis.
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OVERCOMING PRESENTATION SICKNESS

The best lessons are not always the new ones. Below are some key pointers 
on giving presentations.

KEY POINTS FOR PRESENTATION AIDS

 Use a large typeface.
 No more than seven words across.
 No more than seven lines down.
 Ensure in advance that equipment is working.
 Turn projector off when talking and not presenting.
 Talk about contents and not something else.
 Skip the distracting graphics.
 Avoid lots of tints, or try colours out in advance.
 Provide legible handouts.

It is something of a judgement call whether you give out handouts before 
or after a presentation. Before, and you may risk the participants being 
distracted by them. Provide pads of paper and pens for those congenitally 
unable to bring their own – a surprisingly large number.

But why stick to the same old format? Howard Krais, then at law firm 
Eversheds, had perfected the art of the roadshow for a notoriously hard-to-
engage audience.

Popcorn seems to be a magic ingredient. Taking cinema as the theme, 
staff called to the roadshow were invited to ‘have your say at the movies’, 
which expanded on earlier ‘have your say’ quarterly sessions held in each 
of the regional centres.

Just as in the real movies, ‘advertisements’ were used to ensure the 
audience knew what to expect. To accompany the ‘films’ or videos, popcorn 
was served. Fun appears to be a crucial but often overlooked element, but a 
lot of hard work is also needed to make sure the mechanics work.

The practical elements that should be taken into account are listed in the 
following panel.
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LOGISTICS OF MANAGING A ROADSHOW/EVENT

 Establish objectives of event.
 Ensure these match with other activities.
 Make sufficient rooms available.
 Check that rooms are large enough for main groups.
 And small enough for discussion groups.
 Brief presenters thoroughly.
 Prepare scripts for presenters.
 Shift pace by interspersing video with live ‘acts’.
 Provide the right balance of presenters (board, senior manager, 

functional heads).
 Ensure presenters have rehearsed sufficiently.
 Make sure presenters are happy to improvise.
 Provide back-up if presenter drops dead (literally or metaphorically) 

en route.
 Anticipate problems with transport for speaker or audience.

Every exchange in the workplace between two people or more is an oppor-
tunity for dialogue. The way ahead is to make these exchanges work effect-
ively alongside more formal channels of communication.

The next chapter looks at skilling up those eventually tasked with com-
municating all those important messages – the leaders themselves.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Hang out by the water cooler if you want to know what people 
think.

 Stories are how people share information – use the format.
 Set some ground rules for effective corporate conversations.
 Emphasize everyone’s responsibility to communicate.
 Be clear why a meeting is happening and communicate that.
 Take care of participants – feed and water them.
 Do not use technology as a conversational crutch.
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Leading from the 
middle

You have the finest newsletter, the glitziest website, an intranet that functions 
well and are completely up-to-date with the latest technologies. But your 
employee satisfaction surveys are still saying that your people do not know 
what is going on and that no one is talking to them.

The previous chapter covered face-to-face communication in some detail; 
this chapter is intended as a companion piece and focuses on enabling 
front-line and middle managers to become leaders through effective 
communication.

Unless we have a severe physical disability of some kind we can all talk, 
but that does not mean it is the common sense activity or ability that most 
people assume. The board and the strata of directors and management 
beneath it are often under the misapprehension that everyone can com-
municate. Perhaps they can – but are they doing it effectively?

Sue Dewhurst, one half of the Competent Communicators consultancy, 
has reported that it is not just front-line employees who complain that they 
have no idea what is required of them and what is happening. Even those 
often maligned as failed communicators, the line managers and supervisors, 
complain that those higher up the chain could also do with some help and 
training with communication.

15
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The box below sets out the various levels above front-line workers who 
may benefit from training by the communications team. This should also 
give the professional communicator a greater insight into the number of 
management levels that may in itself be affecting their efforts.

Understanding precisely where your ‘leaders’ sit in the organization will 
help you shape appropriate training. Charan et al (2001) compiled what 
they termed the ‘Leadership Pipeline’; an edited version is shown in the 
following box.

LEADERSHIP PIPELINE

 Stage 1. First line manager. First step in managing others. Also described 
as front-line.

 Stage 2. Managing managers. Developing first line managers.
 Step 3. Functional manager. Responsible for a function.
 Step 4. Business manager. Moving away from a speciality/function.
 Step 5. Group manager. Managing a collection of business areas.
 Step 6. Enterprise manager. In addition anywhere from Step 3 upwards 

the individual may become a board member. This level might also in-
clude the MD/CEO.

Sue Dewhurst and partner Liam FitzPatrick believe that having identified 
which level of manager you are targeting, there are five things on which to 
focus attention in order to improve communication among leaders. These 
are set out in ‘Bringing out the excellent communicator in managers’, in 
Strategic Communications Management, Aug/Sept 2007.

FIVE THINGS TO CONSIDER

1. Do managers know it’s their job?

Do they know that communication is part of their job? Have relevant 
standards and competencies been set down? Do your top people reinforce 
the key messages through their behaviour?

2. Who’s communicating with them?

Do they get time to think about and discuss issues so they can ‘take 
ownership of the message’? If they do not believe it, is it likely anyone else 
will believe them?
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3. Have you trained them?

Giving presentations in public ranks high on the list of managers’ phobias. 
Do not assume they can do it naturally or that they even apply the same 
meaning to words and messages that you do. Communicating is more than 
hitting the send button – do they know that?

4. Are you giving them the tools and materials they need?

‘Jargon-filled presentations’ or exhortations on every e-mail that ‘if you 
have any questions, ask your line manager’ without briefing them first 
means they will surely fail.

5. Is anyone watching?

Remember the old adage, ‘what gets measured, gets done’. What mechan-
ism do you use to track leaders’ communication behaviours and efforts? If 
they underperform do you do anything about it?

In their article, Sue Dewhurst and Liam FitzPatrick have concentrated 
on improving communication skills through training the line manager. 
Addressing the five points listed should improve the communication experi-
ence among front-line teams.

Speaking at the Internal Communication Alliance’s (now CIPR Inside) 
national conference on 30 June 2005, Kevin Murray, then Chairman of the 
Public Relations Division of Chime Communications, outlined the skills line 
managers would need to develop to engage their teams more effectively.

Always underpinning all their recognizably job-specific activities (perhaps 
accountancy, sales performance or information technology) is communi-
cation. This is a fundamental aspect – no one can get the books to balance or 
the trains to run on time without communication. The key communication 
skills for line managers (the list is not necessarily exhaustive) are shown in 
the box below.

KEY COMMUNICATION SKILLS FOR MANAGERS

 The need to listen effectively
– understand what more senior managers want in terms of action
– hear what their direct reports are saying.

 Understand the organization/division’s requirements.
 Interpret this information in a way that makes sense to employees.
 Spot problem areas and address them

– gauge whether these can be dealt with directly or need to be 
forwarded to senior management.
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 Encourage feedback from staff.
 Deliver feedback in a sensitive way to higher echelons.
 Fine tune the process with direct reports in response to senior manager 

comments.

Nilsson and Heilskov (2007), in their article in Strategic Communication 
Management on developing a useful toolkit for support managers, have 
identified processes that are needed at four different levels of the organiza-
tion. The most senior leaders are described as ‘visionary strategist’ or 
‘change agent’ and the middle or front-line manager ‘people manager’ or 
‘operational manager’.

The visionary strategist needs to ‘paint and share an attractive picture 
of the future’ and ‘translate vision and values’ while being consistent 
and persistent. The change agent needs to sell change, ‘walk the talk’ and 
achieve dialogue.

The other two categories – people manager and operations manager – are 
treated separately by the authors but could be argued to overlap if they are 
not in fact interchangeable. The processes they need to develop at the front 
line include the following.

PROCESSES FOR FRONT-LINE MANAGERS

 setting easy to grasp targets;
 ensuring results are followed up;
 making time to answer questions;
 setting aside time and creating frameworks to keep staff informed;
 ensuring feedback to direct reports is done constructively and con-

sistently.

ACCENTUATE THE POSITIVE

This is not about producing top orators but helping individuals develop 
their own style that will help them persuade those reporting to them to 
engage with them, whether it is in a meeting, via e-mail or around the water 
cooler.

Training should not emphasize how bad the participant is at communication 
– this will only serve to compound his or her negative feelings, which will 
hinder learning. To encourage managers at all levels of the organization to 
participate in communication training it may be necessary to incorporate it 
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as a module in a wider leadership training programme. For the first level or 
front-line manager this may be part of regular training or awayday special 
events. Junior managers often comment to trainers that the training they 
had received would also be useful to more senior managers. It is helpful 
to encourage the higher echelons to participate in their own sessions so at 
the very least they can understand what it is their front-line managers are 
experiencing. At this level you may effectively be coaching as the training 
may be being delivered on a one-to-one basis.

In 2007 Dr Jon White and Professor Anne Gregory conducted an audit of 
the value of internal communication on behalf of the Department of Work 
and Pensions. This served to emphasize that communication is not a ‘bolt-
on’ or an extra but an essential aspect of management.

Returning to the training of front-line managers, the trainer should 
show them how to take a step back from the way they usually approach 
communication. Listening is one of the critical skills line managers and for 
that matter communicators need to develop. To reiterate: the other skills are 
the ability to clearly express information from top management to front-line 
staff and vice versa. The skills required could be argued to be behaviours 
and therefore inherent, although those who find them difficult can be 
helped to reinforce them by constant repetition. Those skills/behaviours 
include an ability to handle difficult situations, impart bad as well as good 
news in a constructive way, and use language intelligently according to the 
needs of the specific audience.

It is not all about talking of course: before opening mouth, first engage 
brain, and that means listening. Mind Gym offered the following tips to 
listening effectively in Management Today, November 2005.

ARE YOU LISTENING?

One at a time.
Focus on the individual who is talking.
Suspend judgement.
Listen to the words, analyse them later.
Make gestures.
Show you are paying attention. Keep eye contact. Nod at appropriate 
points.
Ask open questions.
Encourage the speaker to expand on points.
Refer back.
Refer to earlier points made by speaker on that or an earlier occasion.
Get to the point.
Encourage wafflers to make their point succinctly.
Hear them out.
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Do not react too quickly or in mid sentence.
Hear their actual language.
Take note of the actual words chosen by the speaker.
Note their emotions.
Take account of the speaker’s tone of voice.

The development of listening skills will help budding leaders refocus their 
attention and communication efforts on the needs of the audience. In other 
words, they will move on from a position of simply delivering the company 
line without first understanding it themselves and anticipating its likely 
reception.

Again Sue Dewhurst and Liam FitzPatrick have come up with a number 
of steps ‘leaders’ need to think through when planning their communication 
activities.

THINKING THINGS THROUGH

Step 1. Why am I communicating? What are the results I am hoping for?
Step 2. What will my team think? What is in it for them? Do I know the 
answers to any questions they may put?
Step 3. What do I want to say? Three to four key critical points I want them 
to remember.
Step 4. What’s the best way to say it? If it needs to be soon will a quick 
e-mail do, a team discussion or one-to-ones?
Step 5. Say it! How do I make the message engaging?
Step 6. How will I know if it worked? Check reactions. Right results? Or do 
you need to do more?

MOVING IT ON

Language, and the particular choice and application of words, is one of 
the key ways the professional communicator can help turn a line manager 
from a less than successful amateur to a more competent communicator. 
As stated previously there is a tendency to hide behind company lingo or 
jargon. It is very hard to break away from relying on what are essentially 
clichés and stereotypes.

The Guardian newspaper has on more than one occasion seen fit to 
outline words and phrases that are used widely by managers to hide sloppy 
thought and in the process fail to communicate. One of the simplest blocks 
to communication is the smothering of simple language with essentially 
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meaningless jargon. Elsewhere in this book the need for precise language 
in specific business or industrial activities has been noted and it is not that 
language which causes the problem.

In light-hearted pieces, ‘Memo to the boss – cut the jargon’ (Guardian 7 
November 2006), Guy Browning supplies his favourites as does Malcolm 
Burgess writing about what he terms ‘corporate bullshit’ in the same paper 
in ‘Tongue twisters’ on 4 September 2006. A selection of phrases that could 
lead to confusion follows, together with alternatives.

PHRASES THAT CAN BE MISINTERPRETED

Drive the numbers. Alternative: Improve sales/production figures.
Face time. Alternative: Talking to the individual directly.
Taking something off-line. Alternative: To be dealt with later.
Put to bed. Alternative: Finish.
Added value. Alternative: Extra uses for the product/service or extra 
contribution that employee might make.
Macro-management. Alternative: Senior or board level decisions.
New customer acquisition strategy. Alternative: What sales people do 
when not selling the product/service.
Organizational excellence. Alternative: What we are saying about our-
selves, an aspiration/exhortation to do better.
Outcomes. Alternative: A public/voluntary sector term for results.
Shareholder value. Alternative: Maximum profits.

SO WHAT MAKES THE MIDDLE SPECIAL?

As Nilsson and Heilskov (2007) demonstrated, there are variations between 
different levels of managers in terms of the type or degree of communication 
skills they will need to perform effectively.

There is arguably some overlap at all levels but to recap, at the top the 
‘visionary strategist’ needs to visualize the future and put that in attractive 
but comprehensible language and keep on restating this while remaining 
consistent. The ‘change agent’, arguably one layer down, needs to be able 
to ‘sell the need for change’, again present a consistent message and be able 
to feed back the results.

Closer to the middle and also the front line, the people manager needs 
to be able to motivate, ‘listen and show interest’ and tackle problems con-
structively. The front-line or ‘operations manager’ has to ‘set clear targets 
and follow up’, and make time to explain and deal with issues.
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The middle and for that matter the line manager can feel torn in more 
than one direction as they are positioned literally in the middle and have 
to address the concerns of both top management and those at the delivery 
end.

The specific problems arising from being ‘sandwiched’ between multiple 
levels involve the need to be able to understand and use the different 
‘languages’ employed at different levels of the organization. These managers 
need to be consummate politicians gauging the temperature at board 
level and translating that in an acceptable manner for the front line. They 
also need to maintain effective relationships with other managers at their 
own level – their peers based in other functions or departments. It could 
therefore be argued that they are the critical managers in any organization. 
They are effectively the gatekeepers – providing the most respected route 
to front-line employees for senior management, and vice versa. If they 
are equipped to do their job effectively they are key to the organization’s 
continued success.

A recent study of 600 global managers by World Business magazine (Nov/
Dec 2006) showed that 50 per cent rate ‘getting work done through others’ 
as a ‘tough challenge’, while almost as many (44 per cent) are troubled by 
‘engaging and inspiring employees’. Reporting on the survey, James Curtis 
states in ‘The long journey to the top’, that each stage in the management 
climb offers a set of skill development issues to be addressed. However, 
these all appear to have communication, to internal or external audiences, 
at their heart.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Pinpoint the natural communicators in your organization and use 
them as your starting point.

 Identify and focus training on those struggling with the communication 
process.

 Design programmes pitched as help rather than punishment. Use 
disguise to sugar the pill if necessary.

 Teach front-line managers the importance of listening to senior 
managers and also their own team.

 Give leaders time to absorb messages before expecting them to pass 
them on.

 Provide useful tools with which to make a few points simply and 
attractively.

 Include communication competencies in development plans and 
appraisals.

 Reward effectiveness but do not punish failure.
 Get ‘leaders’ to learn from their mistakes.
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The creative aspects 
– writing, editing and 
designing it yourself

Ever spotted a strange little figure in an unexpected location scribbling 
furiously? Do not assume they are unwell; they could have been grabbed by 
the muse and are busy capturing their inspiration before it is gone again.

Probably the most difficult thing to teach anyone is creativity. It always 
seems that if you cannot draw a straight line, fashion design and the like are 
barred in terms of career. And if you did not win an essay competition in 
childhood you probably feel you cannot write for a living. You may wonder 
what place creativity has in the grand scheme that is internal communication. 
In Chapter 13 the list of subjects the workforce wanted to be kept in the 
know about did not exactly reek of the most imaginative things.

But without that inspired spark most of what passes for consumer 
advertising would be reduced to mere exhortations on newness and cost. It 
is often that something extra that sells the brand and this is unlikely to come 
from a straightforward translation of the balance sheet.

There is no intention in this chapter to teach you how to write or to take 
award-winning or even serviceable photographs. Instead, using some 
examples presented by research for this book and a few tricks of the trade 

16
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learnt from years at the journalistic coalface, the author hopes you will 
be more confident in your own creative ability or able at the very least to 
intelligently brief specialists (see Chapter 24 for more on this).

CAPTURING THE SPARK

Getting started on a written piece is always the hardest part, but once the 
first two or three paragraphs are written the rest just seems to flow naturally. 
The point of the story of the huddled figure is that inspiration can and is 
more likely to strike away from the constantly ringing telephones and other 
interruptions of everyday working life.

Much has been said about individuals (some creative geniuses and others 
not recognized as such) going to sleep on a difficult problem and dreaming 
or at least waking up with the solution. And these solutions are not always 
bizarre nonsensical duds – some, or at least parts of them, may work.

Both the act of going on a long walk or waking up shouting ‘Eureka!’ 
may work simply because the mind has been let off the leash and can roam 
more freely.

So where and when do you get your best ideas? Is it in the shower at the 
end of the day? Is it just before you go to sleep or when you wake up? Is it 
at work – on your own with the voicemail taking calls, or in a group in a 
set-piece situation?

It may make for messy living, but why not dot your most likely thinking 
spots with a small pad of paper and pencil (in the bathroom) or, for less 
damp surroundings, pen. It is also possible to buy pocket-sized notebooks 
to capture your thoughts on the move. Perhaps you would prefer a more 
technologically driven approach. A mini cassette player would work well 
in the car and will also fit neatly into a handbag.

SPARKING IDEAS TOGETHER

Different pieces of research have from time to time suggested that an indi-
vidual might produce more ideas on their own than the combined efforts 
of a group working together. This has also been applied to e-mail fora with 
conflicting results.

Nick Fitzherbert from Magic Management speaking at the Chartered 
Institute of Public Relations National Conference in November 2003 
declared travelling as the best opportunity for idea generation at 39 per 
cent. Apparently only 11 per cent found inspiration while at work and a 
mere 1 per cent more found it in the shower, while 18 per cent preferred 
sleeping on it.
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Despite work’s poor showing he has some tips for effective brainstorming 
as illustrated in the boxed panel below.

THE IDEAL BRAINSTORM

 Six individuals with different skills (experts, novices, chair, recorder).
 Equipment to record.
 No alcohol.
 Not too much comfort.
 Strict timeframe.
 Clear objectives.
 Broad ownership and status of ideas.
 All ideas encouraged, none dismissed.

It may seem odd to place such a firm structure around what is supposed to 
be creative activity, but it is the only way to ensure that goals are achieved.

Out of all the ideas generated probably 90 per cent will be jettisoned. It 
is therefore important that no one is criticized for having supposedly wild, 
impractical ideas. Everyone entering into the process should be completely 
happy with the notion that few ideas will actually get on let alone off the 
drawing board and that no shame or blame is implied.

Peter Lawlor, Creative Director at Hill & Knowlton consultancy, reckons 
that when a child is five there are few barriers, and if a child chooses to 
draw a blue cow then such an entity is deemed possible. Children do not 
filter ideas so seemingly impossible ones are explored, and adults would do 
well to relearn that skill, at least in part.

Nick Fitzherbert describes four levels of brainstorming. Word association 
is a bit like sticking a pin in a thesaurus (incidentally a great way to find a 
name for something) and involves playing games with words associated 
with an object and then working with the resulting thoughts.

Free thinking is, exactly as the label suggests, an opportunity to range 
far and wide with a given subject, and several consultancies run creative 
thinking programmes for their clients.

Tested strategies, however, are the opposite, taking ideas that have already 
worked elsewhere and then giving them an extra twist. This one probably 
works where an extension of a ready-developed programme is needed.

Marginal or magical mindset is the search for different perspectives. 
Moving to an unusual location may work here and may involve bringing in 
people from outside the nominal group or perhaps sending individuals off 
to work alone. This approach might also lend itself to reversal of the usual 
circumstances – turning the problem on its head before seeking an answer.
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Even the colours in the meeting room could have some bearing on the 
success or otherwise of the session. Nick Fitzherbert says red generates 
excitement, yellow lifts mood, blue calms, white can be sterile but also 
uncluttered, while green is peaceful. A bowl of nuts will also get the 
participants buzzing – apparently boosting serotonin levels – again all to 
do with mood.

Brainstorming is not restricted to strict idea generation. It can also be 
used as part of the communications process as demonstrated below.

SEXING UP THE MISSION STATEMENT

A solo brainstorm in advance of a team presentation resulted in the 
brainstorming technique itself being used to get staff at the Royal Bank of 
Scotland thinking about the bank’s core values. A relatively long-serving 
team member had to give a presentation to a monthly team meeting and 
decided to emphasize the organization’s mission statement by bringing it 
to life in an unexpected way. There were penalties for not knowing key 
elements, so she sought to find a memorable way of making it all stick. 
What better way than using that age-old motivator – sex.

She employed one of Nick Fitzherbert’s techniques – word association. 
So the phrase ‘fit for purpose’ became ‘condom’, ‘interdependence’ became 
‘69’, ‘individual responsibility’ – ‘birth control’. The group were asked to 
supply the rest, which they did with great humour.

Humour was also crucial to BSkyB’s attempts to get a largely youthful 
workforce thinking about a sharesave programme. Speaking at the CIPR’s 
November 2003 conference, then Group Head of Internal Communications, 
Hamish Haynes, employed bags of chocolate coins to get the message 
across entertainingly.

THINK VISUALLY

Many of the best ideas are in fact visual and summon up ready-made 
images. There has been a tendency in recent years to use little better than 
passport-sized photographs to illustrate articles. In an otherwise expensive 
or good-looking publication this could project meanness, perhaps an 
unfortunate subliminal message. There is an old adage that a picture is 
worth a thousand words – you can test the veracity of that by having a look 
at any national or regional newspaper. These publications also give space 
generously to pictures that warrant the treatment; do the same.

And it is the idea that counts. A long line-up around a cheque presenta-
tion, or a group shot of an entire team may suit an economically driven 
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photographic unit (local papers sell more prints of team photos) but it does 
not progress the story. A good photograph should emphasize or illustrate 
a point. Careful positioning on the page will often draw the eye in. Use an 
eye-catching image on the front page to entice people to look on the inside 
by teasing them with a few relevant details.

Whether you are briefing a photographer or taking the image yourself, 
bear certain things in mind. Make sure your subject is comfortable with 
what you have in mind, including the final usage of the image. They may 
have an added twist of their own which would give a better result. Be 
careful of timing for photo shoots – avoid mid- to late afternoon as from 
autumn through to early summer the available light will surely let you 
down. Photographs are probably best taken in the morning unless night is 
part of the context.

If you cannot afford to brief a photographer or are unable to take your own 
images, an option is presented by any one of the many photo libraries now 
in existence. Catalogues of literally thousands of images can be accessed  
online. Just remember you are buying on a one-off use basis only, unless 
you have negotiated otherwise. It is also possible that your chosen image 
will be used elsewhere.

You may also wish to consider whether colour or black and white strikes 
the right chord for your audience. Black and white does not always have 
to appear old-fashioned; it can effectively generate atmosphere compared 
with the same image in colour.

And if you do have to use a poor picture because it is the only one avail-
able, do what the national papers do: use it big or crop it to focus on the 
good or interesting features.

Of course photographs are just one kind of visual element. Sketches and 
drawings can be appropriate and often make a point more subtly than the 
gritty realism of a photograph. It is most likely that such images would 
need to be commissioned and there is a graphic designer out there with the 
right touch for you.

