
XA04C1318

TURNING UP TE POWER OF INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS

Andrew Craven-Howe, UKAEA, Harwell

Introduction

Of all the things that separate human beings from the rest of the animal world it is that we are
addicted to communication. When we are deprived of human interaction we show visible,
and often permanent, signs of distress.

There can be few areas of human endeavour which are not reliant on high levels of
communication which I will define as the creation of understanding.

It is not uncommon for people in our profession to spend up to half of each working day in
two-way conversation with colleagues.

Beyond the office we see that everyone is an avid consumer of passive communication.
Despite watching more television with each passing year, most of us read more now than any
generation that has preceded us.

The communicator's dilemma

A common questions asked in any rganisation - especially when budgets are being set is: why
do we need internal communication? And there are the more worrying ones: I don't see why
we can't cut the size of the company newspaper, we never seem to get the workers on our side.

Defining our objectives - what we can do and what we can't

The greater the number of people any given communications method tries to reach, the weaker
is its ability to change people's opinions. The medium with the greatest reach for more than
three decades, but necessarily remote, is television. And certainly the inverse law works in
the macro world of TV where programme makers find it easy to entertain, to add to their
audiences' levels of knowledge and build on already-held beliefs. It is quite another thing to
persuade a television viewer to change opinion.

By comparison we operate in something of a icro arena but we are faced with a similar
problems. We hear a lot nowadays of company mission, strategic vision and corporate values
and without doubt the most successful organisations are those where its employees understand
where they are going. But we cannot expect our communications tools alone us to deliver a
workforce to that position.

What we can do - when we do it well - is provide a substrate mapping out corporate
objectives, explaining our companies' values, and providing a link between individual beliefs
and those of the rganisation. We are not a substitute for equitable compensation, appropriate
resources and industry-standard working conditions. In other words the media we use are just
that - message carriers. If the beliefs aren't there from the start, there's little a suite of
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communications tools can do to change things. As communicators, we can only start to show
excellence when the other pieces of the jig-saw are in place.

However, if you are fortunate to work in a company where its activities and policies match the
public statements, then belief in those statements by the workforce will come naturally, and
you will be left with the job you can do best - that is, reinforcing the attitudes already shared
by your audiences who are receptive because they believe in what you say.

Management messages vs. 'soft stories - getting the balance right

The main task of the in-house magazine, the electronic team letters etc. is to deliver
management messages. In order to make these messages digestible we need to use our skills
to keep interest high. This requires using different media, exploiting attractive colour,
exciting design and the use of stories which in themselves contribute little to corporate
messages, but act as a confirmation that the company is walking the talk'.

Working as a team - meeting the special needs of colleagues in remote outposts

It is probable that most of us in this room work for large, complex and diversified
organisations. Nowhere are there more concerns about company direction than in the small
offices and plants sometimes hundreds of kilornetres from the headquarters. Special care
needs to be taken of these colleagues. It is here that feelings of being forgotten can begin. A
loss of direction goes hand in hand with a reduction of satisfaction and productivity - and in
our industry this can also lead to a lowering of safety.

The communicators' QA suite

Is the medium the message? That is what Marshall McLuhan believed when he wrote about
mass communication technologies more than twenty years ago.

My view is somewhat different. Ideally the medium is invisible - just acting as a transparent
vehicle for audiences to understand the company's messages and reaffirm their belief in the
company's values.

A single message for the entire rganisation, but a different medium for each audience

We know the messages already - or should do. But if we have to maximise understanding -
often of complex issues - then before we start we need to be able to match different media
with the different needs of our audiences.

A QA culture for a internal systems

Effective communication is a two-way street. If you are explaining something complicated to
a colleague or friend, without realising it you will be looking for signs of comprehension and
hopefully agreement. If they don't come, you ask: "So how do you see that working in your
situation?" No matter how good your intuition, you can never know how effective your
communications are without building in a system of checks and balances. More than that,
people don't like to be preached at, and expect to have a voice to tell you how you're doing.
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Hopefully each of us works in organisations fully experienced in quality assurance systems. It
is essential we stay in that loop and use every tool at our disposal to quantify our
effectiveness.

Making external audit systems work for you

Inserting a questionnaire into a company newspaper can be less than useless. Passive systems
are notorious for generating low response rates - usually incapable of delivering a cross-
section of opinion. Moreover, this kind of system tends to be biased and develop dumbbell
effects. In other words it is more attractive to those who have strong opinions - those who
want to praise your efforts - which is good - and those who are resentful or disaffected - which
isn't so fine.

Seriously neither is good. Emotional reactions are valid, but they are often affected by
circumstances outside your control. And anyway, aren't moderately-held views just as
important? Possibly more so if they are held by people who are thoughtful and less affected
by any private agenda.

Responding to criticism

Unless you are a superhero, you will always find criticism. There will always be those who
have a view on how you can improve. Whether you take their advice or not, ignoring it is not
an option. If they have gone to the trouble of telling you how you are doing, you need to react
promptly and honestly. It is your job as a professional to take a judgement on the views
expressed in a survey - or whatever method you are happy with. Describe the response - in
detail - in the next edition of your magazine. Praise the good ideas, acknowledge the opinions
held by the majority; explain unexpected results and describe the changes you will make in
response to your audiences.

Conclusion

As your organisation's internal communications professional you will achieve excellence
when:

the interests of internal communications are directly represented in your
organisation's executive team,
you personally have the confidence of senior management
senior management fully understands that in-house communications cannot make
up for poor leadership.
everyone's understands what communications can do well and what it should not be
expected to do
management messages