Digital cameras, as well as taking stills for print, also allow the insertion 
of still or moving images into websites so there is no reason why the intranet 
should be regarded as a purely static medium. Overall tips on intranet and 
technologically driven platforms are covered in Chapter 21.

BACK TO THE WRITTEN WORD

If a picture is worth a thousand words you will still need words for the 
caption. Pictures alone cannot provide the necessary context. So this section 
culminates with tips on writing for publications which apply equally 
internally and externally.
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There are tips worth learning from the mass media about the way words 
are employed on the page. Dissertation-style writing is no use for an internal 
newspaper unless the audience is an academic one. First, it is necessary 
to establish what your readers would usually choose to read in terms of 
national newspapers and as far as is practical mimic the style.

Once upon a time there was a rule that there should be a maximum of 
40 words for an ‘intro’ (introductory paragraph) and 30 for subsequent 
paragraphs. Nowadays it is likely to be shorter still, especially for publica-
tions with an external audience. These rules are made to be broken – have 
a look at the occasional headline in the Guardian which reads like a fully 
fledged sentence or paragraph. However, use this particular technique 
sparingly.

People are interested in other people, especially ones they know or who 
are like themselves. Finding a human aspect to a corporate story will ensure 
it has a better chance of being read and its key points understood.

How to go about adding a bit of humanity to your copy? You might go 
in search of the hero who kept the machines running against all the odds, 
the champion runner who excels both in and outside work, a winner of 
an industry prize. Interviews provide the opportunity to put key points in 
someone else’s words.

You should also try to make your copy as active as possible. Always use 
a simple word rather than the jargon or complex version – ‘mother’ is so 
much better than ‘maternal parent’.

Why not use your organization’s own employees to conduct interviews 
with the top brass? The genuine voice will then come through. The LE 
Group’s Livewire publication made a regular feature of such interviews. 
Careful editing helped retain much of the flavour of the original writer’s 
voice.

On the CIPR website John Foster, author of Effective Writing Skills for Public 
Relations (2008) lists some useful pointers for writers which are adapted and 
edited in the box below.

TOP TIPS FOR WRITERS

 Getting started. If screen/sheet of paper is blank, don’t panic. Take a 
break. Talk to colleagues.

 Think of the reader. You are not trying to be Charles Dickens. Go 
for brevity, accuracy, simplicity. Put points in logical sequence. Make 
sure stories have a beginning, middle and end. Use present tense in 
headline.

 Brevity rules. Trim sentence length to the minimum. Keep paragraphs 
to no more than four sentences.
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 Plain is best. Use simple English. Use the short not long word. Avoid 
foreign words (that includes Latin). Do not overuse adjectives and 
adverbs. Avoid double negatives. Stick to the facts.

 Write tight. Avoid saying it twice. Trim meaningless additional words. 
Vary the way you begin sentences.

 Get the grammar right. Keep to the rules but don’t overdo it, language 
evolves over time.

 Punctuation essentials. Use commas sparingly, two per sentence maxi-
mum. Don’t go mad with brackets. Only hyphenate where two words 
read as one. Exclamation marks should be used rarely.

 Out with clichés. These are not the jargon terms referred to elsewhere. 
Avoid over-familiar ways of saying things as they are probably clichés.

 Jargon and slang. The former has been covered elsewhere. Slang might 
occasionally work in headlines but not otherwise; beware causing 
offence.

 Style matters. Decide the rules for use of capitals, singular and plural, 
style for dates, job titles and abbreviations.

 Make it readable. Break up your copy with sub-headings and the like. 
Do not set masses of type across very wide width columns, break a 
page into at least two columns (easier on the eye).

 Beware spellings. Certain words are often confused with others. Read 
Foster’s book to find out more.

 Accuracy first. Check names, figures and technical words. Check copy-
right and libel laws.

MANAGING THE EDITORIAL PANEL

Many publications boast extensive editorial committees and these can 
often be the death of a lively publication unless the expert – you – manages 
them.

If at all possible try to whittle down to the barest minimum the number 
of people who can reject copy. With any luck, if you demonstrate you will 
not abuse their trust, the approval process will become little more than a 
formality.

Meetings can be restricted to one at the planning stage, which can also 
serve to review the previous issue, and another at the basic copy-checking 
stage. Positioning stories should be left to your discretion except to take 
account of the corporate weighting of particular issues.

If the panel is large why not use this to your advantage by making each 
individual responsible for generating and collecting ideas from their specific 
work area? This makes them feel far more involved in the whole process.
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IT’S THE OVERALL LOOK THAT COUNTS

Along with photography, images and words, there is one last aspect – the 
overall look of the publication. Depending on the format you have chosen, 
or have to work with, why not steal a leaf out of your commercial counter-
part’s book? Even a newsletter can look much more newsy if a scaled-down 
approach to newspaper design is adopted. Headlines should be more than 
just labels – make them active and use as few words as possible. Do, how-
ever, make sure that your chosen gems in combination mean what you want 
them to say – it is possible to be too economical at times.

Look at facing pages together rather than separately. Where possible 
avoid whole banks of headlines running across the top of one, let alone 
both, pages. Photographs, drawings, logos and bylines (a chance to give 
credit where it is due) help to break up such runs. Cross-heads or boxes 
containing quotes from the copy can be used to build in natural breaks to 
vast slabs of copy.

When choosing photographs remember to place a face so that it faces into 
rather than out of the page. If you do not do this the reader’s eye will travel 
off the page and they could be lost to you forever. However, you can break 
this rule on the front page as a means of encouraging people to follow up a 
story within. Catchy captions help the process.

There are also arguments about whether people read from the front or the 
back of a publication. There is no one correct answer but good signposting 
in the form of contents panels will ensure they get to where they want to go. 
If sport has always resided on the back page you tinker with this tradition 
at your peril, particularly as it is something of a mass media tradition.

HOW TO MAKE YOUR PUBLICATION GRAB ATTENTION

 Get a professional redesign that you can follow (template).
 Pick a title you can live with.*
 Take tips on writing from your favourite newspaper.
 Go for snappy headlines.
 Pull out quotes to break up copy.
 Use cross-heads to assist the eye.
 Use professionally produced photography.
 Brief the photographer but let the professional do their job.
 Place the pictures to catch the eye.
 Do not run headlines across in banks of twos and threes.

*A local authority which shall remain nameless launched an internal newsletter called 
Corporation Tips in the belief this was witty. Perhaps it was but workers, particularly 
those working at the ‘tip’ (the works depot) end of the business, were not amused 
and employee relations were put back years. The publication was shorted lived.
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WHAT TO PUT IN 

Bear in mind the wise words of the author’s first boss in journalism: ‘What 
is written with interest is read with interest’. If you cannot make the effort 
to inject your own interest into a subject, why should your readers bother?

It is worth testing the name of any publication with parts of the readership 
you can trust for an honest answer. Your brainstormed gem could well 
have a meaning you never anticipated. Should the magazine be despatched 
overseas it is well worth getting the local dictionary out too.

Stuck for content generally? Well, go back to Chapter 13 and use Center 
and Jackson’s (1995) checklist to establish what your audience wants to 
know about. Give them the news of the organization, but also remember to 
add the human interest aspects too.

THE ANNUAL REPORT 

For many organizations producing the annual report is a major headache, 
but here a creative approach can pay dividends. A health board used 
the Harry Potter school of publishing and produced different covers for 
different audiences, and presented the content in a blockbuster novel style.

Whatever you do, pick a form that excites. Charity Volunteer Reading 
Help, which encourages children to read, produced its report like the end-
of-year reports so familiar to parents – all those ticks and crosses worked a 
treat. Content does, however, need to include a clear explanation of accounts 
and statements from senior executives. But there is also ample opportunity 
to share excellent practice from the different corners of the organization. 
Why not let the teams talk in their own words? The images will also enliven 
things.

It is important to remember precisely who will be the audience for your 
annual report. If your organization is a charity it will have very many 
external audiences including the Charity Commission and potential donors. 
It may pay you to consider producing more than one version – one for the 
external audiences and one for the internal.

Although the accounts side of things will not be part of the internal 
communicator’s role as a rule, you should ensure you understand precisely 
what the figures are saying so that your messages are consistent with the 
organization’s true position. An upbeat tone may not work too well in 
times of stress. Whatever you write should also be cleared with the investor 
relations team to ensure consistency.

The annual report also offers the opportunity for the internal communi-
cator to work more closely with the organization’s public relations people. 
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Harness them to uncover stories that might appeal internally and vice 
versa.

The next chapter touches on the logistics of publication production.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Be prepared for the creative muse to strike in odd places – waterproof 
pad in the shower.

 Use journeys for thinking time.
 Brainstorms need structure and rules to work.
 Make use of a variety of techniques like word association to get groups 

buzzing.
 Before briefing a photographer visualize the image you want achieved.
 Use imagery on the printed page to encourage people to read on.
 Read both tabloid and broadsheet newspapers to gauge writing 

style.
 Keep paragraphs and sentences short and sweet.
 Find the human aspect to your story.
 Cut jargon.
 Get the workforce to interview the bosses.
 Keep your editorial board manageable and manage them.
 Go for a newsy overall appearance and approach.
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Publishing the 
printed word – the 
logistical aspects

There was a time in the mid- to late 1990s when it was firmly believed that 
the printed publication had had its day and we would all be reading our 
employee publications straight off our computer screens. Although there 
have been advances to the ‘i-book’, it still has to overcome its inherent 
disadvantages. Only in a limited number of cases have all publications 
been moved online, and usually only in appropriate technology-based 
companies. Some organizations may have reduced the number of printed 
publications but they still exist alongside the e-version, ensuring employees 
without constant access to a terminal are kept in touch.

However, producing print can be expensive and it remains something 
of a numbers game. The first thousand copies of anything will carry a bulk 
share of the costs as it bears the cost of typesetting, artwork, platemaking 
and proofs plus other intermediate stages.

Quantities beyond the initial thousand will be rather cheaper as you are 
being charged for paper, ink and collation alone. However, should you 
miscalculate and return for reprints you will be charged the set-up costs all 
over again because plates are not always stored and some have a limited 
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lifespan anyway. It pays to calculate print runs very carefully. Should 
storage prove an issue, talk sweetly to the printer who may have capacity 
and be able to assist.

USING THE PROFESSIONAL TYPESETTER  
AND PRINTER

You can save time and money to some extent by using desktop publishing 
packages which combine typesetting and layout functions, previously the 
province of inky old craftsmen. However, the finish you achieve is unlikely 
to be as impressive as that of a professional.

Copy can be transmitted electronically to a professional typesetter either 
by disk or e-mail but it is up to you to have checked it first. Failure to check 
copy is one of the single greatest causes of unexpected price hikes in the 
middle of print jobs. Author’s proofs can add substantially to cost and also 
take time.

It is also possible for the occasional print professional to prove to be 
dyslexic. Even if the copy is your own deathless prose and left you in a 
pristine and accurate state, you still need to check fully each set of proofs 
in turn. Amazingly mistakes can creep in somewhere between you and the 
printer’s version. 

Should you be working on a directory or listing-style format, or a publica-
tion with headings, always check that these are where you want them 
placed on a page. Even changing one small word can cause everything else 
in the document to shift and throw out of alignment your carefully planned 
design elements. But the most important point is that constant copy changes 
will add to the bill and certainly will not improve your temper.

If you need to make corrections at proof stage, follow standard proof 
correction practice as shown in Foster (2008). His volume Effective Writing 
Skills for Public Relations provides much-needed guidance on a whole range 
of related issues relating to writing and publication style generally.

Make sure at contract stage that the price agreed makes allowance for 
reasonable author’s corrections, and have a guide as to what is regarded as 
reasonable. Ensure you are not in fact going to be charged for putting right 
the printer’s errors.

Paper probably constitutes one of the largest elements of cost in any 
printing project. Different weights of paper can have an enormous bearing 
on the budget generally, especially in those cost centres relating to postage. 
Before finalizing a contract with your commercial printer it is sensible to 
look at how different qualities and weights of paper work, not just in terms 
of physical weight but also how they carry the ink itself.
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A large print run of a tabloid-style publication may seem appropriate on 
a newsprint weight. Even if you refrain from using too much high-density 
colour photography or tint panels you could still experience what is termed 
‘bleed-through’. Try reading a page of newsprint against daylight or strong 
light; if the paper is too low in weight or quality you will find words and 
pictures from following pages grinning through whatever you are reading. 
This can also prove true of qualities of paper other than newsprint.

It is possible to produce a newspaper-style publication on a glossy paper, 
but this is more than likely costlier than newsprint. This may, however, 
be an appropriate alternative depending on the nature of your audience 
and its expectations. High-gloss or shiny paper, depending on how copy 
and images are used in terms of scale, can also communicate subliminal 
messages both good or bad. In some cases glossy can translate as tacky and 
downmarket and so may best be reserved for magazine formats.

Heavier-weight matt paper is rather more versatile in that it can be 
used on all types of publication from newspapers through newsletters to 
magazines. The better-quality papers can also have a rather more pleasant 
feel than gloss, so again be swayed by your audience.

In certain public sector and not-for-profit arenas if economic conditions 
are hard using a heavy-weight paper where something lighter had sufficed 
previously could exude an unfortunate message of profligacy. However, 
choosing too thin a paper can transmit a very different message – that of 
lack of care or a warning of tough times to come.

DEPLOYING COLOUR AND TYPEFACE

Few publications appear on colour papers and it is not simply because they 
tend to cost more or their creators are old-fashioned. For most readers apart 
from those with sight problems the easiest combination to read is black 
print on white paper. Colour panels should be used sparingly, especially on 
newsprint weights of paper. Do not be tempted to use more than a 10 or 20 
per cent wash of colour (or tint as it is more properly termed) even if you 
are planning to use a very heavy-weight typeface.

You can break this rule when using black or deep colours, setting the type 
in white. However, these are best restricted to very small boxes or panels 
perhaps for the author’s byline, headlines or introductory panels.

Should you decide to use colour in this way, pay particular attention to 
the kind of typeface you plan to use. There are two basic types: sans serif or 
serif. Sans serif faces do not have the serifs or short lines at the end of the 
character. Sans serif faces such as Gill will be harder to read for any length 
of time and Times and other serif faces are easier on the eye. Serif faces may 
look somewhat old-fashioned but they still manage to do the job and get 
read effectively.
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To achieve some degree of consistency in the look of printed material it 
is wise to restrict yourself in terms of the numbers of typefaces you choose. 
You may select one for headlines and another for body copy – two, perhaps 
three, different families of type but no more. You may use the different 
faces to flag up a change of pace – perhaps serif for news and sans serif for 
features or vice versa.

Within each typeface a range of different treatments is possible which can 
be used effectively for headlines, photograph captions and pull-out quotes. 
Upright versions of typefaces will be described as Roman whereas a script 
effect will be Italic. You can also use expanded or condensed versions of 
them all, bold or regular. But it is worth checking the effect before venturing 
in that direction. Again use them sparingly for greatest impact.

It may also be possible that some of your employees may have disabilities 
which render certain media inaccessible to them. Charities looking after 
the interests of people with physical disabilities can advise you. When 
producing print publications or, for that matter, online newsletters it is 
worth increasing the point size – that means even shorter stories! Cross-
heads and the like help take the eye comfortably through the maze of print. 
Remember that your prized newspaper or e-mail publication is still likely 
to be a second, third or fourth choice with voice communication, that is 
face-to-face, still the medium of choice. 

Back to colour aspects. Colour panels can be used to enliven a largely cheap 
black and white newsletter format. Mastheads carrying the publication 
name can look more eye-catching as black or white out of a heavy tint. If 
you have to photocopy, or think there is any chance the recipients will, it is 
a good idea to see how certain colour combinations react. Black out of deep 
mauve or aubergine will translate as black with no definition and so no 
type will be visible. Pale yellow often disappears as an effect altogether.

Colours on glossy or matt publications can hide some unexpectedly 
nasty and embarrassing surprises. A souvenir guide for a hospital which 
used the corporate blue (a particularly deep shade and a fairly standard 
colour) on the cover transferred itself to the royal white gloves. In fact the 
blue redistributed itself for many years to come. Make sure your printer 
either provides a protective coating to seal the colour (another extra cost), 
consider a different paper, or ensure it is properly dried.

PAGINATION AND OTHER WEIGHTY ISSUES

Page counts are an important consideration, particularly on the cost front. 
Depending on the type of publication you are producing you may wish to 
look at printing copy on inside covers to make use of otherwise redundant 
space. Each page of print you produce usually comes as one of four – so you 
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usually talk about a 4-, 8-, 12- page etc publication. If you can only fill three 
you do not get a reduction for space unfilled.

Using full colour throughout a publication can prove to be expensive. 
One way to cut costs is to discuss with your printer employing colour on 
a limited number of pages. The correct terminology to use is ‘forms’ and 
refers to the number of pages that can be printed in one pass through the 
presses. A form could take 2, 4, 8 or 16 pages, perhaps more. For instance the 
front and back pages, say 1 and 8, of a publication will be passed through at 
the same time but pages 2 and 7 will need to be passed through separately. 
So decide whether you want colour on the front and back pages.

Gatefolds
It is possible to produce a six-page or gatefold publication – these fold out 
to display three sides at a time. However, this is not a standard size and will 
cost more, but probably not as much as eight, which will require some form 
of stapling or stitching. It is also possible to insert extra single sheets but 
unless the publication is stapled or bound this may part company from the 
main publication. Should you decide to go down this route a feature could 
be made of the extra sheet, describing it as a bonus pull-out. But make sure 
nothing vital appears on it as it may come adrift.

There is a page limit in terms of logistics for many types of publication. 
An A5 directory which is simply stitched (stapled) will automatically 
spring open if too many pages are included (somewhere in the region of 60 
sides is probably it). Progressing to a different format may add too much 
to the final bill but scaling up to an A4 version might solve the problem. A 
newspaper can look satisfactorily chunky but it may be worth making it 
appear more manageable by breaking it down into sections, much in the 
manner of weekend newspapers and their supplements.

Capacity is an important issue. Not only is postage becoming more and 
more expensive (the Post Office has complicated matters by varying cost on 
size as well as weight), but so is packaging and you should never stint on 
this. Publications of a longer-lasting nature such as directories or handbooks 
in binder format need specialist envelopes. The producer of the binder may 
well have thought of this and can provide specially designed and sized card 
box containers; these will add to the post bill but the contents will remain 
pristine. Weight could be kept down through the use of padded envelopes; 
it is worth doing a test run as these can also be pricy. Also protect sharp or 
well-defined corners on any publications as these can often work holes in 
even the toughest of padding.

When producing a newsletter, newspaper or magazine, the envelope or 
polythene wrapper in which it is to be sent needs to be large enough to 
accommodate the publication. A C4 envelope may not be large enough to 
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take the A4 publication so go for gussetted envelopes or something larger 
– try a few for size.

Factsheets and A4 publications may be destined for extended use by 
insertion in folders and the like. Again check the folder will comfortably 
accommodate the publication – split and torn sections do not look 
attractive. Folders can also be constructed with gussets to give more space. 
An A4 folder with contents will of course need a larger-size envelope to 
accommodate it.

Distribution is a boring but crucial issue. It should be the responsibility 
of someone in the internal communications department to ensure trans-
portation of the finished item actually works. If your prized efforts are 
simply being dumped at depots, how do they get from there to the desktop 
or workspace? Postage or courier despatch to home addresses may seem a 
luxury but the extra expense does at least ensure arrival. Check, however, 
that the recipient will welcome receiving effectively work mail at home. 
Make sure also that you are working from up-to-date address lists as this 
too will save on waste and disappointment.

Logistical aspects can serve to deflect you from the most important factor 
– ensuring the chosen format suits its desired purpose rather than the postal 
service requirements. If you have just one critical message to get across to 
a lot of people very quickly, perhaps a leaflet might be an option. These 
can vary enormously in size but tend to be fractions of an A4 sheet – a d/l 
(as printers refer to them) is such a sheet folded to make six sides. If your 
subject matter is weightier you might size up to A5 which will still fit into a 
handbag and is in fact A4 folded in half.

Newsletters should be used where there is more to say on a more regular 
basis. They are most usually A4 format although some may still be produced 
in A5 but this has a slightly old-fashioned, parish church magazine feel to 
it. An A4 newsletter is in fact A3 folded in half and you can have as many 
pages as you like; however, remember that printers operate in multiples of 
four and you will get charged even where your copy only fills three sides. 
You can also play with the A4 format but use a gatefold, similar to the d/l 
leaflet; this is, however, what in less polite printer circles is called a ‘bastard’ 
size, so will cost more. You do not have to restrict yourself to standard sizes 
but it will help in a budgetary sense.

Magazines most usually appear in an A4 format but other variants are 
also possible including tabloid which you would normally reserve for a 
newspaper format. Newspaper publications for internal communication 
purposes are most usually tabloid; broadsheet is far too unwieldy and 
appears to have had its day in the wider world too. But rules are made to be 
broken; the author has seen an annual report in the form of a calendar.

Print publications would appear to be a strange option to be championing 
when all around are espousing the environmental advantages of the 
paperless communication world. If print is the only option, ensure you 
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have thought about the origins of the paper used and its recyclability, and 
the toxicity or otherwise of inks and glues. Give some thought to accurate 
calculation of the size of print runs (human resources should know the true 
headcount), ensure the distribution network actually works and hopefully 
you will not be stumbling across heaps of yellowing surplus publications 
for years to come.

The next chapter looks at broadcast media.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Print can be costly – remember to factor in artwork, typesetting, 
proofs, etc.

 Order sufficient copies first time – extra print runs are costly.
 Check all copy before sending it to printers.
 Proofread at each stage – mistakes do creep in.
 Use standard proof correction marks.
 Paper is expensive; check weight on postage costs.
 White paper with black print is still the easiest combination to read.
 Use tint panels sparingly; check how colour choices work on black and 

white photocopying.
 Select typefaces according to readability.
 Keep numbers of typefaces to a minimum.
 Use inside covers for copy to keep costs down.
 Use colour photography sparingly for economic reasons.
 Make sure envelopes and other packaging are large enough for 

contents.
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Broadcast – do it 
yourself or call in  
the experts?

Want to get something across quickly in an emergency? Visual imagery in 
the form of a video might be the answer. It works best when its full potential 
for engaging the audience is realized and so will work particularly well for 
major events and launches. Few organizations regard video (used here to 
mean both video and DVD) in quite the same way as print and so it is 
unlikely to be used for everyday communications.

Should you think about it a little more deeply you will begin to realize 
that broadcast is probably going to be the most expensive way to reach your 
audiences in terms of set-up and production times.

As with print the most critical factor is in fact the content of your video. 
To make sure you do not stray over budget establish the key messages you 
will wish to transmit and then determine the way in which you plan to 
make these engaging. Much as with print publications, case studies – life in 
practice – are what grip rather than talking heads by the dozen.

DVDs have long overtaken and replaced video. DVD provides an extra 
element – interactivity. It is also relatively cheap to produce discs (but not 
the content) that can be fed straight into desktop computers for one-to-one 
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presentations. Equally these can be used on a departmental DVD player for 
team presentations.

Webcasting (or webstreaming as it is sometimes known) straight to 
desktop is becoming more common as personal computers or networks 
are manufactured with greater capacity for handling vast amounts of 
data at speed so that quality is not compromised. Paul Massie of Serco 
finds webcasting a useful occasional channel particularly for very specific 
purposes such as the broadcast of annual results. DVD discs take up very 
little capacity on the hard drive of the individual’s computer whereas 
webcasting still requires rather a lot more. Although the gigabytes are 
becoming ever cheaper there are probably more efficient and appropriate 
uses for such ‘space’ than a special rallying cry to the troops.

According to a specialist video producer’s website, video can be produced 
for as little as £1,000 a minute. You should realize it is unlikely you would 
get all that much in terms of quality or quantity for that money.

Writing in her guide to charity public relations, Moi Ali (1999) warns 
that it is not a matter of pointing a digital camera and simply downloading 
the contents. For the results to be worthwhile it can take months of careful 
planning and expertise and editing.

However, if you have plenty of time to get it right and the right set of skills 
on board, broadcast media, like its external cousins, will grab the attention 
like no other media. Very few organizations will have a spare cameraman 
on the staff and an editing suite on the premises. This is not territory for the 
amateur no matter how gifted. It is costly, but if video can be clearly argued 
to be an essential part of your communication mix then you can justify its 
share of the budget.

CELEBRITIES – HOME GROWN OR REAL?

Do not let your expert bamboozle you. Be very clear as to what you want 
to achieve and just who should be taking part on the action side of the 
camera.

In these days of The X-Factor and reality television there will probably be 
keen performers within your workforce both at the top and at other levels. 
Whether you should employ their skills is another matter. What is critical is 
to determine the script and whether or not they are the people to deliver it. 
Just how well respected and received are your would-be presenters among 
the key audiences? The receptionist is no doubt known to one and all, but is 
she the right voice for serious news?

Is your production a one-off or will you be putting out regular broadcasts? 
If frequency is critical, you may be well advised to get your amateur key 
presenters trained. At the very least they need to practise delivery of 
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their scripts and how to use the kind of autocue that keeps much external 
media flowing on air. A trial recording will also show how voices sound 
on broadcast – sometimes quite different from their usual face-to-face 
settings.

And it is not just sound that counts: so does image. A bad hair day will be 
magnified on screen, thereby distracting from the key messages. Checked 
suits, stripy shirts, busy patterns and lurid ties may also play havoc with the 
viewers’ eyeballs. The arrival of high definition standards will exacerbate 
this, highlighting every spot and wrinkle.

Although it may be fun and useful in terms of engagement and team 
building, if time is critical it may be safer to restrict in-house guest 
appearances to the minimum. News presenters and the like may come at a 
hefty premium but they are at least the consummate professionals and will 
deliver to time and on script. An added bonus is their familiarity with the 
audience.

A word of warning, however. A young, rather flippant car show presenter 
may not be the one to deliver hard, financial messages unless of course you 
are in the racing industry or something similarly high octane.

Talking heads, whether it be the CEO or a celebrity, can become tedious 
so offset such footage by interspersing it with relevant site shots or, better 
still, action, as buildings themselves can become boring.

Broadcast in this chapter also extends to audio tapes and dial-in services. 
Here physical appearance will not get in the way, but it is vital you ensure 
your speaker enunciates clearly. Think of the way you react to garbled 
messages on train tannoys on the way to and from work. If your audience 
literally cannot understand the message, how can they gain anything from 
it? Should your employee team be made up of a proportion of people who 
do not have English as a first language, translation or subtitles may be the 
answer. At the least, complex language should be avoided.

In fact this is another area in which DVD scores over video, especially for 
organizations with a large overseas presence. You can run up to 32 different 
subtitle tracks, thus extending the reach of your presentation as necessary.

When filming, be prepared for a massive amount of standing around 
waiting for something to actually happen. Setting up lights seems to take 
positively ages. Filming schedules, especially those involving external 
footage, need to take account of Britain’s notoriously fickle weather. You 
will be charged for downtime – so alternative schedules for inside filming 
will assist here.

If you have chosen to shoot indoors, pay attention to what is behind 
your speaker. It has been known for a mischievous cameraman to leave 
plant pots and worse apparently sprouting from the head of the presenter. 
A section on health and safety will not, for instance, be enhanced by scene-
setting shots with rubbish piled against emergency exits featured in the 
background. Paying attention at this stage should save having to shoot 
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more footage than necessary. The film crew, whether internal or external, 
needs to be well briefed but also accompanied to smooth over those little 
local difficulties.

Brief your ‘actors’ well. There is nothing more calculated to surprise and 
perhaps terrify the TV or radio novice than the length of the script needed 
to deliver just a few minutes of activity.

Along with interviews and panning shots of attractive interiors and 
exteriors you may also want to add music. If this is the case ensure you 
have the appropriate permissions and pay any fees required.

With today’s digital cameras there may be a temptation to save money 
and do everything in-house. But this new technology may not produce 
much better results than the VHS (Video Home System) that some of us 
may still rely on. A video recorded in the VHS format will not produce good 
enough quality – Betacam is the minimum standard to aim for.

WORKING WITH THE PROFESSIONALS

Production companies, like many other specialists, have their own language 
and it is important to make them translate what they are saying into your 
terminology. If they cannot or will not, move to one that can.

Your budget should include pre-production – research, story outline 
(or synopsis), preparation, story boarding (running order) and scripting. 
In addition, post-production needs to be factored in and include offline or 
rough (first) edit, online (final) editing, adding graphics, sound, voiceovers, 
credits and titles. Copying and packaging needs to be included. You may 
also want to produce printed support material.

Copyright is a major issue, and not just when it concerns someone else’s 
music, graphics or images. Make sure the video’s own overall copyright 
belongs to your organization. This should mean all material including that 
which ends up on the cutting room floor – otherwise some of your shots 
may well appear in someone else’s video.

Contracts are important if you are dealing with outside presenters. 
Celebrities have been known to pull out of contracts – so build in clauses to 
counter this. It may also be worth having at least a couple of alternatives in 
mind for the worst-case scenario; this should spare your blushes and ease 
budget pressures.

Make sure too that you have signed consents where necessary. Customers 
and service users may decide to argue about their inclusion or the way the 
video has been edited after the event.

None of this has taken account of your own internal consent processes 
which are similar but more cumbersome than those that apply to printed 
material. Winning over those with the control of budgets is critical. 
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Changing material late in the day is more difficult than for print and even 
more expensive. Should you be receiving funding from an external source it 
is also worth ensuring they are happy with progress and the results.

To find out more about video production pay a visit to the International 
Visual Communication Association website, details in Appendix 4.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Video/DVD is relatively expensive to produce; use for special purposes 
if budget is a major consideration.

 Go for real stories and ease up on the talking heads.
 Take the time to plan content.
 Build downtime into filming schedules especially in countries with 

unpredictable weather.
 Amateur footage is not an option; use the experts to shoot footage.
 Choose presenters from the audience’s point of view.
 Make sure presenters speak clearly on camera.
 Check their wardrobe choices for the strobe effect.
 Make sure your locations are not distracting from or contradicting the 

message.
 Ensure all production stages are included in tenders and contracts.
 Check copyright issues.
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Managing change

When a global company drifting towards the rocks realized it had to change, 
the internal communication manager did an unscientific but revealing 
study of its senior managers. She asked them how they managed internal 
communication in their part of the world. Here are some of their answers:

 I haven’t got time.
 I’m trying to run a business.
 We’re on e-mail.
 Don’t they read the papers?

However, communication is the responsibility of the whole workforce, 
not just those towards the top. Communication is a three-way process: top 
down, bottom up and lateral, across functions. This chapter takes three 
case histories to highlight how three different organizations successfully 
managed the challenges of radical change with the three component parts 
of the tripod. 

The first carried out a merger, the second sold off its European businesses 
and the third reorganized its operations to include outsourcing many of its 
operations to India. 

But first some general principles on managing change. To start with, 
the management role. While employees do not expect to receive all their 
information from their managers the senior management role is crucial to 
success. 
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Most importantly, senior managers must own the messages they are 
delivering. If they pay lip-service then do their own thing, employees 
will soon find out and lose trust in the whole process. Next, they must be 
clear about what they can and cannot talk about. Commercially sensitive 
information, for example, will probably fall in the ‘not’ category. Managers 
should say why they cannot talk about such information for the time being. 
Nor should they speculate on what might happen. To speculate unsettles 
employees. Far from making employees feel they are on the inside track, 
speculation makes them uneasy. 

Senior managers must also be encouraged to maintain communication, 
even if they have nothing new to say. That might sound odd, but in change 
situations employees need the reassurance that their managers are talking 
to them, even if only to explain how far they have got with the process.

Few managers are naturally comfortable with communicating face-to-
face with their staff. Yet helping them do the job is not rocket science. It is 
a case of carrot and stick. The ideal carrot – and stick – is if the company 
recognizes communication as a core competence. If this is not a recognized 
– and rewarded – competence then the communication manager might like 
to start a conversation with the human resources professionals.

When BP researched what made a manager a good communicator, it 
came up with some surprising results. While perhaps 20 per cent related 
to natural talent and a similar percentage related to training, by far the 
most important aspect was the manager’s attitude. Those who wanted to 
communicate were quite simply the best at it, including those who stuttered. 
So persuading managers that communication will help them deliver more 
effectively is one way forward. Figure 19.1 shows what abilities are required 
of the good communicator.

If all else fails they can simply fake it. There is now a thriving industry in 
actors coaching managers to sound convincing, even if they do not feel it. It 
works, because success breeds success.

Figure 19.1 What makes a good communicator – the characteristics needed to 
communicate effectively

What makes a good communicator?

Attitude
Technique
Talent

What makes a good communicator?
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So far as the bottom-up part of the tripod is concerned, the one essential is 
for management to acknowledge they have received feedback and commit 
to action in a timely way. If they cannot act they must say why. Feedback 
tools are spelt out in more detail elsewhere in the book but useful ones 
include surveys, light-touch questionnaires, focus groups for an in-depth 
and qualitative understanding of issues, and the United States-style ‘brown 
bag lunches’. With these a small group – frequently a cross-section of 
functions and seniority – sits down with a senior manager over a sandwich 
lunch. The manager’s role is to listen rather than tell.

NETWORKS

Lateral communication is perhaps one of the most difficult to fix. How do 
you make sure that people in different units and functions and possibly 
different parts of the world are getting the same message in a sensible and 
timely way? Here is where networks play a starring role.

The communication manager mentioned at the start of the chapter 
developed her first global network because she had to: she needed help. 
A key success factor for the network was the fact that she did not choose 
it. The relevant senior managers nominated and hence supported their 
representatives, not all of whom had communication experience. With this 
support the network was able to take decisions.

Other more informal networks arise out of similar needs. The group of 
people in different functions in head office, for example, who do not meet 
formally but recognize that the work of those outside their departments 
impacts upon them. The discovery on a training session that several share 
a common interest. In one company, that led to a rock band being formed 
from staff around the world who went on to play in the Cleveland, Ohio 
Rock & Roll Hall of Fame.

Nor do networks need to meet frequently. Regular e-mails, telephone or 
video conferences help keep them alive. What they do need is a purpose and 
a skilled facilitator to make sure that people from different cultures, from 
head office to the regions, from one country to another, are fully involved 
in the decision making.

INTEGRATED COMMUNICATION

The merger
Creating appropriate networks was key for the merger between Glaxo 
Wellcome and SmithKlineBeecham. GSK’s communication principles for 
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the merger required that every task force, functional support team and 
special issue team should include a communications representative from 
each of the companies. Elaine Macfarlane set up a team of integration 
communicators with her opposite number from Glaxo Wellcome, Justine 
Frain. All communication had to be channelled through this extended team 
network to the interim executive planning committee. The respective CEOs 
of the legacy companies made the final decisions on what could – or could 
not – be communicated.

Elaine Macfarlane told a meeting of the Chartered Institute of Public 
Relations’ Internal Communication Alliance (now CIPR Inside) that getting 
senior manager support and ensuring their visibility was crucial. ‘Demand 
for information will be insatiable, so get your communication principles 
and guidelines established early’, she said.

She also warned that the process would take longer than managers 
expected. She had to remind senior managers that although the merger had 
formally closed and stocks of the new company were trading, the merger 
was not over for employees. Far from relaxing on day one of the new 
company launch, it was essential to recognize that ‘new’ was not ‘normal’. 
The company had to maintain merger-style communications during the 
transition into the new company communications structures and products. 

A merger process needs to go through several phases, from denial to 
enthusiasm and from endings to new beginnings before it is complete and 
accepted (see Figure 19.2). Regular communication is essential. Where 
there was no new information GSK’s senior managers reminded people of 
processes and timings and explained if necessary that certain decisions had 
had to be postponed.

People want to know what the change means for them. They want to 
know if they will have a job at the end of it. They want to know how they 
will fit into the new organization. Few of these answers will be known 
because they need to be worked out. So how do you handle demand for 
information that is not yet available? And what tools do you use as the 
organization progresses along the transition curve?

How you handle it partly depends on where you are on the curve. All 
change – good or bad – is unsettling and people will want lots of reassur-
ance throughout the process. They will want someone to talk to. Upbeat 
graphs and statistics are not enough. So the primary tool of face-to-face 
communication will be particularly important at the start. People will 
want to hear ‘the big picture’ from senior management, compensation and 
benefits advice from their human resources professionals. The secondary 
tools – newsletters, videos and intranet – can carry the news and transition 
process updates and repeat and reinforce the key messages.

Roadshows with senior management are best for explaining the big 
picture. Their role is to paint a vision of the desired outcome. They are the 
credible people to talk about why the organization had to change, why the 
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particular route was chosen, why it will be successful. That should be done 
at the start.

Line managers are the natural and preferred source for information on 
team goals and personal direction. When GSK established its communication 
principles and guidelines, it defined what the line managers could credibly 
be expected to deliver in both their own and their team’s eyes. The company 
used other channels of communication such as the intranet and e-mails for 
the rest.

So right from the start the line manager should commit to holding regular 
meetings to give timely updates to employees on what is happening. 
However, their role is as much about listening as telling. They will need to 
be able to deal with the shock and anger. They are likely to need training 
for this. You cannot fob people off with a printed handout, no matter how 
glossily produced, while people are still going through the first part of the 
transition process.

Where there is no new information – and while the big picture is being 
filled in new information can be scarce – the line manager’s communication 
role will be as much about listening as telling. They can, however, remind 
employees of the timetable for the transition, including when they can 
expect to hear news about job decisions.

A word of warning here. Some line managers get so carried away with 
their communication role that they start telling their employees everything 

Figure 19.2 The transition curve from denial to acceptance of change – 
employees go through a large number of stages and reactions before they embrace 

change (Glaxo SmithKline)
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they hear, including rumours. You see this happening as the transition 
curve approaches the ‘undirected energy’ on the acceptance side. But it is 
counter-productive. As stated earlier in this chapter, speculation unsettles 
rather than comforts employees.

Throughout, the line management feedback role will be crucial. Line 
managers can evaluate and research issues as they arise and, in the case of 
a global organization, uncover the cultural nuances that can make or break 
a deal. Action taken on feedback helps make the transition from acceptance 
to engagement. Feedback should focus on:

 Is the message getting across? 
 What do employees think of it?
 What is concerning people right now?

Training will help boost the confidence of line managers unused to com-
municating. It is also a good idea to provide line managers with a communi-
cation expert who can help, for example, anticipate questions and prepare 
answers.

As the organization progresses along the transition curve, the actions 
taken as a result of feedback will become more and more important. Em-
ployees will switch off if they feel they are not being listened to, so line 
managers need to be prepared to say what action has been taken – and what 
has not. If the result is no action then they need to say why not. It might, 
for example, be to do with commercial confidentiality, timing, or the simple 
fact that the senior management is not yet in a position to be able to give 
that information.

Primary face-to-face communication should be complemented and rein-
forced by whatever secondary tools are available, such as house magazines 
and the intranet. Some chief executives use a personal page on the intranet, 
or an e-mail ‘from the chief executive’, to reach out to all their employees 
with regular updates on what is happening. Feedback on specific issues 
will feature in these secondary tools.

New secondary tools may need to be developed, such as a dedicated 
merger video and newsletter. These tools enable a consistent set of messages 
to be delivered and can provide an ongoing reminder of why the merger is 
happening. Nothing shakes people going through the transition more than 
managers appearing to change their minds about what they have already 
said. If people lose trust in their managers the whole process can stall.

Communication consultant John Smythe (2002) makes the point that 
engagement is the ‘process, considered or accidental, by which leaders 
and their employees become personally implicated in the performance 
of their own team in the context of contributing to a wider organizational 
change, strategy, transformation, operational improvement or day-to-day 
performance’. Effective communication, using both primary and secondary 

AJC Group



Getting it right – practical application

178

tools, will prepare the ground for engagement and help people see how all 
the elements of the change strategy fit together.

To return to the specific GSK merger, managing a merger for some 120,000 
people in 130 countries involved balancing global, regional and national 
communications. The team of integration communicators not only helped 
track consistency of messages but also ensured coordination of sensitive 
issues that might unsettle its stakeholders – like, for example, planning to 
announce a site closure the same day as an analyst briefing forecasting high 
earnings. That was picked up by the team and the site closure announcement 
was delayed.

The sale
A very different operation, where timely communication was fundamental 
to success, was the decision of one European organization to sell off part of 
its business. This was spread across 10 countries and carried out by company 
employees and contractors. To add to the complexity it was not marketable 
as a whole because the potential buyers would be small businesses. It had 
to be kept going while it was being sold because if customers or employees 
were lost, the business became worthless.

The challenge for the communication strategy was to keep this diverse 
organization motivated. Here again the creation of the right networks 
helped. A network of communication managers across Europe supported 
the project team while a complementary network of human resources man-
agers dealt with people issues and employment law. These two networks 
worked very closely together. 

A second key success factor was the bonus plan set up for the business line 
managers. Reputation and people management were the main performance 
criteria. 

The communication strategy had the following characteristics:

 Line managers to engage in frequent dialogue with staff and listen to 
staff concerns even if there is no news to tell them.

 Over-communicate news to those directly affected but under-
communicate news to others; always communicate news via line 
managers.

 Give staff time to come to terms with one piece of news before delivering 
the next. 

 Take full account of national/cultural issues and differentiate style and 
timing of messages in different countries.

 Manage the whole process with military precision.

Employees naturally asked why the new solution – the sale – should be 
any better than what had gone before. The emphasis on different options 
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for different countries helped managers reply. It was not a ‘one size fits all’ 
approach and that helped local employees feel ownership of local solutions. 
There was also concern that announcements in one country would be seen as 
the ‘writing on the wall’ for other countries. However, early communication 
of the context – explaining the problems facing the business – helped give 
people time to get used to the need for radical change.

EU employment law requires pan-European consultation of cross-
national business changes with significant social impact. Negotiating so 
many disparate local deals with a European Works Council would have 
been impossible. So general context was dealt with at European level, detail 
at local level.

Did it work? The business was sold, all staff were treated with dignity 
and the managers got their bonuses.

The reorganization
The final case history concerns Norwich Union Insurance (NUI) and the 
challenge it faced to improve performance a year after the company’s 
merger with CGU (the insurance company formed from the merger of 
Commercial Union and General Accident). Interestingly NUI used a 
bottom-up approach to achieve success. They won the hearts and minds of 
the location and team managers first, rather than the top team, and created 
a groundswell to sweep away resistance to change.

While NUI had moved fast to rationalize structures, locations, products 
and systems to achieve the planned merger savings, it wanted to delve 
deeper to improve performance. At the same time the CEO started a culture 
change programme to move NUI from being a centrally controlled and 
internally focused organization to being an externally focused service 
provider.

Alastair Ham, NUI’s then Director of Organizational Development, 
masterminded the project. He is a fan of the Warner Burke/George Litwin 
causal model of organizational performance and change. This makes clear 
that sweeping strategic, structural and process changes are unlikely to 
deliver improved performance unless your people are motivated. 

‘Companies can never demand loyalty and motivation from their em-
ployees. They have to earn it from every individual they employ and that’s 
not easy when job security can no longer be taken for granted’, he said.

Working with Cathryn Riley, then NUI’s Operations Director, he 
researched the local work unit and communications climate. They found 
that, like other organizations going through change, NUI’s managers 
were largely out of touch with their staff. They spent more time filling in 
spreadsheets or doing project work than leading and communicating with 
their teams and centrally NUI was bombarding people with all sorts of 
irrelevant and confused information.
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‘We needed to put managers back in a position of leading their teams’, 
said Alastair Ham.

Starting with the supportive managers involved in the research phase 
they asked them to conduct a daily ‘huddle’. The idea was to focus on the 
performance of the team, provide relevant communications for their jobs 
and encourage them to raise any issues that were getting in the way of them 
doing what was asked. 

Using external consultants they prepared the ground by making sure the 
200 or so staff and around 20 managers were up for it. Preparations for the 
managers culminated in a two-day offsite event with actors and an expert 
behavioural coach to equip them for what was to come.

‘Managers had to get up from behind their desks and genuinely lead 
their teams and they had to resolve an absolute flood of issues, many of 
which were relatively trivial hygiene issues (ie to do with their working 
environment) but these were the things that mattered most to staff. Criteria 
for success was that it should be cost neutral, it should not damage 
performance and staff and managers would love it so much that they’d 
never let it be taken away’, said Alastair Ham.

Each part of the business had to be won over – pull not push – and 
Alastair Ham’s team used posters, competitions, intranet sites, staff diaries 
and humorous sketches acted by staff and managers at conferences. When 
the CEO heard about it he became one of the project’s biggest supporters. 
‘True change does not happen just because the CEO says so, but there’s no 
doubt it helps,’ he said.

Mergers, changing distribution patterns and moving work to India meant 
NUI has had to manage situations where people were unfortunately due to 
lose their jobs. While giving people a financial reason to stay plays a part, it 
does not guarantee performance or attitude. Treating people with respect is 
essential and for NUI that means:

 allowing local managers to manage the situation;
 tapping in to everyone’s pride and competitive edge by making 

performance standards clear and achievable;
 engaging them in how to make the changes happen;
 listening to concerns and issues.

The daily huddles proved an ideal vehicle for all these things. Quarterly 
staff surveys showed quarter on quarter improvements despite the uncert-
ainty and difficulties facing people. Success has been measured according 
to whatever the individual huddles had been focusing on, from sales and 
productivity to cash collection and customer satisfaction. All NUI managers 
received quarterly reports from their teams on how well they had been 
doing across a number of critical factors believed to have most impact on 
performance.
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Key to success in India was making sure NUI measured the right things. 
With customer service in the UK much is implicit and taken for granted. In 
India, where staff are already very performance and customer focused, NUI 
spelt out some of these implicit drivers, developed a clear and specific set of 
customer satisfaction measures and coached the teams on how to achieve 
them. 

Alastair Ham said they had most success where NUI had combined a 
series of changes. Where they had been less successful was where they had 
been inconsistent, setting expectations about engagement in change that 
had not been met. He said that in his experience internal communications 
departments tend to place their focus on corporate communications vehicles 
and are not skilled in organizational effectiveness and change. Where a 
change goes against the prevailing mindset, presentations and performance 
statistics do not win hearts and minds. 

Change could be seen as a relatively positive if challenging driver of com-
munication. Its close relative is, however, usually rather more negative. The 
next chapter covers crisis communication.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Hear it from the boss face-to-face.
 Commit to regular meetings.
 Set up networks.
 Don’t speculate.
 Act on feedback.
 Communicate, communicate, communicate.
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Communicating  
in a crisis

In some quarters it would no doubt be said, perhaps with some justification, 
that if you are communicating from the midst of a crisis then you have failed, 
or at the very least got something terribly wrong with your systems.

But there are times when the natural world or some other wholly unantici-
pated externally generated disaster comes from a totally unexpected direc-
tion. It could be argued your risk management has failed, but the one thing 
you will learn from the experience is the need to make plans for the future. 
Although focused in the main on external audiences, Risk Issues and Crisis 
Management in Public Relations by Michael Regester and Judy Larkin (2008) 
is a good place to start in establishing your priorities for the next time.

This chapter could be seen as the negative twin of the previous one, but 
get it right and your organization could even benefit from a strengthened 
reputation. Get it wrong and it could be curtains. It cannot of course all 
be blamed on communication, but it is chastening to realize that half the 
companies that closed temporarily following the 2001 terrorist attacks in 
the United States were never reopened, according to Frasier Hardie writing 
in Profile (Jan/Feb 2006).

In ‘Plan for the worst, and hope for the best’ he reported that half of UK 
firms have no plan for keeping ‘the wheels turning when the unthinkable 
happens’; in fact that proportion had actually increased in the period between 
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2001 and the 2005 attacks in London. However, having a plan on the shelf 
does not mean much either. Apparently only a quarter of organizations that 
do have plans actually try them out to see if they would work.

This chapter falls rather late in the book for a very good reason. It is hoped 
that practitioners will have taken on board the message about getting basic 
everyday communication right in the first place. Unfortunately, for many 
organizations a crisis might be the first time employees feel they are being 
talked to at all by senior management. Even then many of them might still 
hear the bad news first from the news crews hanging around the workplace 
entrance. The crisis is, however, the precise point at which your internal 
and external worlds collide, according to Regester and Larkin.

An early stage in drawing up a plan for action should be a list of possible 
scenarios – the more outrageous and unexpected the better, as the bombings 
in London surely demonstrated. Regester and Larkin supply a list of types 
of crisis, in no particular order of seriousness or likelihood of happening.

TYPES OF CRISES

 Environmental pollution.
 Product defect.
 Hostile take-over bid.
 Sabotage.
 Death of senior management figure.
 Kidnap of staff member.
 Computer systems failure.
 Industrial dispute.
 Fraud.

To these you might add redundancies, individual but prominent dismissals, 
harassment (sexual, racial, age or disability), sackings of executives, external 
lawsuits, or any of the above involving other organizations in the same field. 
It is entirely possible that a competitor’s disaster could have devastating 
repercussions across the industrial sector.

So you might ask whether particular industries are more likely to face 
a crunch than others. It would seem that they are, as demonstrated in the 
following list from Regester and Larkin on those most likely in the United 
States.
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MOST CRISIS PRONE

 Finance houses (all kinds).
 Car makers.
 Aircraft makers.
 Software companies.
 Newspaper publishers.
 Sports.
 Airlines.
 Telephone companies.
 Legal services.

For the UK we can add, in no specific ranking:

 Health (public and private).
 Local government.
 Fuel companies.

Consultant Liam FitzPatrick believes that internal audiences need a different 
approach from the external audiences who usually get most attention under 
such circumstances, but there are of course overlaps between the two.

In a presentation given in 2004 he outlined the situations he believed 
most likely to cause problems internally. Some of these have already been 
covered in the chapter on change, but to emphasize the vulnerability of any 
organization, whatever its size, if it fails to plan or react early enough, they 
are worth restating; see the box below.

WHEN IS IT A PROBLEM INTERNALLY?

Business change

The unexpected

 Take-over.
 Financial crisis.
 Product/service failure.

Expected but secret

 Site/branch closure.
 Sale of all/part of the business.
 Merger.
 Withdrawal from business/product line.
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 Job losses.
 Reorganization.

Crisis of trust

 Industrial dispute.
 Employment tribunals.

Disaster

 Affecting customers.
 Affecting employees.
 Affecting neighbours.

Reputation challenge

 Company practices attacked.
 Management foibles.
 Organizational incompetence.

Usually crises are dealt with in a communications sense in the aftermath 
once the intensive phase of action has passed (firefighting, etc) but that is 
not always the case. Working in all aspects of the health service, the author 
tackled quite a few public service versions of the above. One key lesson 
emphasized was the value of relationships fostered prior to the disaster. 
Naturally the internal communicator needs to be on good terms with his 
or her external counterpart, but this should also be true at all levels of the 
organization. It is not just the board of directors and heads of divisions who 
matter, but also the people on the ground, if for nothing else other than the 
efficient gathering of accurate information in the heat of the moment.

However, relationships can become a little too cordial, as the author 
discovered. The oldest wing of the hospital caught fire in the early hours 
and the first thing she knew about it was on arrival for a day’s work a 
few hours later. It transpired the switchboard team had denied having a 
contact number as they did not want to disturb her. So be warned – you can 
fraternize a bit too freely!

SO WHAT GOES WRONG?

According to Liam FitzPatrick, crises turn into full blown disasters or at least 
become exacerbated when bosses focus their attention entirely on external 
stakeholders such as the media, investors, the government or regulators. 
Quite naturally in the heat of the moment (possibly literally) they will 
concentrate on the short term, worrying about getting the media pack ‘off 
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our backs’. Or it could be that communication is dictated by external factors 
– by Stock Exchange rules or a fixation only on releasing what the media 
already know.

Sometimes managers themselves really are not sure exactly what has 
happened. They only ‘desire to communicate certainty’ and because 
there is none, stay silent. Perhaps there is a conflict of views between top 
management and those on the ground. More legitimately, there might be 
legal constraints on what can be said to staff under given circumstances 
(perhaps during take-over bids).

Liam FitzPatrick says it matters to communicate internally because staff 
are ‘the key advocates’. They will talk to the media whatever your rules 
might dictate, so you may as well ensure they have the right story to tell. 
Employees want to be given reasons to trust management both in the short 
and the longer term. Those managers situated on the front line are at this 
stage of a crisis most in need of support. It also should be remembered that 
internal processes need to be maintained to ensure there is a business as 
usual to return to once the dust settles.

ON THE DAY ITSELF

Regester and Larkin urge that employees should be informed and kept 
informed. Save duplicated effort by making sure press statements are avail-
able to staff before the information is released to the media. The importance 
of middle and line managers comes to the fore when conducting briefings. 
They should be briefed at least as frequently as the media so that they can 
cascade information and are able to deal with any questions. Provide FAQs 
(frequently asked questions) sheets for the intranet and websites. E-mail 
letters to managers to support face-to-face briefings, especially when there 
may not be any new information to impart. Printed newsletters may prove 
useful, especially for staff groups who have no direct access to computers. 
Use texting if messages need to be brief and are particularly urgent. Texts 
can also prove useful in alerting senior, middle and front-line managers 
when cascade briefings need to be synchronized.

Do not focus solely on the now and the negative. Regester and Larkin 
urge communicators to disseminate widely the plans to fix the situation. 
These should be updated on a regular basis.

No doubt both your internal and external websites will have processes in 
place to ensure they can be kept up-to-date. Apparently many companies 
have what are termed ‘dark sites’ that are only turned on during an 
emergency. These can include templates for media releases and there is no 
reason why this cannot be replicated for internal purposes.

Regester and Larkin strongly recommend that the aftermath is planned 
for as it is likely that seriously disgruntled staff will leave and if enough do, 
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this could prove as damaging as the disaster itself. Depending on the nature 
of the crisis, counselling may be needed for employees. This is not in the 
communicator’s field of work as such, but practitioners need to inform staff 
how to access such services and to handle the issue sensitively.

Once a crisis has passed, the experience can be used to update the crisis 
plan itself, and simulations should be repeated at least once if not twice a 
year. Repetition helps ensure lessons are absorbed and acted on, and also 
takes account of any subsequent personnel changes.

Writing in Profile (Sept/Oct 2005), Liam FitzPatrick highlights a related 
problem regarding staff turnover. In ‘Prepared to care?’ he warned of the 
need to keep employee records current, as demonstrated by the fallout from 
the London bombings in July of that year. Organizations needed to know 
in which department individual employees were based and whether they 
were on duty on that occasion. A simple cascade process by the relevant 
line manager should be able to deal with this, but it does need rehearsal 
and should form part of a constantly updated departmental contingency 
plan. Many firms are now using consultants or agency staff and a means of 
including them in the process is needed.

This could be extended to more personal aspects of an individual 
employee’s details, as demonstrated by one of Regester and Larkin’s case 
studies. In addition to the individual’s whereabouts, the Human Resources 
Department, the authors argued, should regularly update next-of-kin 
details as this would help in breaking either good or bad news concerning 
a relative. Families and partners are often an important but frequently over-
looked part of the crisis equation. Failure to meet their needs could provide 
external media with negative stories to fill any gaps in the news agenda. In 
the case of the Piper Alpha oil rig explosion in 1988, Occidental Oil provided 
hotel accommodation for relatives of those affected. What the company 
had not realized was that some of their male employees had been leading 
complex lives on shore and more than one wife turned up. So encourage 
HR to keep those records straight!

However, here a warning note is required. The need to have up-to-date 
information must be balanced against legal aspects (data protection, right 
to privacy, etc) and handled in an extremely sensitive manner. It is possible 
that some individuals might interpret this as an extension of corporate 
surveillance. The need to collect such data would have to be demonstrated 
as being in the interests of the individual and their family, and reassurances 
given that it would not be used for any other purposes. Employees may 
need to be offered the opportunity to opt out of giving this information and 
given the chance to select which pieces of information they supply.

The media relations side of the crisis might last on average a few days. 
However, for the company itself and its employees it could well rumble on 
for at least a couple of months, as Liam FitzPatrick recalled from his days 
in-house.
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And it is not just words that count. Consultant Sue Dewhurst found 
that a previous employer restored confidence in the middle of a financial 
catastrophe by honouring pledges to pay promised bonuses to employees 
on time. This served to rebuild trust for the future.

Getting information out to managers and employees is critical. At an 
earlier company she had had to rely on fax distribution for briefings. This 
failed in some locations as the machines had been switched off to save power 
and the memory capacity had not been activated. During the more recent 
experience, e-mail circulation was employed and for that it was essential to 
ensure contact details were up-to-date.

Preparing for bird flu
The terrorist attacks on the United States in September 2001 provided 
something of a wake-up call to the World Bank, according to Morier and 
Gean (2006). This event triggered the setting up of a permanent crisis 
management team, which included heads of various departments across 
the organization. This proved apposite following the outbreak of avian 
flu in Asia. Staff were advised (as appropriate depending on location) 
that there was no imminent threat, but were urged to prepare localized 
communication policies and support services.

The plan was communicated via online interviews, print and audio. The 
website was constantly updated and included policies and plans. A ‘town 
hall’ meeting was held in Washington for all staff and was ‘streamed’ more 
widely via the web.

Systems were tested for crisis teams as ‘meetings’ could not necessarily 
be physical and would be conducted via telephone, e-mail, face-to-face 
where possible or via conference calls. Every tool possible was deployed 
to ensure full coverage, including a Human Resources hotline call system, 
‘communication trees’ for cascade briefings and travel updates with 
advice.

Closer to home, in the UK Paul Massie, Head of Marketing and Com-
munications for Serco’s BPO (Business Process Outsourcing) Services 
division, has been preparing for the same eventuality. As he explained, 50 
per cent of the workforce could be off sick or caring for relatives in the event 
of an outbreak. Communicating with absent workers, particularly to inform 
them of the possibility of a safe return to work, should therefore form part 
of the worst case scenario and requires quite different channels to usual. 
Planning and scenario enactment could highlight the need for contingency 
plans so that there is not just one point of contact. They would also show 
the need to allow for technology and infrastructure failure: telephone lines 
may be down and post may fail to get through.

Many cascade briefings tend to rely on the use of computers to generate 
contact calls – but what if the systems supporting these collapse? Websites 
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might need to be backed up with good old fashioned posters. A helpline 
should also be part of the contingency plan.

The international picture affects Serco to some extent as it has some 
overseas interests, including some in Asia. Conference calling might provide 
a safe alternative to travel. It is early days yet but the emphasis at this, the 
planning stage, is shifting to multiple routes to information.

Gorman (2006) has some other simple measures to back up contingency 
plans that should also be fine-tuned to cope with technology collapse. He 
suggests that the crisis plan in its various draft forms should be produced in 
hard copy and not e-mail. Recipients should be required to return drafts to 
their source, which should give an indication that the documents have been 
read and that they are not confused with the final version, which should 
also be in paper format. He suggests two or three scenarios should be 
developed. It is likely that key messages derived from these can be applied 
to other situations that later arise.

As Regester and Larkin assert, ‘An issue ignored is a crisis ensured.’ You 
have been warned so get prepared.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

In advance

 Identify and prepare for likely crisis scenarios.
 Test plans to destruction.
 Act on problem areas identified.
 Retest updated plans regularly.
 Make sure crisis training is part of induction.
 Ensure representation of the internal communications function on 

crisis management team.
 Build relationships at all levels in advance.
 Keep up-to-date contacts.
 Identify premises for crises centre.
 Train leaders to make themselves visible internally as well as externally.

On the day

 Gather information quickly and disseminate fast.
 Deal in fact not guesswork.
 Have background information to hand.
 Brief front-line managers.
 Don’t think you can stop staff talking to the media – so brief them.
 Word all communication carefully.
 Be prepared for things to change quickly.
 Keep up your stamina for the long haul that will be the aftermath.
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Signposting the  
ether

They keep saying paper is on the way out in terms of publications and 
communications in general. Just in case this turns out to be true this chapter 
looks at some of the ways to make e-communications – communications 
without recourse to paper and ink – as effective as possible. This chapter 
concentrates on the older model of intranets and the like, while the next 
chapter concentrates on ‘social media’.

Referred to in some circles as electronic media or in certain academic 
quarters as computer-mediated communication (CMC), it is important to 
remember that computers purely serve as the platform and should not be 
seen as the driver. Having a deep knowledge of HTML (hypertext mark-
up language) and its successors is rather like assuming a typesetter can be 
entrusted with filling the pages of a newspaper and magazine with content. 
Today’s more user-friendly packages should give the upper hand to the 
content providers rather than the technician; it is up to us to grasp the 
opportunity and prove the value we add.

This chapter will not look at mark-up languages and the like – there are 
courses and other books that clearly do that very well – but will concentrate 
on what is needed from you the deployer of the technology to make for a 
better experience at the interface with the audience.

The previously separate concepts of reader, listener and viewer appear 
conflated as it is possible to be or do all three and add in a fourth – participant, 

21

AJC Group



Signposting the ether

191

and even a fifth – co-author. One aspect CMC does add to the mix that other 
vehicles necessarily struggle to provide is interactivity. This does, however, 
have to be designed in, not being completely automatic. Polls, pop-up menus 
and the like serve several purposes including developing and maintaining 
involvement, increasing interest and maximizing feedback.

One way of advancing the cause for all forms of internet-based communi-
cation would be to put the cost-saving case – something all boardrooms 
appreciate. These tools should not only save money but also potentially 
combat environmental damage through cutting back on paper and ink usage. 
This could also support the organization’s corporate social responsibility 
drive.

E-MAIL – GETTING IT RIGHT

Before looking at ways to make intranets deliver on their promise most 
effectively, let us take a brief look at e-mail. With fewer opportunities to 
cluster around the water cooler, people see e-mail as a way of keeping the 
more informal organizational conversation going.

Because the technology gives the appearance of speed it often provokes 
expectations of instant responses; these have to be managed and the flood 
kept to a smooth flow. Along with policies on what can or cannot be sent in 
terms of content, many companies have been setting frameworks for timing. 
Some have resorted to banning the use of e-mail on a given day of the week, 
forcing employees back to talking physically to their colleagues face-to-
face. Other companies have also banned the sending of text messages and 
calls to mobile phones outside specified normal working hours to try to 
combat information overload and stress. This is not necessarily universal 
practice however, but it is worth considering alongside policies on e-mail 
usage with outside bodies and the ways in which the internet should and 
should not be surfed in company time.

Even innocent e-mails can be barred entrance because their titles contain 
a word deemed inflammatory. The word ‘seduction’ halted the progress 
of a romantically intended advertisement from a major florist chain in the 
run-up to Valentine’s Day. Try to be short and snappy, but not to the point 
of confusing the issue.

If your e-mail address does not include your actual name, select one 
that does or use the subject header to make it clear who it is from. Some 
organizations insist on a communal inbox so use the same trick if you have 
to write to info or admin instead of a named individual.

We all know how we respond to carelessly addressed junk mail – a well-
practised aim at the nearest waste paper bin. If you know the individual’s 
name, use it in a salutation. Whether you address them formally as ‘Dear 
Joe’, more informally as ‘Hi Joe’ or just ‘Joe’ is best judged by company 
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or individual preference. Some group mails where the recipients are all 
known to each other and regularly exchange such missives may ignore this 
stricture.

The overuse of capital letters or other extremes such as bold annoy people 
as it is regarded as the equivalent of shouting. Turn the ‘cap lock’ off.

Sloppily compiled publications irritate, and it is the work of a moment 
to spell check and also proofread your missive. The recipient will not 
automatically put in whatever it is you have missed out.

Just because it takes only a second to send a request or a question does 
not mean the recipient will be able to respond straight away. Give them 
time and take time yourself to read through the information both prior to 
despatch and on receipt of the response.

Daniel Goleman, champion of the concept of emotional intelligence and 
more recent advocate of social intelligence, warns that people substitute 
e-mail for face-to-face interactions at their peril. Writing in the New 
York Times, 21 October 2007, he declares, ‘E-mail is easy to write, easy to 
misread.’ In face-to-face situations the brain interprets non-verbal cues to 
adjust reactions to what is being said and, just as importantly, how it is said. 
In e-mail conversations the brain has no such cues to work with and tries 
to compensate – often this is in a negative rather than a positive direction. 
This might explain why jokes can fail and supposedly friendly exchanges 
descend into full-blown confrontation.

E-MAIL – GETTING IT WRONG

In his book on e-public relations David Phillips (2001) sounds warning bells 
on a concept he dubs ‘porosity’. This relates to the passage of information 
from within an organization to external audiences, outside the controlled and 
formal information flows and without regard for the broader consequences 
of the communication. This could be seen as the 21st-century version of 
whistleblowing but it could equally be sheer inability to get to grips with 
the complexity of the computer. That is how he regards many ‘leaks’ which 
could have been made with relatively innocent intention. In other cases the 
sheer ease of using the ‘forward’ icon has led to devastating disclosures. 

Phillips uses the example of attaching a tender document to emphasize 
a point aimed at the recipient alone without realizing it can be sent or 
intercepted by an unintended audience. That person may possess or have 
access to other information, may put two and two together and make four 
for once. In other words the tender document might link to plans to move 
to a different site heralding job losses. Of course this could in fact be at an 
early stage of exploring options, but you can see how screaming headlines 
in the mass media are made. So be aware that any e-mail message may end 
up in the wrong hands and think carefully before you word it and send it.
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Intentional information sharing, which can be termed rather more posi-
tively as transparency, has always happened. Now it is simply quicker and 
easier to do at the click of a button; it also reaches further faster – around 
the globe even in seconds.

Messages can start on newsgroups, jump to online news media and blogs, 
while broadcast media, politicians and all continue to add to the story so 
an innocent sharing of a media release or statement can have unforeseen 
repercussions.

Spam was already a problem back in 1998. It can deflect from important 
stuff that staff should be reading and can include unsolicited commercial 
e-mail. However, it is just as likely to be an internal version by which staff 
members or customers can share what they view as a joke but which could 
well be regarded as obscene depending on the content and lead to a raid by 
the Vice Squad.

Disaffected employees can also create their own material which can 
serve to clog the system. They can also intentionally or otherwise introduce 
viruses.

Security aspects mean that companies can now use software to monitor 
staff e-mail to ensure certain information does not get out, but data 
protection legislation suggests it is at least good manners to let them know 
they are being monitored. It is worth bearing in mind that e-mail is not 
secure without encryption.

E-mails by their very nature are usually one-to-one communications. 
They can be used to send red alerts about critical issues – for instance 
Stock Exchange-sensitive information. Here security aspects are certainly 
crucial.

In terms of appearance, e-mails most closely resemble old-style memos 
but with the added informality of the telephone call minus the intimacy of 
the voice element. Appropriate forms of address and other ‘etiquette’ or 
‘netiquette’ remain to be fully determined. However, it is good practice to 
encourage staff to exercise a little caution, as the box panel sets out below.

E-MAIL ETIQUETTE – A FEW POINTERS

 Carefully word subject heading, or risk it being returned and/or 
rejected.

 Make it clear who the message is from.
 Do not ‘cc’ everyone, unless essential (beware the send-all button).
 Do provide a salutation (Dear Joe/ Hi Joe).
 Do not use solid banks of capital letters – it is not only rude but difficult 

to read.
 Do send hyperlinks rather than bulky attachments.

AJC Group



Getting it right – practical application

194

 Check for mistakes and omitted words.
 Think twice before you send anything out.
 Think more than twice before you reply. 
 Read through to the end everything you receive and send.
 Do not sign off with love and kisses unless you’re e-mailing your 

valentine or family.

TEXTING – BOTH PRO AND CON

Similarly text messaging is another way of getting time-sensitive information 
across and can be used to trigger cascade briefings.

Bob Schukai, then Director of 3G Products Motorola, asserted that 3G or 
third generation technology could be used to generate more light-hearted 
communication. The sending of images may have a serious use in some 
quarters – sending back pictures of villains from the scene of a crime – but 
in the early days the emphasis was on getting individuals to actually use 
the technology.

The technology enables everyone not just to talk but also to see each other 
and exchange material. 3G makes it all faster, saving time all round. It is 
now possible to download sports highlights and films as the size of the 
screens and quality of image has improved sufficiently and issues of speed 
of delivery are addressed.

Video-conferencing is made possible in miniature, although Paul Massie 
of Serco feels the technology is not yet good enough for widespread 
adoption. Early examples include a video message sent from Motorola’s 
Europe sector vice-president downloaded to phones. Staff also made their 
own mini videos to help demonstrate the capability of the technology. In 
the early days 3G could handle much larger files at reasonable rates, with 
speeds six or seven times faster than the usual modem.

A key factor to bear in mind with mobile phone communication is that 
the messages need to be shorter than ever. Think Sun newspaper headlines 
or at the most the story intro, and cut in half. Do not, however, assume your 
audience is proficient in text English and use full words where possible.

Texting language
Texting is not a natural use of language and frankly horrifies sticklers for 
good grammar and spelling. Screens on mobile phones have forced the use 
of a more economical, theoretically phonetics-based language or way of 
presenting language. Below, courtesy of British Gas, are excerpts from a 
directory initially intended for use by older staff failing to comprehend their 
younger colleagues’ indecipherable messages. Your own ‘dictionary’ could 
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be quite different. A version of this appeared in the Observer newspaper on 
7 March 2004.

COMMON TXT TALK

AFAIK: As far as I know
CID: Consider it done
CUB L8R: Call you back later
IMCO: In my considered opinion
IMTNG: In meeting
MergNC: Emergency
InvSTg8: Investigate
NRN: No reply necessary
Po$bl: Possible
CuzF2T now: Customer free to talk now
2moro: Tomorrow
T4LUK: Thanks for letting us know
TUVM: Thank you very much

WINDING UP THE INTRANET

Rather more flexibility and scope is offered by the intranet although again 
the luxury of broadsheet newspaper-length paragraphs are probably not an 
option. However, intranets have been with us for some time and the heady 
days of stripping copy to bare bones are over. Context is back, although 
most often in the form of links from the main copy.

You may also be responsible for the intermediate step to the outside world: 
extranets which link in larger groups that connect with other organizations 
involved in your work. Some regionally dispersed organizations such as 
the charity Sue Ryder Care found it easier to set up an extranet to keep 
everyone, including volunteers out in the regions, in touch.

Intranets, extranets (intranets which involve suppliers and the like 
as well as employees) and websites all share an important feature – the 
endless opportunity to store background information to be retrieved only 
when needed. The hard copy’s advantage is the information is all there, 
and the reader does not have to make a special effort to retrieve it. Not all 
users of intranets will have the technological experience to go and look for 
themselves, and this needs to be borne in mind. The process of retrieval 
needs to be made very easy and training should be given.

According to David Phillips (2001) the theory is that the intranet would 
give every employee access to the same knowledge – they could conduct 
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research and could study their own records. But in his view most intranets 
are not like this. Often they are masses of difficult-to-reach information 
which have not been designed to follow the way work is done in practice. Six 
years on little has changed, according to David Coe of Chemistry Digital.

Firewalls installed for security reasons can end up preventing access. But 
wily staff can find ways round firewalls, so making important information 
hard to protect. It is rather better to limit the number of firewalls to those 
that are strictly necessary. Another theory is that employees should be 
able to create their own pages if they wish, thereby facilitating sharing 
of knowledge. You do, however, need to keep a watchful eye on them as 
inappropriate material may find its way online. See the next chapter for 
more on this.

Specialist consultancy Etribes, talking at an e-publishing conference held 
by the National Council for Voluntary Organizations in 2002, reckoned 
that a whole library could go online in the form of newsletters, research 
papers, fliers, leaflets and directories. Provided the document is not a work 
in progress the pdf format is preferable because it cannot be easily altered 
in the same way that you can change Word documents, a format you may 
prefer if you are sharing information or preparing documents.

The company estimated that costs of placing material online is around 
one-hundredth of normal distribution costs, stripping a postal direct mail 
bill of, say, £312 to £437 per 1,000, down to £3.12 to £4.37 via e-mail. This 
was before differentiated charging for various sizes of envelopes made post 
even more costly. Online material can also be got out much quicker.

It is now much easier to take account of disabled members of the workforce 
as Braille formats are possible, but in order to ensure other employees do 
not have to go through the same often lengthy processes, these individuals 
should have their own dedicated version.

More people can be involved in content production but you do need 
to consider copy flow management – who will edit, and who will check 
copyright and for libel. Just because you fancy an image you saw online 
does not mean you can use it without charge or attribution. If you do this it 
is likely to prove expensive.

Make use of all the organization’s media to promote use of each other. 
The appearance of a print publication can often serve to prompt a surge of 
activity on the corporate website and, where it exists, e-mail forum.

Remember it is good practice to ensure consistency of image presentation 
across website, intranet, publications and presentation materials.
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WRITING ONLINE

Malcolm Davidson of Writing for the Web, speaking at the 2002 NCVO 
conference, shared his views regarding effective online writing. See the box 
above.

You can regard your intranet as the magazine or newspaper of the 
organization, combining extra elements from broadcast media such as 
clips. To exploit fully the potential you need to make yourself aware of 
the specification of the equipment your recipients are using. Flashes and 
moving graphics may not be viewable on certain systems and certainly will 

WRITING FOR THE ONLINE AUDIENCE

 People read web pages 25 per cent slower than print.
 They scan the visual elements and skim read the content.
 Less than 10 per cent will scroll the pages.
 Headlines are more important than pictures.
 Low resolution and screen flicker can affect reading.
 Make text easily scannable by breaking into chunks and linking to 

other pages.
 Make copy brief.
 Use frequent headlines, subheads, navigation and hyperlinks to break 

it up.
 Make the content really attractive in itself.
 Get to the point fast when writing for the screen.
 Hone every word, sentence and paragraph.
 Format text for rapid scanning.
 Provide readable case studies with interesting photographs.
 Avoid colour conflicts and distracting elements.
 Do not use reverse white out of black or colour.
 Use readable fonts, sizes and styles.
 Cut line length to no more than 10 words.
 Do not use too many capital letters, italics or unusual typefaces.
 Do underscore hyperlinks, give links summaries so people know what 

they are.
 Use bold, bullet points, numbering, indentation to make text stand 

out.
 Take a tip from newspapers: do not run on copy below the fold (below 

the screen).
 Break lengthy articles into no more than A4 page lengths.
 Restrict copy to no more than two pages or 500 words.
 Offer opportunities to download pdf, Word file or e-mail to a friend.
 Provide opportunities for comment and feedback.
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not be favoured by people with sight problems. Provide well-explained site 
maps to guide everyone in and out of your site. Disability legislation now 
requires this: the onus is on you.

GETTING THE CONTENT RIGHT ONLINE

Speaking at the Volcom Conference for the voluntary sector in 2004, Content 
and Code provided an intriguing list of engaging content augmented with 
a few extra suggestions as outlined in the box below.

WHAT MAKES A GOOD READ

 news;
 policies;
 procedures;
 office/region directory;
 application forms;
 reports;
 publications;
 online training;
 FAQs (frequently asked questions);
 weather;
 news (feed to actual newspapers);
 travel sites;
 calendar;
 staff directory;
 profile pages on staff;
 personalization;
 discussion boards (not just work, also Eastenders/latest reality show);
 work portal – integration;
 interactive training;
 e-commerce – stationery/ordering;
 the canteen menus;
 acronym/jargon-buster;
 integrated e-mail;
 instant messaging;
 health and safety matters;
 dictionary;
 corporate catalogue;
 small ads (for sale/swap items);
 project management programme;
 bottom-line figures.

AJC Group



Signposting the ether

199

Content and Code believes that to be truly effective an intranet needs to 
be the one good, true, reliable source for all staff so it must be the most up-
to-date with the latest version of expenses forms and policies. To do this 
documents must be stored centrally and not hidden away on the author’s 
computer inaccessible to anyone else. 

There is an argument for decentralized control with internal audiences 
empowered to put in content. So publishing must be as easy as printing a 
hard copy.

The company says that building an effective intranet is all in the planning 
and in the consultation with all users. They suggest the requirements 
assessment can be done internally or by consultants, but should be treated 
seriously and take the form of workshops or discussion groups held with 
different parts of the organization.

Hosting of the site can be done in-house depending on the size of the 
organization, but probably not in the internal communications function 
itself. It can also be outsourced.

The advantages of getting it right are that the organization should be able 
to cut direct costs, reduce printing and copying costs, cut directory enquiry-
type calls, free up space and so reduce storage costs, and make other savings 
on network and administrative costs. Less obviously an effective intranet 
should increase productivity, save labour, improve internal procedures, cut 
back on duplication and waste, be kind to the environment and improve 
customer service.

Employees should be able to subscribe to new versions of documents, 
to search their file servers, search external sites as well as internal files 
generally, and subscribe to alerts to any changes. Booking forthcoming 
training online is also a popular option.

Designers should deliberately build up relationship networks across 
regional outposts. These more informal channels can be encouraged to 
flourish through the setting up of ‘Poll of the week’ – which may focus 
on such essentials as where to hold the Christmas party. It is vital that 
departments and useful information are just one click away. Employee 
profiles can explain who does what and reports to whom, providing an 
organizational tree. A further enhancement with contact details could be 
invaluable in the event of a crisis. 

Chasing copy is an eternal headache. The answer could be to give every 
document two owners – the author and their boss; that should sort out the 
deadline issue. But it could run the risk of not one but two people including 
changes, amending, altering and rewriting, spreading confusion and 
missing deadlines.
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INTRANET OF RECORD

Print newsletters can be replaced to some extent by text e-mail newsletters. 
These obviously take less time to pull together and require little artistry in 
terms of layout. You will need to exercise your creative gifts on the words 
to ensure they are read.

The time set aside to read a newsletter online is probably no more and 
very probably less than most people devote to unsolicited postal junk 
mail. You can expand on your little gems through links back to the internal 
website, as attachments are not especially welcome.

To recap, to get the most communication juice out of the new technology 
follow the tips below.

MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR E-COMMUNICATIONS

 Cut your writing to the bone.
 Find out the average size of your recipient’s screen and design your 

pages to suit.
 Check the level of technology at their end.
 Keep it simple.
 If you can’t go flashy make your content punchy.
 Update your news regularly.
 Use all your media to promote the rest of the mix.

It is of course possible for companies to employ all the individuals necessary 
to do everything themselves but this is not a particularly efficient use of 
resources. In Chapter 24 we look at outsourcing all or part of the internal 
communications function.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Computers purely provide the platform for communication – nothing 
more.

 Exploit the benefits of interactivity offered.
 See e-mail as just one tool in the communicator’s war chest.
 Be careful of choice of heading for e-mail if you want it to arrive.
 Establish clear corporate policy on e-mail and internet usage.
 Check your messages before you send them.
 Be careful how you use the forward button to avoid sharing information 

indiscriminately.
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 Word all e-mails carefully – someone else could share them around for 
you.

 Use texting for news flashes and alerts.
 Information in texts, e-mails and websites should be kept short.
 Make sure logos and images are consistent across all online and offline 

publications.
 Make intranets user-friendly with interesting and varied content; 

update them regularly.
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They go it alone – 
online

Technology seems to be evolving by the minute and although there are new 
possibilities emerging every day, it is inevitable that familiar technologies 
and concepts will also continue to develop. This means there is some 
overlap between this and the previous chapter and to a lesser extent the 
one on broadcast media.

Social media was not even a concept when the first edition of this book 
was being put together. From conversations at all levels in the preparation 
of this edition it seems that a fair proportion of internal communicators 
continue to regard it with suspicion.

Facebook, MySpace, their many cousins and their inevitable successors 
(life in social media is short, although perhaps a little longer than clothing 
fashion cycles) are enabling external audiences to talk to each other without 
recourse to internal communicators, conventional media or commercial 
interests. These new skills and activities are unlikely to remain confined 
to use in leisure hours and will spill over into the working day. Many 
organizations are resisting moves to replicate such models for their internal 
audiences and even those few, brave pioneers are still in two minds as to 
whether they feel comfortable letting go of the communication reins and 
effectively passing them on down the chain of command.

22
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In the previous chapter, the merging of communication roles – reader, 
listener, viewer, participant and co-author – was mentioned. It is unclear 
whether social media tools may yet generate a more autonomous and 
powerful beast who works completely independently; the growing trend 
towards more home-working makes this increasingly likely. All this could 
be seen as an extension of what David Phillips (2001) dubbed ‘porosity’ 
– information leeching out of organizations where valued data might go 
astray and land in unauthorized in-boxes far from the corporate shores. Of 
course you could argue this is nothing new, as the issue of badly addressed 
e-mails has already demonstrated.

The mass external media have also been replete with tales of woe, first 
with websites and now blogs and social networking sites. Employees are 
allegedly spending all day ostensibly working on important files but in fact 
checking out how many virtual friends they have attracted and catching 
up on the latest celebrity gossip. This is not called ‘twittering’ for nothing 
– the name given to a recent social media variant where individuals can 
contribute short, sharp responses to others, rather like a flock of squabbling 
starlings.

It has not all been going in the direction of the employee though. Appa-
rently, canny bosses have been visiting social networking sites such as Face-
book to establish whether potential recruits are as squeaky clean as they 
claim to be in interview. Some job offers have been withdrawn as a result 
of bosses finding material that does not support what they have been told. 
Beware posting up vodcasts (videos) or photographs from drunken hen 
parties and the like, or ill-considered comment.

Web logs or blogs have also come in for close scrutiny. Individuals who 
have felt the need to unburden themselves of their grievances in what is after 
all a public arena could find themselves facing disciplinary proceedings for 
bringing their employers into disrepute or sharing confidential information 
with unsanctioned groups. This latter can be a particular concern as regards 
price-sensitive information being shared in contravention of Stock Exchange 
regulations.

There is obviously plenty of which to be wary, both from a corporation’s 
perspective and that of the recipient/producer. There are also plenty of 
opportunities too. To gain an insider’s view of what is possible, see the box 
below for a guide to social media and other related areas/terms.
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SOCIAL MEDIA AND RELATED AREAS – SOME USEFUL TERMS

 Blog. Evolution on from online diary. Some staff trust these more than 
the CEO’s ruminations. Unattractively dubbed ‘suck sites’ by Management 
Today (June 2007).

 Broadband web. Audio/visual virtual venue.
 Folksonomy. Online community that organizes content by tags.
 Hypermedia. Coined in 1965 by Ted Nelson. Complex information pro-

cessing. World wide web is an example. Non-linear medium – graphics, 
video, audio, plain text, hyperlink.

 Instant messaging (IM). Faster than e-mail. Although a telephone tech-
nology it allows individuals to choose their own time of reply rather 
than instantly. More than one conversation can be in session. Good for 
homeworkers.

 Intranet TV. Multimedia broadcasts or TV quality briefings.
 Multimedia. Uses multiple forms of information content and information 

processing (text, audio, graphics, animation, video, interactivity).
 MySpace/Facebook. Popular social networking sites.
 Podcasting. Online broadcasts can be downloaded. Audio transfer to iPod 

and similar. Largely replaces audio cassettes. Use for executive specials, 
newsflash.

 RSS (Really Simple Syndication). User in control receiving syndicated in-
formation. Stores information online, content from web pages. Used to 
publish frequently updated content such as blogs, headlines, podcasts. RSS 
document contains summary of content from website/text.

 Second Life. Virtual world/community. Companies have set up a presence 
typically to reach customers. Individuals can develop chosen personality or 
avatar. The community also boasts a virtual economy.

 Skinkers. Desktop alert as high priority communication channel straight to 
desktop. Works outside existing channels and over other applications like 
e-mail/intranet. Good in crises for alerts.

 SMS. Short message service. Texts.
 Social networking. Sharing information/files/pictures with virtual friends 

(chosen individuals).
 Social tagging. Helping staff to find content through application of 

keywords.
 Streaming media. Continuously received by and displayed to end user, 

delivered by provider/producer. Also known as webstreaming or web-
casting.

 Vodcasts. Essentially podcasts but with pictures or film.
 Web 2.0. Current wave of online activity/trends. Includes blogging, pod-

casts, social media.
 Wikis. Clusters of information can be accessed and updated. Can be used 

for projects, collaborative working on policy. Easy method of linking 
from one page to another. Wiki is Hawaiian word for fast. Wikipedia, the 
collaborative online encyclopaedia, is most famous version.

(Courtesy of a range of sources including Wikipedia, CIPR Inside’s 2006 Tech-
nology Expo and the journal Strategic Communication Management, 2006.)
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There is no scope for this book to provide technical tips on the above. Should 
you wish to ‘window shop’ before you ‘buy’, visit as many social networking 
sites and blogs as you can. This will enable you to decide what would 
be best for your organization in terms of its need, stage of development, 
technical capacity and culture. If you work in a very bureaucratic and/or 
hierarchical establishment you may find, just as when websites and intranets 
were novelties, that you have to tread carefully when presenting this to 
the board. Encourage your top executives to read books like Wikinomics: 
How mass collaboration changes everything, by Tapscott and Williams (2006). 
This demonstrates the cost and benefits of what can appear to the nervous 
potentially very dangerous territory.

The subsidiary heading to this book gives a clue to the nature of the new 
channels. They could be argued to be a fresh take on some very old and 
in other cases slightly more recent approaches. An example is given in the 
book of a mining company struggling to make an ageing mine profitable. 
It addressed this by providing sensitive background material and posting 
a question which gained sufficiently good quality responses to uncover 
further rich seams to mine. Those who offered information were rewarded 
financially. Essentially the use of wikis could be seen as an extreme extension 
of knowledge management (fashionable, especially in IT circles, in the late 
1990s) and the rather more venerable employee suggestion box. The main 
difference is the potential speed and scale of response and the visibility in 
a public arena of possibly confidential information. So many organizations 
in the past simply paid lip service to the value of employee suggestion 
schemes. If a company adopts the same approach to wikis and the like and 
effectively ignores or fails to acknowledge employee contributions, staff 
will soon become alienated and switch off, leaving the organization the 
loser. Employee of the month anyone?

There are literally millions of blogs out there and more going online 
every hour. Visit a few and it will soon become clear that even the most 
technologically literate operators can break the key rules of communication. 
Keep blogs and other entries fresh. Ideally they should be updated daily, 
perhaps weekly. But material that has sat around unamended or updated 
for months on end will turn people off. If visitors see no change and no 
comment from others they will leave, probably never to return.

Paul Massie, Head of Marketing and Communications at Serco’s BPO 
(Business Process Outsourcing) Services Division, warns that channels 
have to be right for the end user. Not all staff groups have access to the 
technology or the skill, confidence or time available to use it. ‘Some are 
frightened to use the computer.’

Vicki Davies, then National Internal Communications Manager, NHS 
Blood and Transplant agrees, and warns that ‘it depends on the demo-
graphics of staff’. In her organization the bulk of the workforce (60 per cent) 
is aged over 50. There can also be geographical differences – curiously, in 
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the south east, staff are more likely to print off forms rather than complete 
them electronically. The lesson: make no assumptions on any basis as to the 
ability and willingness to participate.

Even those at the forefront of promoting this new technology admit 
its effective or extensive implementation remains rare, although this is 
beginning to change. David Coe, Managing Director of Chemistry Digital 
(the digital arm of Chemistry Communications) said, ‘very few people are 
actually doing it’. His consultancy has worked on projects involving blogs 
and wikis, but most attention is still being given to making intranets and 
websites more attractive and easier to access.

Wikis and social networking can really make sense to the boardroom 
where they are recognized as contributing to the bottom line, and this 
can best be done by viewing them as facilitating the development of 
‘communities of interest’. Such communities ignore geography and/or 
previous ties and cut across functions and disciplines, helping tackle the 
tendency for people to stick to their own familiar territory. Sue Dewhurst 
of Competent Communicators has described social media activity as the 
equivalent of ‘the coffee machine conversations’ – perhaps it could provide 
the means to crack open the informal grapevine that remains the bane of 
many professional communicators.

WORKING WITH SOCIAL MEDIA

Not surprisingly, technology giant IBM is among the more enthusiastic 
early adopters of social media. In January 2007 it set up a separate new 
media function within the corporate communications department. Its head 
in Europe, Philippe Borremans, was interviewed in the April/May 2007 
issue of Strategic Communication Management. He sees his role as ‘guide not 
God’, and suggests the approach to social media should not be that adopted 
for more conventional communication strategies. ‘It is not an enforced 
strategy – full of campaigns, “push” models, restricting and mobilizing 
people, but a nurturing one providing the platform and then support,’ he 
argues. Personalized portals for employees should connect not only with 
the intranet pages that link news, policy documents and the like but also 
discussion forums, wikis, blogs and podcast/vodcast elements.

IBM has had a wiki platform since 2005, through which staff can 
collaborate on projects and share knowledge. It is an especially powerful 
way to solve problems. Employees have been encouraged to post blogs, 
wikis and podcasts and it is hoped that videocasts (vodcasts) will soon be 
added.

Podcasts have proved popular as many people feel more comfortable 
talking than writing. Over a 12-month period 304 podcasts had been posted, 
covering everything from hobbies to business strategy.
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IBM has also set up a group of IBM islands in the virtual world, Second 
Life. Although this is currently external, introducing customers to products, 
it is considered likely to be an effective way of engaging employees, 
perhaps by holding global ‘meetings’ at a fraction of the cost of arranging 
international meetings and events, and presumably more fun than video or 
audio-conferencing.

The company is also using rather older technologies in innovative ways. 
Neville Hobson (2007) writing in Strategic Communication Management, 
describes the use of video game techniques to provide engaging ways of 
sugaring the training pill.

HOW WIDESPREAD IS SOCIAL MEDIA?

Melcrum, publishers of SCM, also runs highly regarded surveys among top 
communicators across the globe. Its 2006 Pulse survey, described by Sue 
Dewhurst (2007), suggests a rather sluggish take-up at that point. When 
respondents were asked about the use of various channels, it seems 12 per 
cent used blogs, 8 per cent podcasts, 6 per cent RSS and 4 per cent wikis. 
They did, however, expect a doubling of use in the coming year.

In 2007 Melcrum polled a rather larger group and asked them to rate the 
relevance of particular technologies. Top of the pops was online video with 
63 per cent, RSS and webfeed 51 per cent, blogs 48 per cent, social networks 
47 per cent and podcasts 46 per cent.

When asked for the top three benefits from these mechanisms, 71 per 
cent chose employee engagement, 59 per cent collaboration and 47 per cent 
two-way communication with bosses. However, on the negative side 45 per 
cent thought that employees talking about the company online via blogs, 
discussion forums and e-mail could risk harming the corporate reputation. 
But 70 per cent had no guidelines for social media usage by employees and 
only 26 per cent knew how to monitor what was being said. Apparently just 
a third of respondents rated social media as an immediate priority, 41 per 
cent said they were committed to two-way communication online and just 
over half were optimistic that they would get more money to spend on this 
area over the coming year.

So what are the points to bear in mind when setting up an internally 
generated blog or venturing into other areas of social media? Here are some 
points, dealt with in more detail by Darren Briggs (2007).
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SETTNG UP AN INTERNAL BLOG/SOCIAL MEDIA

 Don’t get carried away with the idea of a new technology for its own 
sake.

 Involve your IT people early on and don’t get bogged down with the 
mechanics. You concentrate on your area of expertise and leave them 
to theirs.

 Encourage a top person to participate.
 Staff can tell if CEO’s messages are being filtered or supplied by PR.
 Be realistic about time commitment for producer and recipient alike.
 Use a live feed, a webcast, to prove CEO/director’s actual presence if 

necessary.
 Prepare and rehearse. Dress rehearse, but only to an audience you 

trust.
 Get it right first time. Once trust in a system is lost, it is gone forever.
 Build in effective measurement criteria.

One of the most critical areas to overcome is company fear of the outcomes 
of dabbling in this area; another, conversely, is giving employees the 
confidence to participate freely. Formulating policy and guidelines is a way 
of addressing the needs of both groups. The list below gives some points to 
take into account before embracing social media fully. Check out what your 
competition and others both in and outside the field of operation are doing; 
get ideas from completely different sectors to give your efforts a creative 
edge.

POLICY GUIDELINES FOR BLOGS/SOCIAL MEDIA

 Establish what value blogs/social media bring to your particular organi-
zation.

 Is your culture open enough to cope?
 Will your top managers tolerate potentially negative material?
 Set clear guidelines about what can and cannot be said or shown.
 Emphasize the employee’s responsibility for confidentiality.
 Think carefully before extending the policy to material generated 

from home machines in leisure time.
 Train staff in responsible use.
 Demonstrate how easy it is for IT experts to track the source of en-

tries.
 Warn staff of dangers – identity theft/harassment.
 Act swiftly if harassment is apparent in-house.
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 Keep material fresh and make sure contributors commit to the longer 
term.

 Check for libel and other illegal acts from originators and partici-
pants.

 Make sure social media link with ease to other communication 
channels.

Following on from the first web revolution that provided the world wide 
web, social media is sometimes referred to as Web 2.0. It is already being 
seen as a solution to a whole range of communication and operational 
issues. These include engaging staff, securing feedback, sharing ideas and 
good practice, finding solutions and providing a barometer for the true 
climate in both the external and internal worlds.

The final chapter, which focuses on the future, gives some clues as to 
potential further development, but as a cautionary note it has to be said 
that much that featured in the first edition of this book is already old hat in 
many circles.

WHAT CAN SOCIAL MEDIA ADD?

Although social media has been widely acceptable in Korea for a decade 
it has only come to the fore in the West since the turn of the millennium. 
It has been enthusiastically adopted for external communication purposes 
but it was only in 2006/07 that internal communicators began to realize its 
potential for internal audiences.

As ever it is essential to remember that social media is really just another 
tool in the communicator’s box and should be considered as part of a wider 
media mix rather than as the single magic solution to all communication 
problems. Social media should not be seen as a total replacement for other 
more traditional media such as intranets, publications and videos. Its 
particular strength lies in its interactivity and excellent feedback properties, 
which print and broadcast media struggle to deliver.

However, these properties will be wasted if employees are not convinced 
that senior management will react favourably or at least not negatively to 
the responses and activities that social media might elicit. Many companies 
have been instituting bans on blogging and wider internet usage and if 
similar strictures are imposed on internally generated versions of social 
media they are unlikely to be used to their full potential.

The corporate travel burden can be partially eased by social media, 
in particular Second Life and Facebook, as virtual conferences are now 
possible. But until the technology is developed further it is unlikely to 
replace face-to-face interactions effectively. 
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So what would social media be best for? Here are some suggestions.

SOCIAL MEDIA – BEST USES

 Engaging employees in a fun way.
 Reaching younger staff.
 Getting employees actively involved.
 Providing a useful feedback tool.
 Encouraging collaborative working on projects.
 Knowledge sharing.
 Supplementing/replacing long-distance meetings.
 Demonstrating new schemes/products/services.

Older media are never completely usurped by new media, although some 
such as telexes, eight-track tape cassettes and slide shows have faded away. 
In Korea, texting is apparently replacing e-mail among younger employees 
but older staff still cling on to established modes of communication.

More traditional media will have their place for quite some time to 
come and in many cases new uses may be found for them, giving them 
an extended lease of life. Where the workforce is mixed in terms of age, 
technological know-how or access to computers and mobiles, it is best to 
maintain a mix including print, broadcast and face-to-face. Employees will 
continue to favour reading paper-based print in their own time, seeing their 
line managers in the flesh and watching top management on screen. The 
mix will continue to be essential.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Social media is just another communication channel like any other.
 Can your employees actually use social media? Are they skilled? (If not, 

train them.) Are they even interested? (Give them an incentive.) Do 
they have the technology readily to hand?

 Why do you need a further strand of your communication tapestry?
 Will social media do anything new for you that other delivery methods 

cannot?
 Check what you already have by way of channels and test them for 

fitness for purpose.
 Avoid duplication of effort/outcome.
 Set up clear guidelines for usage if you do decide to go ahead.
 Be prepared to hear the worst and respond.
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 Don’t shoot the messenger: listen and learn.
 Does collaboration fit your culture?
 Get buy-in from all levels of management, from boardroom to super-

visor.
 Be prepared to set an example and engage with the technology your-

self or get your CEO doing it for real.
 Don’t be surprised if all hell breaks loose at first.
 Schedule in time for over-zealous usage in infancy; only tighten pro-

cedures later.
 Work closely with your external communication colleagues.
 Build up early warning systems to alert centre to existence of dis-

gruntled users.
 Social media should be integrated with and link to other channels.
 Make sure you can measure impact meaningfully against the bottom 

line.

AJC Group



212

How to measure 
success

An unattributed news item in the September 2003 issue of Professional 
Manager sounded the warning bell to all communicators. A study by 
researchers Intercommunic8 showed that 37 per cent of the 1,000 people 
polled felt that whatever they received in terms of communication failed to 
explain their organization’s values. Few managers were regarded as more 
than average at communicating – sound familiar?

For communication to earn its place at the boardroom table or at least 
the ear of the people in the rarefied upper echelons, how everything the 
communicator does impacts on the bottom line needs to be demonstrated.

In this chapter the world of measurement and evaluation is explored and 
given something of a human face by looking at some of the ways in which 
practitioners are actually running the ruler over organizational plans and 
activities.

Measurement can instil a certain amount of fear in the communications 
professional. This may be because figures, statistics and the like are not their 
natural territory, whereas words and to a lesser extent images are rather 
more familiar. Perhaps it seems boring and complex, but every action has 
a financial cost which may appear to outweigh perceived benefits. With 
the right statistics to hand, the internal communications function can show 
how it helps every other department (human resources, finance, et al) 
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demonstrate benefits. In the past, failure to demonstrate an ability to add 
value has resulted in the function being at the head of the queue when 
budget cuts are handed out. Without good measures in place, arguing for a 
fairer slice of the cake is that much harder.

David Boyle (2001) makes the point that if you choose the wrong thing 
to measure you will get the opposite result or effect to what you wanted 
to achieve. Unclear wording on surveys may give no real clue as to why a 
particular programme is failing. Timing may be cited as the issue, but does 
that mean the time of day that an activity occurs, or the duration of that 
activity? Without clarity the numbers are meaningless.

Fear of measurement can also be the result of not understanding the 
mechanics. Looked at simply, evaluation can help you get where you need 
to be and plan the route map for the next stage on. For one thing is sure: 
there is a constant need to keep counting and taking soundings from the 
corporate depths.

David Clutterbuck (1997), writing in the Handbook of Internal Communication 
illustrates how you can measure at a number of levels including message, 
programme or campaign, channel/medium and environment. These can 
all be tracked and measured individually or collectively.

It is possible to measure both what are termed hard or soft, quantitative or 
qualitative measures. Hard measures would provide a strict number count 
– how many people actually read the publication. Soft measures might 
show how they reacted to particular items or to the publication overall.

Depending on budget, you can do this cheaply or expensively. Focus 
groups are likely to provide a wealth of detail but can be expensive to set 
up if done properly. Observation may seem a cheap option but it is hard to 
carry this out without drawing attention to the process and so affecting it.

Before getting out the calculator or the slide rule you will need to develop 
a clear understanding of where the organization aims to be in terms of 
market share and related factors. Presumably there are marketing statistics, 
accounts and the like; also external media coverage which will show 
external views on the company.

Top management should have a clear idea regarding their desired goals. 
Desk research will provide a starting point as it does for external research, 
but it is only as good as the information stored. It can at the least be used 
to establish which aspects of the internal communication programme need 
extra attention.

The lessons for professional communicators would appear to be that there 
are lots of different things to measure out there. Do you measure them all 
or do you decide which ones are important and relevant? For what reason 
are you measuring them? What is going to happen to the information you 
collect and how will it be used?
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BENCHMARKING

In the lead-up to a major internal survey it can be useful to look around 
for other organizations of similar size, complexity, business interest and/or 
geography to act as a counterbalance. Benchmarking can be an invaluable 
tool, not just a one-off measurement, and is at its best when used to 
encourage continuous improvement. It should be used over time and if not 
continuously at least at previously agreed stages.

Although communication is obviously vital there are other factors that 
may be having an even greater impact on performance. When looking for 
evidence of its impact it is better to select a few key points to explore rather 
than attempt to solve all problems in one go.

Internally it may be possible to measure the performance of one depart-
ment against another, especially where there is evidence that all other 
things being equal (communication channels, vehicles, content) one is out-
performing the other. To produce meaningful data the measures used would 
have to be pertinent to both – perhaps client contact and client satisfaction.

Not everyone agrees there is a value to benchmarking. At the turn of the 
millennium Cable & Wireless found it difficult to find appropriately sized 
or dispersed organizations to measure up to, so decided to benchmark 
only against itself. Katie Hadgraft, UK Internal Communications Manager, 
believed that benchmarking could lead to complacency.

She said its Voice of the Employee survey enabled the company to ‘estab-
lish past performance in order to move forward more effectively. We check 
each wave to see if actions have been successful.’

Technology can be used to facilitate the whole process. There are online 
measurement tools which can deliver results instantly and in other languages 
if necessary. A key success factor in all internal investigative work is to use 
simple language.

SURVEYS

Readership surveys and panels can be used to gauge the success of overall 
efforts and as a starting point for further more in-depth research.

Surveys are not necessarily at the cheap end of research, although tech-
nology is helping to bring down the cost. They are probably the most com-
mon way of gauging the organization’s temperature and can be delivered 
by telephone (potentially costly in time and money) or hard copy and 
posted, or online. The whole staff group or a representative proportion can 
be used as a sample.

Surveys can be short and sweet or very long and involved. If you are 
simply testing reaction to your new version newsletter a ‘quick and dirty’ 
tick-box sheet or e-mail poll may do the trick admirably. However, if you 
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are wanting a broader view you might opt for page upon page of questions. 
Just who will be collecting and then analysing the statistics for you? If you 
have a specialist on board get their help. Surveys can be conducted by an 
outside consultancy. 

There is an inherent danger in satisfaction surveys that the organization 
will not be able to act on what it learns and the upshot will be a thoroughly 
disillusioned workforce. If you are not going to be able to deliver what is 
asked for, the most sensible thing to do might be not to ask those specific 
questions in the first place. This may seem largely a matter of concern for 
human resources, but internal communications practitioners might find 
the issue has to be addressed through the organization’s communications 
vehicles.

After a short time producing and looking at evaluation sheets (which 
are after all simply a snapshot satisfaction survey) and more in-depth 
questionnaires, you will come to learn what responses to expect. What on 
earth do you do with the statement that one speaker at an event kept pacing 
up and down, especially if you have no idea who they mean? However, you 
can do something about not sticking to the programme and not starting on 
time if those are the bugbears. It is important to be clear what you can have 
an impact on.

But if questionnaires are designed carefully and some thought is given 
to precisely what it is you are looking for, you may get back some very 
useful data. Using scales running from 1 to 5 with some clear guidance as 
to which end is good, and which end is bad, makes it far easier to spot areas 
for concern and therefore action. Questionnaires can have a communicative 
function of their own in that a loosely worded one will not only confuse 
but also suggest the organization does not really care and is merely going 
through the motions.

An over-reliance on numbers will take care of the quantitative end of 
things but omit the rich data which could provide the inspiration for future 
changes. So when designing questionnaires, allow respondents some 
opportunity to expand on their tick-box answers with fuller comments. It is 
also important to tell your informants about planned follow-up action.

To improve response, why not borrow a trick from the commercial 
world? If you are expecting people to give up valuable time to fill out 
your questionnaire, offer the chance to win a bottle of wine or some other 
appropriate prize.

So what can you measure?
Individual departments and the organization as a whole may need to 
measure factors such as job interest, promotion prospects, stress, status or 
confidence in management. The internal communicator will be involved to 
some extent in the delivery, the interpretation of results and communicating 
plans for corrective action.
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When looking at internal communication itself you will want to measure 
what is directly attributable to the function, but give some passing reference 
to factors outside your control.

Those that you can affect include the following set out in the box below.

FACTORS COMMUNICATOR CAN INFLUENCE

 Is the language clear?*
 How often does the publication appear?
 Can everyone access it?
 Do they understand the key messages?
 Is the material relevant?
 Could it be delivered through a different medium?
 Is the timing right?
 How will results and any follow-up action be communicated?

The Flesch Formula looks at the number of syllables in words and sentence 
length to determine difficulty. The Dale-Chall Formula takes account of 
average sentence length and the number of words that do not appear on 
a list of 3,000 common words. The Gunning Formula looks at rather more 
factors including average sentence length, number of sentences used, verbs, 
prevalence of abstract words and percentage of long words, among others. 
Fry comes up with an equation which works on the basis of selecting 
three 100-word passages which are then inspected to establish the average 
number of syllables and sentences to come up with an average reading age. 
For more on all the above see Cutlip, Center and Broom (1985).

Perhaps a much simpler way would be to establish which daily newspapers 
your chosen audiences read and then look to model your efforts on theirs. 
Sentences and paragraphs in the average tabloid newspaper appear to 
shorten at least every decade. No more than 32 words for the first paragraph 
according to the Financial Times, so if your publication is modelled on the 
Sun be prepared for a shock.

Simplify things for your respondents by using tick-box formats wherever 
possible. See a typical Likert scale in Figure 23.1.

How Cable and Wireless did it
The global company Cable and Wireless had like many others suffered from 
a glut of surveys, with different departments sending them out whenever 

*Readability or keeping things simple is crucial when it comes to content. There are 
a number of tools available which will help gauge the readability of your content, 
sometimes called the ‘fog index’.
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inspiration struck. Those on the receiving end were showing classic signs of 
survey fatigue, especially as they did not always receive feedback.

It was decided to coordinate and concentrate survey activity, and Voice 
of the Employee was the result. For some time the company had been 
conducting an online customer satisfaction survey, Voice of the Consumer, 
and it was decided to align the two so that discrepancies in results could be 
acted upon.

Surveying the whole workforce, certainly a global one, is not to be 
undertaken lightly, so it was first piloted and was then gradually rolled 
out. A first snapshot of company performance was taken in one part of the 
organization by MORI.

As well as looking at performance aspects the survey was designed to 
find out what employees thought of their working environment. Questions 
were designed to establish their commitment, whether they worked well 
with their supervisors and whether there were any big issues that were 
stopping them performing. Questions were linked to key performance 
indicators and the responses to relevant questions used in assessment of 
senior managers’ performance.

The company demonstrated action on receipt of feedback so essential 
for credibility with employees. So many members of one overseas-based 

Figure 23.1 Likert scale – a popular tool used by researchers for testing shades 
of opinion

I receive enough
information to do my job.

I have no means of
expressing my views to
management.

My supervisor/manager
has good communication
skills.

My supervisor/manager
keeps me regularly
informed of the company’s
progress.

  neither
  agree
strongly  nor  strongly
agree agree disagree disagree disagree
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team made adverse comments on their working conditions that they were 
relocated to more suitable premises.

Katie Hadgraft of Cable and Wireless described Voice of the Employee as 
‘a change management tool for the company. It is changing the way senior 
managers interact with their people. It is starting to change behaviours within 
the company. The linkage work we undertake with Voice of the Customer is 
a particularly powerful way of correlating employee performance against 
customer loyalty.’

Although conducted mainly online, in recognition that some field 
engineers did not have online access a print version of the survey was made 
available. The first survey attracted a 77 per cent response rate, the second 
61 per cent.

Fifty per cent of employees selected randomly twice a year were surveyed 
anonymously. The survey was intended to give employees a formal voice 
by gathering insights and feedback in a regular, consistent and objective 
manner.

Survey pointers
Points to consider when embarking on surveys are outlined in the box 
below.

CHECKLIST FOR SURVEYS

 online or print;
 tell them why;
 decide on frequency;
 measure only what matters;
 phrase your questions clearly;
 use simple language;
 keep them succinct;
 have a firm deadline;
 give them the results.

The channel, whether online, print or telephone, will be determined by 
available staffing at the collection end but also should take account of 
the time and skills available to respondents. They need to know why you 
are suddenly taking an interest, and normal communication vehicles can 
help explain. Do not try to measure too much all at once. Use short, clear 
sentences or questions. Tell the respondents when you need their responses 
by, and when you expect to feedback results – and do it when you say you 
will, or explain any delays.
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So just how often should you be dusting down the thermometer to gauge 
the temperature of the organization? If the organization is relatively stable 
then perhaps quarterly or twice yearly might be fine. Yearly is likely to 
be seen as a major occasion and any less frequently than that could prove 
worthless as staff move on and other factors change.

However, if you are in the run-up to major change perhaps checking the 
temperature gauge almost constantly may pay off. Consultant Mark Winter 
(2002) reports that Prudential UK took soundings on a weekly basis during 
the run-up to major structural change.

This was done quickly and relatively cheaply through a random online 
survey which targeted different staff across the organization each week, 
thus overcoming that well known condition – survey fatigue. Questions 
covered understanding of the changes and responses to them. This showed 
how attitudes changed over a period from severe anxiety to relative calm. 

AUDITS

Surveys are likely to be used to look at a wide range of issues which may or 
may not be causing concern to management and staff themselves.

Audits are becoming increasingly popular as internal communication 
is seen as a strategic tool. An audit is likely to be used to look in more 
detail at specific aspects of communications activity. Such a tool will look at 
channels of communication to identify where there may be communication 
‘black spots’ or gaps, and at the media vehicles used.

There are a range of different audits that can be employed. PR audits are 
most likely to focus on issues around messages and whether or not you have 
targeted the right people. Production targets might be essential reading for 
the factory floor but seem largely irrelevant to the service centre.

Communications audits will relate to the effectiveness of channels and 
content. Technical issues may slow down channels which may be critical 
if information is needed straight away and choice and treatment of subject 
matter will also be of concern here.

Harder to gauge will be the results from social audits which will focus on 
the effects that communications are having on the chosen audience and the 
wider organization. These are likely to take time to deliver and interpret.

In-house staff are not always the right people to conduct such audits if 
the real world is to be captured in a meaningful snapshot. These surveys 
are usually conducted by external consultants or at least with their help 
to ensure the anxieties of in-house practitioners do not affect results. They 
should also be more objective, which could be seen as a strength by the 
respondents. Reed in the Handbook of Internal Communication (1997) provides 
a wealth of material on audits.
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Technology now makes it possible to run regular audits of communication 
vehicles. One high street bank uses voting systems to enable staff members 
of their communication audit teams to express their views regarding 
particular aspects. The results are instantly available to the communication 
practitioner who can then explore them further.

OTHER WAYS IN

Measurement does not have to be done in a completely formal manner. 
Readership panels can feed back essential data with a lot more background 
than can be elicited from cold questionnaires. This can take the form of 
focus groups which come together only once or twice, or they could be 
constituted to meet on a regular basis. Focus groups are expensive in time 
and labour terms, and need therefore to be designed carefully and facilitated 
by trained people.

Adding competitions to publications and websites provides a useful 
feedback mechanism and you should be keeping an eye on letters pages 
and other forms of contribution. These devices are relatively cost-free apart 
from the occasional incentive, and surprisingly popular.

TAKING THE MEASURE OF NEW MEDIA

Angela Sinickas (2007) has pointers for ‘Measuring the impact of new-media 
tools’ in Strategic Communication Management. Early efforts to measure 
blogs, RSS feeds and the like has focused on activity rather than outcomes 
or results.

It is possible to find out how often an organization’s name crops up on 
blogs and other sites and some analysts can even rate the positive nature 
or otherwise of comments made. As with media relations evaluation tools, 
content analysis can be conducted to judge the tone of comment. A count can 
be made of the number of people commenting, which can give some clue as 
to engagement. The numbers subscribing to RSS feeds can be counted and 
also how many actually found their way onto the further reaches of your 
site.

Sinickas argues it would be more useful, however, to identify who the 
‘visitors’ actually are. More useful outcomes to measure might include:

 greater sharing of good practice;
 how use of RSS feeds might cut time expended on external websites;
 any increased sales/savings as a result of usage of RSS feeds/blogs.
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To measure the real effect of new media technologies, Sinickas advises 
identification of a desired outcome and the behaviour(s) needed to achieve 
this. In-depth interviews or surveys rather than quick and dirty polls 
are more likely to uncover which communication act or channel had a 
particular effect on behaviour. Steal a trick from medical research or new 
product development – set up a pilot and control group and promote and/
or introduce the new technologies at different stages to different divisions 
so the effects can be compared. On the annual satisfaction survey, check 
whether employees even noticed the new channels and whether they used 
them and liked them. Taking all these factors into account should give you 
an idea of return on your investment, an argument that plays well at board 
level.

LOOKING BACK AND ONWARDS

‘Evaluation’ is a word with as many interpretations as users. It seems likely 
that it is used interchangeably with other measurement terminology. It is 
used here to mean measurement of activity that has taken place and how it 
can be used to fine-tune practice for the future.

Speaking at the Internal Communication Alliance (now CIPR Inside) 
launch event in October 2002, CIPR Excellence Award finalist Seeboard 
referred to its practice of conducting evaluation at every stage of its branding 
project. It used questionnaires, focus groups, vox pops on its intranet, 
surveys and ‘mystery shopper’-type activity whereby performance was 
tested without the employee being aware of the process.

A survey during the first phase showed 99 per cent understood the 
new customer vision. Separately, the twice-yearly staff survey attracted a 
creditable 83 per cent response rate. Some 88 per cent would apparently 
recommend Seeboard as a good place to work, 92 per cent felt proud to 
work for the company and 95 per cent knew the priorities of their team. All 
this was uncovered while Seeboard was being sold to the LE group.

While it can be difficult to demonstrate easily how it supports the bottom 
line, it could be argued that without effective internal communication there 
would be a negative impact in terms of the cost of failure, loss of valuable 
employees or of lost opportunity. One to bear in mind when you find 
yourself in the hot seat facing the finance director. An economic argument 
amply supported with forecast figures could demonstrate that staff need 
to know what is expected of them in order to deliver it – so failing to keep 
them informed would be costly.

A framework would give top management a clear understanding of what 
can be measured; a description of what is being measured at the moment; 
recommending what should be measured in the future and also why and 
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how, the cost and timescale – thereby giving an opportunity to choose 
between the options.

Simply producing the numbers – so many hits on the intranet, such and 
such a percentage of employees think or know a certain set of facts – is 
no longer enough. You need to add extra dimensions by looking for the 
reasoning behind the figures or at least provide some context. This is where 
qualitative information collected from more in-depth interviews would 
come in.

There needs to be an intertwining of both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. Management tends to get distracted with the process end of 
research unless there is a clear explanation as to why something is being 
measured in a particular way, at a particular place and time.

Communicators find that kind of justification hard to deliver, but if they 
can develop the skills to do it they will be able to concentrate their efforts on 
what matters most – what the respondents are telling you.

Back in 1995 the ITEM group came up with a framework which still holds 
good as a useful checklist for all evaluators. The consultancy believed that 
internal communication can be measured at four levels as the following 
panel indicates.

MEASUREMENT MATRIX

 Campaign processes: efficiency of planning and execution.
 Campaign outputs: did anything change?
 Media processes: efficiency of each medium.
 Media outputs: effectiveness of each medium.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Measure the right thing, and not too many factors all at once.
 Qualitative and quantitative measures are not mutually exclusive – one 

provides depth, the other numbers.
 Benchmarking can set the framework for future plotting of the corpo-

rate course and its success.
 Start with desk research including internal statistics before seeking 

external clarification.
 Measure regularly – longer than yearly and it is historic and irrelevant.
 Make use of technology where possible to bring down costs.
 Provide help screens for online correspondents.
 Simple feedback devices such as competitions can give a quick snapshot 

cheaply.
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How to make it 
happen – gone 
shopping!

Even in the age of information technology the typesetter and other suppliers 
are not entirely superseded. Perhaps harking back to days when it was still 
possible to move from secretary to boss in the press office (admittedly a 
long time ago) there has been a tendency in some places to expect a good 
typist to be a good journalist, layout artist and photographer all rolled into 
one. However, if you want a decent end product consistently over time, do 
not venture down this route.

Even where there is a stand-alone function there has been an often 
misplaced belief in the magical all-rounder. Originally a newspaper and 
magazine journalist, the author never ventured into the darkroom.

After all, the professional photographer’s skills do extend beyond the 
click of a digital camera and, if you are strictly honest, you will agree that 
unless you have a full understanding of lighting and composition in many 
cases your efforts will still resemble holiday snapshots despite the latest 
gadgets.

Industrial giants have been known to resort to the use of photo-booth 
snaps to plug those awkward spaces between words. Remember that old 
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cliché about every picture telling a story and being worth a thousand words. 
Both can be true if the picture is the right one for the job in hand, but are you 
sure you are the right person to take it and wield your pen or tape recorder 
at the same time?

This chapter will look at going shopping for those necessary services 
which, if well selected, will help convert you from delivery mode to 
strategist.

STARTING FROM SCRATCH

It is still possible to be given a clean slate on which to make your mark when 
taking up an internal communications role for an organization. But even if 
you have held down such a position for a long period it is worth being 
objective and questioning how things are currently done and whether they 
could be done at least differently, if not perhaps better by someone else.

Supposing you are the internal communications function in its entirety 
– what next? It is unlikely that you alone will be able to produce the ideas, 
the words, the images, the design, the printed page and then despatch it to 
the grateful reader or viewer. Intranets have consigned some of the above 
roles and tasks to the dustbin of history, but not all.

If your operation is likely to be of a sufficient size and complexity you 
could appoint your very own in-house based specialist, and a visit to the 
CIPR Inside website will give you a list of those specific tasks and skills. 
Here we concentrate on purchasing services.

As highlighted in Chapter 6 you can buy any service you want out there 
from licking and sticking stamps on envelopes, to taking the longer strategic 
view. To some extent whether you go down the route of outsourcing purely 
tactical support or the hard thinking depends on the skills base you have 
in-house and the existing demands on staff time.

Before deciding to hand over a large chunk of your budget to an outsider, 
first make an audit of what already exists in terms of skills and experience 
in order to identify true gaps. Should you need some no-nonsense advice 
tinged with years of experience, it may be worthwhile calling in a seasoned 
practitioner who will not mince words in the boardroom. They may not be 
saying things that are totally new to you, but the extra gravitas which they 
project may ensure those words are heard.

However, if your relationship with those at the top of the organization 
is as you would wish, you may require extra resources for assistance with 
idea generation and then with breathing life into those ideas.

At one end of the spectrum communications consultancies have the skills 
on tap to provide one-to-one coaching for managers, and top ones at that, 
who need help in face-to-face communication situations, be they one-to-one 
discussions or groups needing motivation of a high calibre.
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At the other end of the spectrum, consultancies can provide both the 
ideas and the technological know-how to refresh what you are doing, and 
to support inexperienced people in rising to meet a particular challenge 
such as a takeover or merger.

WHERE TO LOOK

To some extent this depends on what it is you are looking for. If you are 
planning to outsource elements of your publication programme you may 
be able to pick up names from the back pages of publications like PR Week. 
Perhaps a more effective approach is to collect in-house publications that 
you like the look of, see who is involved in the production and make the 
initial approach. A rifle through the filing cabinet or the departmental in-
tray every so often will also more than likely turn up a few possibilities on 
this front.

Associations such as the Chartered Institute of Public Relations’ CIPR 
Inside group (previously Internal Communication Alliance) and the British 
Association of Communicators in Business are worth joining to keep up to 
date with the communications world.

Strategic advice is probably going to be slightly harder work to track 
down in the first instance. It is worth taking your time over such purchases. 
No doubt you are reading appropriate publications (for inspiration see 
References and Further Reading sections) and it could be fruitful to extend 
this into the human resources field and read a little more widely. Take a 
note of interesting case studies and add the consultants concerned to your 
personal long list.

Recommendation by word of mouth is often regarded much more highly 
than a cold-call approach. Keep up your contacts with similar-level practi-
tioners not just in your industrial sector but in others too, and check out 
the names that have impressed. Write-ups in the trade press or academic 
journals, particularly those authored by the consultants concerned, may not 
tell the full story – get the other side from those on the receiving or paying 
end.

If the budget will stand it, attend a few industry events; there are sure to 
be consultants present. Look out for your favoured names on speaker lists 
– not only will you get to see and hear them in action, you may be able to 
spend time with them afterwards.

Should you be operating in the public or voluntary sector it is regarded as 
good practice to advertise major tenders. This may sound tedious and long-
winded but it can bring in some interesting outsiders you may not have 
considered. Advertisements for these usually follow a strict format which 
may not offer much scope for creativity but does mean it should be possible 
to compare like with like among those responding.
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The advertisement in these cases is possibly the easiest item to produce; 
the important aspect is the tender specification document which can run to 
many pages. The structure may seem cumbersome and possibly unnecessary 
in its scope and detail but it can provide a framework for an effective briefing 
document to be prepared. Seek advice from your procurement department 
when preparing the tender.

PREPARING THE BRIEF

So you have identified your targets and want to approach them. Fine-
tuning the briefing document should ensure your effort is rather more 
rewarding than fishing in a paddling pool instead of the proverbial fish 
farm. Any such document should include a fair amount of background on 
your organization and ought to include the items listed in the panel below.

THE CONTENTS OF THE BRIEF

 mission of the organization;
 goal of the IC programme;
 industrial sector;
 size of organization – staffing, financial;
 where employees are based (UK, overseas);
 any specific issues, including language difficulties;
 parent organizations;
 internal communication activities already under way;
 timescale (when needed, how often, how long for);
 expected results;
 responsibility for production;
 budget.

Add items such as existing publications, annual reports and media 
cuttings as background to the main briefing document. In these days of 
websites galore it may seem that much of this should be unnecessary and 
that the experienced consultant will know where to look in terms of their 
own research. There is an element of truth in this and consultants can be 
pointed in the direction of the corporate website to collect back-up material. 
However, it is worth being prepared to offer the paper-based versions of 
anything available online and important documents that are not.

There is a rather more fundamental temptation with websites, which 
is to rely on these and to fail to produce a briefing document of any real 
substance. Providing a well-considered and clear document will save 
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time at later stages of the pitching process. Unless you are clear on your 
objectives for the programme you are likely to have to wade through a lot 
of irrelevant material. Without that clarity on your own behalf you will be 
offered off-the-shelf approaches which may bear little relationship to your 
specific problem.

You may be impressed by the speed at which consultants respond to your 
brief. This may appear to indicate a capacity to hit deadlines – obviously 
critical. But there is some truth in the old saying ‘more haste, less speed’ – a 
more thoughtful approach might deliver better results. So build in sufficient 
time to the initial process for consultancies to respond – probably no more 
than three to four weeks. Much less than that and you may receive a rather 
rushed response or none at all.

At this early stage be prepared to take questions by telephone or e-mail 
from interested parties but do not agree to too many meetings. Treating 
each and every approach in the same manner is equitable to all. A failure 
to ask questions on the part of a consultant at this stage does not mean 
they are inadequate – perhaps your briefing document has done its job  
as required. If, however, you are repeatedly asked the same questions,  
why not send out a FAQs (frequently asked questions) document to all 
respondents?

INTERVIEWING LIKELY CONTENDERS

Once the pitch documents are in, give yourself sufficient time to consider 
all proposals, marking them against a rating system to ensure all your 
points are covered. Hopefully you have not been seduced by the idea of the 
immensely long list – six at this stage is quite sufficient. By all means follow 
up documents with further questions to consultants, but now prepare for 
the actual pitching process. You should have been able to reduce the long 
list to a short list of three, certainly no more than four. Have a clear date in 
mind and set aside the whole day to carry out the process. Make sure there 
are no interruptions, and switch off mobile phones.

Recruiting a consultant is very like recruiting an individual in some 
respects, and should be treated with as much care and courtesy. Ensure 
your diary and those of others involved on the interviewing panel are clear 
of other distractions. Prepare questions that are common to all but also 
specific to the proposal being examined. Where possible give the date of 
the interviews in the briefing document – there is nothing more frustrating 
for a consultant than having to pull out having carried out so much work 
in advance.

A special word here if you are requiring a major demonstration of creative 
ideas and process: be prepared to provide a fee. Many internal and external 
communications consultancies are now tired of spending so much of their 
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time and resources with no obvious return. For many, work put in at the 
pitch stage will constitute anything up to a third of the thinking and doing 
required to produce the end product.

Allow a good-sized time slot for each presentation – perhaps 90 minutes 
– and give yourself and others on the receiving end a clear period in 
between to be able to approach each presentation afresh. It is bad manners 
to keep applicants waiting and very bad form for them to be sharing the 
same waiting space.

Provide the requested technology for the pitch – data projectors and the 
like – and make sure they work. Conduct the meetings in a good-sized room 
with comfortable furniture and sufficient refreshment. Keep the ‘judging 
panel’ to a reasonable size – three is good as a casting vote is automatically 
built in to break any potential deadlock. Divide up the questions according 
to the questioner’s own background and make sure all necessary questions 
get asked.

Make your decision quickly and do not request return visits – it all 
costs money. Keep all those who participated informed of the details of 
the process and of your decision in the timescale promised. Silence com-
municates rudeness and could well be hurtful to your organization’s long-
term reputation.

As with external relations consultancies, be aware that you may get the 
top guns wheeled out for the presentation but more junior practitioners on 
a day-to-day basis. Be clear as to your expectations and your willingness to 
pay for them.

SO WHAT NEXT?

Contracts need to be unambiguous and workable for both sides. They 
should set out timescales, monthly contact meeting arrangements, payment 
and for what, and approval systems.

Certainly in the early stages of any new relationship as the client you 
will want to meet relatively frequently with the account handler at the 
least to ensure everything is kept on track. How often will you meet with 
the individuals doing the actual work? With whom will they need to be in 
contact within your organization to ensure they can deliver? The key points 
to remember are set out in the box below.
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CONTRACTS AND BEYOND

 Who will maintain regular contact?
 Who approves what?
 Who will open up the contact networks?
 When should copy be delivered for consent and returned?
 When is the finished item to be produced?
 Who pays for what and when?
 Duration of contract?
 Breaking contract?

Consultants need to be kept informed of any changes in personnel on the 
client side and vice versa. It may be necessary to build in scope for such 
changes to ensure individuals are brought up to speed.

A contract should be neither too long nor too short in duration. Agreeing to 
an open-ended period makes imposing checks and balances rather difficult. 
Anything less than a year will probably not help you deliver consistency 
– and reviews at the half-yearly stage will enable major problems to be 
tackled. Quarterly meetings should be used as extended feedback and 
progress meetings. Clauses should be built in to cope with unexpected 
circumstances but not misused for trivial issues.

Pay your bills on time and give regular feedback – good as well as not so 
good. A full bank account is not all that counts.

WORKING WITH SUPPLIERS

The tendering process works particularly well with companies supplying 
printing and distribution type services too. Be clear in your language and 
ensure the would-be supplier has actually answered your questions to your 
satisfaction. Typesetting is often seen as the client’s problem, so make sure 
it is understood this is a required service if necessary.

Photographers, event managers, designers and creatives generally will 
need to be judged on their previous work. Expect to wade through a lot 
of portfolios and judge on ability to satisfy similar briefs. With images, 
remember to secure copyright.

Dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s in advance so you can concentrate on 
the more rewarding and interesting aspects of the relationship.

You need to be very clear as to who is picking up the various bills. Allowing 
a consultancy to buy in specialist services such as print and broadcast can 
inflate the bottom line uncomfortably.
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A specific time-limited project which is well within the experience and 
capability of the consultant is relatively easy to cost; less easy can be the 
ongoing production of a regular publication. Clear guidelines need to 
be established or costs could escalate out of control with the use of very 
talented but expensive creative input including photographers.

Here it is worth restating that if you use external photographers it is highly 
likely they will retain copyright of images produced on your behalf unless 
you have a contract which states otherwise. Photography can become very 
expensive if you have to negotiate repeatedly for fresh uses of images and 
you need to ensure your consultancy appreciates this.

Ideally buy-in should come from as near the top of your organization’s 
management tree as is sensible, depending on the nature of the project. Some 
chief executives do see it as part of their role to approve all communication; 
others will want to delegate this.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

 Recognize your actual ability – if you can organize, organize; if you 
can write, write.

 Check out existing contracts and procedures – change only if you can 
do or obtain better.

 Talk to other communicators when seeking out contractors.
 Take time in preparing tender documents.
 Give consultancies time to respond to the tender.
 Build in time to give bids proper consideration.
 Aim for a realistically short short-list.
 Make sure there are no distractions on the day the consultancies 

pitch.
 Contracts need to be practical documents setting out deadlines, 

meetings, payment, approval system.
 Pay bills on time and give honest feedback.
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Internal 
communications –  
the future

Good morning Mr, Mrs, Ms Internal Communicator, this is your early 
morning wake up call from the big screen in your living room. It is 1 January 
2035 and you have not made your New Year’s resolutions yet, and don’t 
forget your required 15 minutes on the treadmill to fire up your computer. 
Fossil fuels are a dim memory.

Sounds like something out of a benevolent version of George Orwell’s 
1984? Well, cross it with a dash of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World and 
you might be getting there. Of course the most successful depictions of the 
future only hit the mark because they filter the unknowable through the 
lens of today. So the bleaker the future vision the more likely the present is 
itself dysfunctional.

As Paul Massie of Serco and chair of the CIPR Inside group in 2007 said, 
if those in work now think they have gone though a lot of change they 
could only begin to imagine what lies ahead. ‘Change is very much a part 
of life these days and communicators do need to understand that. We are 
deluding ourselves if we think we have reached maximum speed yet.’ So 
belt up for the ride of your, or perhaps your successor’s, life.

25
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Remember that genius Professor of Cybernetics down at Reading 
University? Back in 1999 Professor Kevin Warwick heralded the new 
millennium with a computer chip embedded in his arm. He used his for 
opening doors, probably because his arms and hands were full with his 
laptop, mobile phone and later his iPod, all going off at the same time. 
Once he was able to persuade big business this new technology had wider 
applications than activating his armpit, it took off in ways few of us could 
have expected.

Where might it have fetched up by the time we reach 2035? Well before 
this date, hospitals would have started bar-coding new-borns. Everyone will 
have their National Insurance number firmly embedded in their arm, leg or 
wherever was most convenient for the neo-natal surgeon. There would no 
longer be any chance of parents taking home the wrong baby, which was 
apparently still happening as late as 2007 somewhere on the planet.

Sounds great doesn’t it? After all, identity theft suddenly got a whole 
lot trickier, except for those psychopaths willing to steal your arm or leg 
literally rather than metaphorically. Passports would have probably become 
a thing of the past too, putting certain forgers out of business. All that early 
millennium paranoia about identity cards would also look ridiculous in 
retrospect. No chance of a child disappearing or for that matter the errant 
husband or wayward employee attempting to make a getaway with the 
contents of the safe; they would be tracked down very quickly.

The chip that finally emerged from this wholly new branch of the com-
puter technology sector combined so much more than just a bar-code. It 
incorporated satellite geographical positioning systems so you could be 
tracked at all times every day of your life. Something similar has been 
possible for some time with the mobile phone. So no more sneaking off for 
a crafty cigarette (long since totally banned in all areas of life anyway), no 
more fibbing about your whereabouts on a Friday afternoon, and no more 
fabricating details on your expenses forms. Quite a few professions might 
be feeling rather surplus to requirements – human resources for one!

Yes, your boss knows where you are at all times. He, she or it (perhaps 
the computers have taken over the drudgery of management too) can track 
you just like an item in a supermarket supply chain. How does it feel to 
be a commodity – part of a production line rather than the independent 
agent you imagined you were? Discipline should be just so much easier to 
impose.

Mobile phones of some kind or in some format will continue to exist. By 
now they will have become embedded in our clothes. Perhaps if you do 
have to go to a place of work, you don a special jacket into which you talk 
and can be tracked.

Possibly given the continued fascination for all things old, the wristwatch 
has made a comeback and you can chat via your wrist. For the older 
readers among you this may conjure up childhood memories of the cartoon 
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detective Dick Tracy forever communicating via his watch – and that was 
back in the 1930s.

Admittedly you could, in theory, watch videos on your watch back in 
2005, but most people still preferred something with a screen larger than 
2 cm. Your mobile phone will also have taken on new functions as your 
mobile entertainment centre. No more TV dinners for the family then, 
although these may have been resurrected as in-home gatherings for the 
latest films on the huge plasma screens just taking over at the turn of the 
millennium. These were the forerunners of the screen that woke you up and 
gave you your instructions for the day ahead.

As early as 2007 the IBM research laboratories were close to perfecting 
a device that would increase chip data storage capacity by up to 100-fold, 
as John Markoff reported in the New York Times (21 October 2007). In ‘A 
technology that may alter the future of computing’, he reported that it 
would mean an iPod would be able to hold up to 200 hours of video, which 
would equate to every single programme broadcast on 120 channels over 
the course of a week. This assumes no real desire on the part of viewers 
to archive material for long periods in order to forget to watch it at some 
future date.

Just think how many corporate videos, training game programmes, 
manuals, policies, intranet (or whatever that has become), PDF format 
magazines, PowerPoint presentations and the like could be stored for you 
and your colleagues to absorb together or singly at a time to suit you rather 
than at your management’s behest. Nearly suggested in your leisure time. 
Despite European Union Directives on maximum working hours issued in 
the late 20th century, the concept of the working day supposedly having a 
start and finish time was already a thing of the past within a decade.

Once the notion of the commute to the office had been killed off by the 
failure to find a real alternative to petrol that did not deprive millions of 
food crops thereby fuelling the outbreak of global war, managers finally 
embraced the notion of homeworking. No more maternity leave as no one 
would have to leave home to actually carry out the business of working.

Teams would have taken on a whole new appearance too. Other than 
by choice few people would now meet up in physical terms. Instead they 
parade themselves in front of those aforementioned television screens, 
which have also taken over the functions of the personal computer armed 
with the latest version of web camera.

Touch screens and voice recognition technology would now be so good 
it would be able to handle the broadest of accents and would mean no one 
would have to get repetitive strain injury typing. Ironic really, as those 
keyboards were invented in the 19th century to slow operators down so the 
keys did not get mangled. However, there would now be mounting claims 
for voice-box injury!
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Like many other companies, in 2007 IBM finally followed the latest 
consumer movement onto Second Life and other virtual world systems. 
Apparently everyone hated the real world so much they decided to reinvent 
themselves in a community of their own making and governing.

Having got consumers to test run the latest gadgets in virtual surroundings 
and then add them to their shopping carts without going anywhere near a 
shop, the technology giant decided this was the way to engage its staff and 
save the planet at the same time. Funny how governments were still trying 
to get communities to agree to the massive expansion of airports as late as 
the first decade of the new century. Once it became obvious that biofuels 
could not produce enough to keep executives jetting off constantly around 
the globe to the next convention or meeting, alternatives had to be found.

Video-conferencing technology finally caught up with corporate aspira-
tions at the same time as Second Life had become second nature in inter-
nal communication. Back in 2007 Paul Massie had complained that video- 
conferencing was being hampered by the meagre capacity of available 
technology and that audio-conferencing had therefore become much more 
appealing. But now in 2035 everyone can use an avatar or a virtual replace-
ment that represents their version of an idealized view of themselves, and 
it is only the voice that needs fine-tuning rather than the wardrobe. Such 
devices therefore triggered an unexpected downturn in the demand for cos-
metic surgery as appearance discrimination became a thing of the past.

Using these ideal depictions of yourself has also meant that other forms 
of discrimination long banned by law could also be banished to the history 
books in real terms. When no one is able to work out your racial heritage, 
your colour, age, gender or sexual orientation, you finally have the long 
desired level playing field for all.

Obviously there would be some interim steps along the way to corporate 
nirvana or utopia. Remember Web 3.0? It was first alluded to in the media 
in 2006, which probably means the boffins had been discussing it for years 
beforehand. According to the Observer newspaper, an early use was attributed 
to Radar Networks, a small company trying to develop the ‘semantic web’. 
It does, however, prove there remains nothing completely new under the 
sun, as this was originally part of the web’s founding father’s vision. Radar 
Networks’ chief executive Nova Spivack reckoned it would ‘intelligently 
and automatically share(s) and organize(s) knowledge for you’, according 
to David Smith writing in that newspaper on 14 October 2007. He felt it 
combined elements of social networking with an intelligent search engine 
– so think Facebook crossed with Google.

Elsewhere, in the Times Higher Education Supplement (25 February 2005) 
the Open University’s Brain and Research Group’s Director, Professor 
Steven Rose, was warning about the pharmaceutical industry’s designs on 
your brain. In the early days of the millennium the individual might have 
been perfecting his or her outer appearance with the cosmetic surgeon’s 
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knife or with potions, but big pharma was more interested in fine-tuning 
drugs to produce a newer, better you on the inside.

Professor Rose was concerned that making us all perfectly honed human 
beings in corporate behavioural terms was a move that urgently required 
wide-ranging debate. Only you in the future can say whether we actually 
got that discussion. But back in 2005 protest against the way politicians or 
authority figures (read boss) led the country (read company) gave rise to 
the development of ‘oppositional defiance disorder’. As the prisons were 
already full and the old lunatic asylums long converted to luxury apartment 
living, the cheapest way to deal with this was via the pharmaceutical cosh, 
long ago thought so effective in treating mental health problems. After 
all, Professor Rose argued that children with ADHD (attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder) used to be thought of as just plain naughty until a 
new use was required to extend the life of a specific drug.

So now you know why you have been so happy to be dictated to by the big 
screen in the corner of your living room. That is the one downloading your 
workload for the day and the virtual holiday you were looking forward to 
(faraway destinations are so last millennium).

Where does this leave the office of the future? It will have shrunk substan-
tially and in many cases disappeared altogether. Freeing up office blocks for 
conversion to luxury living space meant there would be no need to build 
over what was left of the green space between the ever encroaching mega-
cities that characterized mid-century life. The unemployed underclass 
already in plain sight as long ago as the late 20th century had to make do 
with camping out in old small industrial units, which had followed the 
same path to oblivion as the heavy industries of the late 19th century.

The employee of the future is naturally university educated. Automation 
of absolutely everything has meant that even burger flipping and street 
cleaning require a degree of some description. From the early part of the 
millennium Daniel Goleman’s concept of emotional and social intelligence 
had overtaken the need for bothering the developed world’s brains with 
scientific and other allegedly practical concepts and skills. After all, the 
dirty work and quite a lot of the cleaner tasks had been shifted off shore 
quite literally.

Funny thing is that as early as 2007 Indian employees had started to 
become restive and demand higher wages. Their country’s corporations that 
had proved so successful at developing call centres that sounded like they 
were based only up the road found it cheaper to outsource the outsourcing. 
And guess where it went? That’s right, back to the United States and Europe 
including the UK where it all started. This time the business strategy bit 
(where all the money resides) stayed firmly back in Mumbai.

So nobody has needed to come into an office every day for years. Nobody 
needed to meet up anymore and perhaps nobody needed to talk to anyone 
ever again. Where on earth would that leave the internal communicator?
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Well, hopefully by 2035 all those people who thought they could point a 
camera and take professional quality pictures or action movies; everyone 
who thought that because they could write their own name they could 
produce a great publication everyone else would want to read, have all 
realized that it takes a bit more than that. If they wanted to carry on making 
money from their day job while juggling all the above they will have realized 
they needed the experts in to do it after all.

And not just the specialist writers, editors, photographers and designers 
but also those who decide on the future direction that the organization 
needs to take. Tomorrow’s organization, no matter how flat it has become in 
terms of management levels, or how dispersed and atomized, will still need 
the professional voice and guiding hand of the internal communicator.

Once you have completed your early morning ablutions and consumed 
your specially formulated breakfast pill it will still be down to business 
for you. You will have become the great strategist you always yearned to 
be, advising top management on how to craft their exhortations to those 
delivering whatever constitutes a mid-21st century product or service. They 
will still need someone to intelligently liaise with the technology specialists 
(information technology will be a long dead term by then) to ensure the 
chosen communication channels feed out sensitively crafted material that 
will be well received at the other end.

You will have recognized, as Daniel Goleman had back in 2007, that e-mail 
was no substitute for the nuances lost by bypassing old fashioned face-to-
face talking. It was found to aggravate tensions, so there was a need for 
some way of feeding back the non-verbal cues the brain requires to adjust 
your reactions. The author cannot begin to wonder what that might have 
constituted.

To revisit David Coe’s conclusion to the first edition of this book, ‘look at 
what is happening externally for what will be done internally in terms of 
communication in the future’. Look slightly beyond that to the individuals 
receiving the communication. Do not get distracted by the games, blogs, 
podcasts and other yet unimagined technologies; instead look at how 
people use that technology at home and at leisure. The future is probably 
here on a computer in a bedroom near you right now.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE INTERNAL 
COMMUNICATOR

For many internal communicators the above will have filled them with 
horror. They might imagine their jobs outsourced to practitioners in cheaper 
to run economies. Alternatively they might fear that new technologies yet 
to be imagined will render them obsolete or reduce them to mere processors 
of information.
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Despite Paul Massie’s assertion that we have seen nothing yet when it 
comes to the pace of change, it does not have to be regarded in such a gloomy 
light. At least that is the view of Professor Anne Gregory, who believes that 
communicators have never had such potentially positive opportunities to 
grasp in terms of both the function and the profession.

How will they work?
The mid-21st century operator will be fully integrated into the organization’s 
hierarchy. A widely dispersed workforce will require much more targeted 
and effective communication. With communication finally recognized as an 
integral part of management, the specialist communicator will be recognized 
as the expert by the board. Internal communications as a function will have 
its place at the board room table although that table might well be a virtual 
entity situated in a successor to Second Life.

Senior management will expect the specialist to advise on all aspects of 
communication, so demonstrating their realization that internal communi-
cation is as much about strategy as it is about delivery mechanisms. In fact 
technology will have advanced to such a degree that any obsession with 
the mechanics of the job (liaising with printers, laying out publications, 
pointing the camera) will no longer be a major focus. Giving advice at all 
levels of management, grooming those managers to deliver their messages 
effectively and to react to feedback constructively, will be the main point of 
the job. After all, this has been what the profession has been striving after 
for years.

What knowledge and skills are needed?
There will always be a need for an ability to speak and write coherently and 
attractively. An understanding of the mechanics of the function will still be 
required so that practitioners, or advisers as they might more properly be 
described, can deliver sensible top-level advice.

Political understanding will perhaps be the most important skill for the 
professional communicator. A deep understanding of how top managers’ 
minds work and how that might have an impact on the way the organization 
functions will be essential. The communicator will need to understand 
business information – financial matters and the organization’s field of 
operation, for instance.

However, the key attribute will be an extreme level of adaptability – a 
willingness to get to grips with the advances that will continue to underpin 
communication technologies. Communicators will need to adapt to the new 
ways in which their employer interacts with its market and in its sector.
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Where will they work?
Communicators, just like the workforce they facilitate communication with, 
may never travel to a physical office. They may well work from home or a 
hub. However, it is likely that they will still need to attend an administrative 
centre from time to time, if no longer on a daily basis.

The function in which they work may simply consist of them alone or 
it could be they work within a team of specialists employed directly or 
indirectly. Management of such real or virtual teams will require exceptional 
communication skills in themselves.

How will they be regarded?
Get it right and internal communicators will be regarded as equally import-
ant to the smooth running of the organization as their external communicator 
counterpart, and so earn their place at the top table. Get it wrong and they 
will be relegated to the role of deliverer of communication products with an 
over-emphasis on the process aspects of the job.

Education, and continuing education at that, will be critical in ensuring the 
internal communicator achieves top-level status. An increasingly competi-
tive global market will ensure that effective communication, whether with 
internal and/or external audiences, is seen as vital to economic survival. 
Get it right and the future is yours.
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Appendix 1 

Internal 
communications 
knowledge and skills

In 2004 a joint working party comprising the then Chartered Institute of 
Public Relations’ Internal Communication Alliance (now CIPR Inside), 
Communicators in Business, the International Association of Business 
Communicators and the then Internal Communication Association (now 
part of CiB) was set up to look at a range of issues. One of the most important 
of these centred on establishing the levels of skills, knowledge and training 
internal communicators need at various stages of their professional life. A 
matrix was produced that covered both generic business and management 
as well as aspects more specific to internal communication.

This and a second ‘competency’ based matrix can be found on the CIPR 
website under the groups section. The first matrix looks at the subject in a 
chronological fashion while the second groups competencies or essential 
behaviours, organized around specific areas.

Both can be used in a variety of ways. An individual practitioner can 
establish his or her own developmental needs in terms of skills, experience 
and knowledge and how to meet them. A department head can plot where 
team members fall on a skills/knowledge/experience continuum and plan 
their development. An employer might use either version when drawing up 
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person and/or job specifications for recruitment, for overall team develop-
ment purposes and also establishing the function in the first place.

Before moving on to more recent developments the two versions of the 
matrix are outlined below. For fuller details a visit to the CIPR Inside section 
of the CIPR website (www.cipr.co.uk) is strongly recommended.

BAND 1 (ENTRY LEVEL, 6–12 MONTHS)

Graduate in the process of learning core skills and gaining basic knowledge 
in the wider context of communication and management.

Generic business and management
Knowledge

Basics of management theory and practice relevant to sector of operation.
Legal issues – health and safety legislation, etc.

Skills

Time management.
Meeting practices.
Team working.
Networking.
Desk research.
Interpersonal communication.

Specialist – Corporate and internal communication
Knowledge

What is internal communication?
The politics of communication (where it sits in the organization).
Planning basics – audiences, messages, media, etc.

Skills

The basics of writing and editing (proofreading, grammar, style, plain 
English).
Working with clients (internal/external) and suppliers.
Photography and design basics.

Direct experience

Working as an assistant or junior team member.
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Supporting colleagues in the delivery of communication campaigns.
Exposure to a variety of channels and techniques.
Basic news and feature writing for a variety of channels.

BAND 2 (12 MONTHS – 2/3 YEARS)

Becoming an effective practitioner, growing skills set, deepening under-
standing of business/management and internal communication.

Generic business and management
Knowledge

Finance for non-financial managers.
Management agenda (quality, Investors in People, etc).
Communication and leadership – communication competencies, role of 
leaders, etc.

Skills

Negotiation skills.
Assertiveness.
Interpersonal skills (consulting techniques).
Presentation techniques.
Basic project management.
Budget setting and control.

Specialist – Corporate and internal communication
Knowledge

Planning simple internal communication programmes.
Role and benefits of face-to-face communication.
Awareness of wider communication disciplines (PR, marketing communica-
tion, etc).
Knowledge and understanding of relevant professional codes of practice.
Relationship between human resources, internal communication and 
marketing.
Role of research and measurement in internal communication practice.
Law.
Psychology in the workplace.
Selection and evaluation of different internal communication media.
How internal communication links to business strategy.
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Skills

Writing and sub-editing newsletters, intranet (including news and features).
Interviewing for publication and research.
Sub-editing colleagues’ work.
Planning simple programmes/campaigns (including audience segmenta-
tion).
Providing tactical advice to managers on communication practice.
Conducting limited-scope research projects.
Simple facilitation skills for research and planning meetings.
Developing personal networks.
Organizing and running events and conferences.
Visual identity and brand management.

Direct experience

Regular writing and sub-editing for variety of formats/media.
Managing range of internal communication channels (projects and continu-
ous).
Conducting small-scale qualitative and quantitative research projects.
Developing simple campaigns to defined objectives.
Working with colleagues on human resource issues.
Working with colleagues from corporate communications and marketing 
background.
Organizing and running a range of events (conferences, road shows, work-
shops).

BAND 3 (MANAGER/SUPERVISOR)

At least two to three years’ communication experience.

Generic business and management
Knowledge

Financial and strategic planning.
Branding.
Human resource management.

Skills

Delegation and supervision.
Managing conflict.
Influencing skills.
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Managing a budget.
Facilitation skills.

Specialist – Corporate and internal communication
Knowledge

Mastery of management theory and practice relevant to sector.
Planning complex internal communication programmes.
Good practice in people management and budgeting.
Knowledge and understanding of codes of practice.
Law and how it relates to people management and communication.
Evaluation of internal communication good practice.
Organization culture and change management.
Risk and incident management – the role of internal communication.

Skills

Specifying and managing suppliers including negotiation and account 
management.
Maintaining internal networks.
Coaching and leading small teams.
Coaching managers on communication programmes.
Speech writing.
Improving organizational communication flow – development of e-mail 
guidelines, policies, etc.
Developing and delivering complex projects.
Planning and managing detailed research projects.
Facilitation skills for research and planning meetings.
Supporting change projects.
Alignment of internal and external communication programmes.

Direct experience

Developing new or existing communication channels.
Delivering complex projects.
Managing external suppliers (designers, AV, consultants).
Commissioning and reviewing qualitative and quantitative research 
projects.
Developing communication campaigns to meet defined objectives.
Involvement in multidisciplinary project teams.
Working in environments where a number of cultures need to be man-
aged.
Working with colleagues from corporate communications or marketing 
backgrounds.
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Working on projects at times of crisis or rapid change.
Planning long-term communication programme for large organization.
Experience delivering programmes concerning brands, values and behavi-
ours, restructuring, cultural change.

BAND 4 (SENIOR PRACTITIONER)

At least five years operating at Band 2 or above. Leading department or 
consulting practice providing support to senior managers.

Generic business and management
Knowledge

Understanding key functions and issues faced (marketing, finance, human 
resources).
Deep sector expertise and knowledge.
Keeping abreast of current thinking and good practice in management in 
and out of the sector.
Business ethics.
Motivation and leadership.

Skills

Leading and inspiring a team.
Coaching individuals.
Human resource planning and management.
Advanced negotiation skills.
Advanced facilitation skills.

Specialist – Corporate and internal communication
Knowledge

Knowledge and understanding of codes of practice.
Translating complex business requirements into internal communication 
programmes.
Good practice in people management and budgeting.

Skills

Leading department or consulting team, including providing development 
and coaching for junior team members.
Managing complex relationships with suppliers.
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Working with and counselling very senior leaders.
Managing in multiple cultures.
Use of advanced tools and techniques – appreciative inquiry, storytelling, 
etc.
Internal branding – making the links between internal and external com-
munication.
Conducting internal communication audits.

Direct experience

Leader of organizational change programmes.
Development of internal communication strategy.
Regular exposure to senior leadership team/board.
Developing strong coalitions with other functions (marketing, human 
resources, finance).

The alternative competency-based model, which can also be seen as sup-
porting the knowledge and skills-oriented model, outlines seven areas of 
concern:

1. Understanding the communication environment.
2. Planning and strategy.
3. Crafting and organizing.
4. Using communication channels.
5. Research and measurement.
6. Building effective working relationships.
7. Advising, facilitating and coaching.

This matrix recognizes that there is something to be gained from each 
competency category for most if not all bands.

COMPETENCIES – A MORE DETAILED LOOK

Consultants Liam FitzPatrick and Sue Dewhurst of Competent Communi-
cators both worked on the two versions of the skills matrix. In 2006/7 
they further researched the skills and development needs of internal 
communicators. In particular they wanted to gain insight into what 
practitioners do at the various stages of their careers.

They conducted a global survey and received responses from 800 people 
as regards careers, skills and development plans. What their statistical 
analysis revealed was that there is often no strictly linear progression but 
simply individuals who had opted to concentrate on their own chosen foci 
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and styles. The research revealed that individuals could be broken down 
into six generic types that can be found at any stage of a career:

1. The doer. Very technically focused. Could be a junior person developing 
e-mail lists or a senior editor/writer.

2. Managerial/supervisor. Still focused on tactics.
3. Project manager/adviser. Spends much time liaising with clients.
4. Manager/leader. Probably quite senior with strong focus on the busi-

ness’s needs. Provides advice to senior managers not just on tactics but 
how communication can help the organization.

5. Local (division-based) manager. Business manager who has aspects of 
internal communication as part of job.

6. Super specialist. Usually based in large organizations, not necessarily 
based within an internal communications department. Could be web or 
events specialist.

The research uncovered two geographically based variants. In Europe there 
is a tendency to focus on advisory roles, while in the United States this 
shifts to delivery or mechanics. The European practitioner is more focused 
on the HR (human resources) or softer perspective, whereas in the United 
States he or she is more likely to be journalistically oriented.

This survey has thrown up 12 essential competencies which do not over-
emphasize the technical skills such as writing but are more overtly directed 
towards relationship building. Those surveyed felt the craft skills (editing, 
writing, events organizing, etc) should be taken as a given; to be successful, 
managing relationships and possessing evaluation skills were seen as the 
more important areas on which to focus attention.

In this model the bands of seniority have been replaced by three levels – 
basic, intermediate and advanced. The research and subsequent interviews 
suggest that most roles can be plotted against two dimensions that run 
along strategy/tactical and advise/implement axes. It recognizes that 
each internal communication role is possibly unique in its own particular 
combination of requirements.

The 12 competencies (a mix of behaviours but also skills and knowledge) 
are:

1. Building effective relationships (building networks to make things 
happen).

2. Business focus (specific to organization).
3. Consulting and coaching (advising clients, helping others develop).
4. Cross-functional awareness (across disciplines/departments/functions).
5. Craft (writing and designing).
6. Developing other communicators (helping others develop communi-

cation skills).
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 7. Innovation and creativity (new ways of working).
 8. Listening (research).
 9. Making it happen (plans into action).
10. Planning (planning programmes, activities, evaluation).
11. Specialist (specific subject matter/area).
12. Vision and standards (professionalism, ethics).

Obviously effective behaviours are outlined in great detail, but interestingly 
an added feature is a section identifying ineffective behaviours, which are 
often overlooked in favour of describing desired attributes and behaviours. 
They are rarely taken into account, potentially to the detriment of the 
profession. They are listed below.

Ineffective behaviours
1. Building effective relationships

Ignores others’ views.
Relies on force or hierarchy to make things happen.
Fails to engage crucial participants so things do not happen.
Afraid to ask questions.
Being right regarded as better than getting the best results.

2. Business focus

Does not link communication activity to business/organization context.
Lacks understanding of their business area.
Insufficient understanding of big audiences.
Fails to demonstrate understanding of business priorities/problems with 
bosses/clients.

3. Consulting and coaching

Does not delegate tactical activity even when that would be best option.
Does not take up or provide chances to coach/consult.
Confuses coaching with telling, advising, giving feedback.
Failure to listen to clients.
Failure to explain expectations.
Afraid to challenge/query decisions/answers.

4. Cross-functional awareness

Fails to make connection between own and other departments’ work.
May concentrate efforts on too few favoured departments, overlooking 
others in need.

AJC Group



Appendix 1

248

5. Craft

Writing inappropriate/unappealing material.
Unable to brief/supervise designer.
Produces shoddy work in terms of corporate identity, grammar, design, 
delivery.
Managers fail to trust individual to deliver on own initiative.
Clients/colleagues prefer to use others to fulfil tasks.

6. Developing other communicators

Unable to give sufficient time/budget to this area.
Unable to give feedback.
Blocks access to activity.
More interested in holding back talented individuals.

7. Innovation and creativity

Prefers old routines even when circumstances change.
Produces boring material.
Takes no interest in examples of best practice in field.
Deters others from considering new ideas.

8. Listening

Not interested in collecting employee feedback.
Puts forward own or colleagues’ views instead.
Accepts without checking third-party opinions on employee views.
Fails to anticipate employee reaction.

9. Making it happen

Not trusted to deliver to schedule.
Produces impractical action plans.
Fails to meet deadlines/budgets.
Unable to see local implications.
Not good at detail.
Tendency to panic.
Easily frustrated/diverted.

10. Planning

Fails to plan activities in coherent way.
Fails to evaluate programmes, substituting own views for others’ perspect-
ives.
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11. Specialist

Does not have required knowledge/expertise.
Not trusted to give good service/advice.
Little awareness of best practice.

12. Vision and standards

Communication on an ad hoc rather than planned basis.
Ignores corporate identity standards/grammar, etc.
Gives false/misleading information.
Fails to meet organizational/national ethical standards.
Unable to resist pressure to produce inappropriate communication.

The competency model is explored more fully in a report on skills and edu-
cation for internal communicators produced by Liam FitzPatrick and Sue 
Dewhurst, published in 2007 on www.competentcommunicators.com.

The authors have also looked at the roles and skills required by team 
members in specific roles in ‘Building a learning framework for internal 
communicators’, in Strategic Communication Management (2007a).
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Appendix 2

Communications in 
the public sector –  
a snapshot

The public sector is often seen as one amorphous mass, but it is a much 
more complex environment affected by its reporting lines to politicians, 
be they in local or central government. Many of the activities previously 
deemed to be the role of the local monolith are just as likely to have been 
outsourced, and local authorities have correspondingly shrivelled in size, at 
least in terms of front-line staff. This appendix will look at local government 
in particular.

Local councils have to balance the demands of locally elected councillors 
who may or may not be in the ruling coalition. Policy can shift radically on 
the sudden vacation of a seat. This has certainly happened in councils where 
there has been no substantial majority. Gaining consensus on the manage-
ment view on service and policy issues which may hit staffing levels can be 
just as tortuous as launching any announcement to the Stock Exchange.

The sector has been taking an increasing interest in internal communica-
tion as pressure is brought to bear by central government wishing to 
deliver on election promises. With that interest has come the appearance of 
consultancies that specialize in the field, and one such adviser said there had 
been an increased investment in internal communication on behalf of local 
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authorities. Councils are often employers of literally thousands of people, 
many of whom live locally and so are truly ambassadors. Techniques from 
the commercial sector such as staff roadshows are becoming more prevalent 
and there is a growing emphasis on measurement of results over time.

More than 2 million people work in local government. In his study of local 
government internal communications (2002) Paul Inglefield, then Head  
of Performance and Organization Development at Adur District Council, 
received a creditable near 50 per cent response to his survey of all 
authorities.

More than half the respondents said that the internal communications 
function is managed by corporate communications while 14 per cent said it 
was not managed at all!

Some 91 per cent use team briefings and 85 per cent use conferences 
or briefings. A staff newsletter is produced by 89 per cent, mostly at least 
quarterly in frequency.

Local authorities are not so good on the research and evaluation of pro-
grammes but that may be indicative of the fairly recent recognition of the 
value of internal communication in the sector.

At the time of the survey 12 per cent of respondents did not have an 
intranet. Corporate communications functions in 12 per cent of cases have 
responsibility for the intranet, but 40 per cent share the task with IT and 32 
per cent have no input at all.

Communications departments vary enormously in size. Just under a fifth 
have more than nine full-time staff with communications as the main focus 
of work, with the bulk (32 per cent) having just one or two full-timers. But 
10 per cent of all authorities reported they had no member of staff with 
responsibility for communications either internal or external.

Just 12 per cent spend more than 30 per cent of their time on internal 
communication while the bulk (40 per cent) earmarked no more than 10 per 
cent. A worrying 16 per cent spent none of their communications budget on 
internal communication, 58 per cent spent less than 10 per cent, while only 
7 per cent devoted just under a third.

Nearly a quarter of all authorities carry out a full staff survey every year 
but 16 per cent had never surveyed their staff at all. However, it could be 
they are assessing views in other ways, as 47 per cent said they use focus 
groups and 70 per cent workshops or seminars to establish staff views.

There is no need to get complacent, as nearly half those asked said that 
less than 50 per cent of their staff felt that the council communicated well 
with them. A slightly lower percentage felt that less than half their staff 
understood the organization’s aims and objectives.

Top management seemed to be equally divided as to the importance of 
internal communication. However, senior echelons of the authority seemed 
largely invisible with respondents reporting that nearly 70 per cent of top 
managers do not or rarely ‘walk the job’.
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There were country differences in responsibility for the internal com-
munications function. Scottish unitary authorities reported that internal 
communications is managed by corporate communications in 71 per cent 
of cases. The figure overall was 56 per cent but only 33 per cent for Northern 
Ireland. In the London boroughs a quarter report that human resources 
manages internal communications.

Just a third of councils have a strategy for internal communication and 
a similar percentage says it is updated every year. Some 42 per cent of 
heads of communication describe their role as that of senior adviser to the 
decision makers. Approximately 27 per cent said they had full responsibility 
for internal communications programmes and made policy decisions. Just 
under a third described themselves in terms of products (newsletters). 
However, 16 per cent of heads of communication are at board or corporate 
management team level.

Communication training is seen as important not just for managers but 
also for staff. It is not clear whether this kind of activity enables practitioners 
to take on a more advisory role or in fact be replaced at the front line. Broader 
findings suggest councils that practise two-way communication are more 
likely to have more contented staff and in turn more satisfied residents.
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Setting up an internal 
communications 
function – things  
to consider

Perhaps surprisingly there are still large as well as many smaller organi-
zations which have as yet to formalize their systems for conducting internal 
communication.

The following is intended as a checklist for practitioners setting up an 
internal communications function from scratch. It takes the form of a series 
of questions to be considered.

Who will be your top-level sponsor?
Even if you do not have a seat on the board or a direct line to the CEO you 
need a senior director to take on the responsibility for internal communica-
tion. It demonstrates to the organization that they understand the importance 
of the function to the organization.
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How will you get the backing of the next level down?
You need to build relationships with directors/heads of functions key to 
the internal communications function – these include planning, corporate 
communications, human resources and marketing as the minimum.

Do you know how well the organization is actually 
performing?
Build a good understanding of the company’s financial position and develop 
arguments to show how the internal communications function will help the 
bottom line.

What tools are already being used?
Look at what is already in place in terms of meetings, publications, websites, 
etc. Establish how often they take place/are published/updated/refreshed. 
Look at the state of the content – just how interesting and relevant is it?

What is missing?
Find out if employees are getting the information tripod they need to do 
their jobs, ie information top down (from the board and senior management 
for the big picture), bottom up (feedback: how are their views captured and 
given to the board?) and sideways (across functions and, dare we say it, 
silos).

Do employees actually attend, read, watch, interact 
with the media offered?
Elicit employee views on existing communication channels and vehicles. 
What would they really like in order to perform their duties to the optimum? 
Set up a regular means of auditing both the individual aspects of your 
communication strategy and the totality.

What do your competitors do?
Compare what is already offered by your organization with similar bodies 
against which you would normally be benchmarked. Do they do it better, 
or is their approach different for a reason?
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What issues bug management and employees?
Ask directors, senior managers and employees what really irritates them 
about the way the organization currently works and how this might be 
corrected through communication.

Can the organization afford what you have in mind?
Prepare a budget that meets the communication needs of both management 
and employees. Build up your argument for winning the funds by demon-
strating how your plans will add to the bottom line.

Is there anyone currently fulfilling some internal 
communication duties?
Even if there has been no clearly established function it is more than likely 
that an intranet is being run out of IT or a newsletter thrown together 
by the CEO’s PA. You need to get these people on board when you are 
either putting some process into what they do so it fits into the big picture, 
relieving them of their duties or otherwise obtaining their support.

If you work for a decentralized organization, how 
will you keep internal communication consistent and 
coherent across the different parts?
Set up a network of people with responsibility for internal communication. 
They do not need to be professional communicators; they do need the 
support of their management and in turn the board and/or intermediate 
levels (see Chapter 19).

Do you really want to provide the function single-
handed?
Establish your expertise deficit, your personal one and that of any existing 
practitioners in the organization. Decide what is best done in-house, and 
what best outsourced. Ensure you have your financial arguments lined up 
to show you can bridge the gaps you have identified.

Are existing suppliers any good?
Review all supplier relationships and only keep the ones that work and 
are cost effective within your new budget, not the old one. Make sure your 
tendering programme for any replacements is realistic.
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When will it all happen?
Establish a timescale you can work to that is realistic. Do not over-promise 
but do not keep everyone waiting too long for results.

How will you establish the elements of the strategy 
and their specific contents?
Consult the front-line staff as well as their managers and directors to 
formulate a relevant communication programme.

How will you demonstrate that added value you 
keep going on about?
Build in effective evaluation mechanisms and make sure they are costed in 
the budget.
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Appendix 4

Useful addresses

The following are organizations supporting individuals working in internal 
communication. Where available, websites have been given or e-mail 
contacts.

CIPR Inside
Sectoral group of the Chartered Institute of Public Relations (formerly 
Internal Communication Alliance)
website: www.cipr.co.uk then go to sectoral group and select CIPR Inside

International Association of Business Communicators
website: www.iabc.com

Communicators in Business (British Association of Communicators in 
Business)
website: www.cib.uk.com; this now includes Internal Communication 
Association, a special interest group of the Work Foundation

The Work Foundation (formerly Industrial Society) www.thework 
foundation.com

International Visual Communication Association (IVCA) www.ivca.org

Institute of Sales Promotion www.isp.org.uk
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Legal advice
Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS)
www.acas.org.uk

Harbottle and Lewis LLP
www.harbottle.com

Equality and disability organizations
Action for Blind People
www.actionforblindpeople.org.uk

Age Concern (age issues)
www.ageconcern.org.uk

Equality and Human Rights Commission (came into existence in October 
2007, merging gender, race and disability equality bodies)
www.equalityhumanrights.com

GirlGuiding UK (young women)
www.girlguiding.org.uk

Mencap (learning disability)
www.mencap.org.uk

MIND (National Association for Mental Health)
www.mind.org.uk

RNIB (Royal National Institute of Blind People)
www.rnib.org.uk

RNID (Royal National Institute for Deaf People)
www.rnid.org.uk

Scope (physical disability, specific condition)
www.scope.org.uk

Sense (deaf/blind)
www.sense.org.uk
 
Stonewall (gay issues)
www.stonewall.org.uk
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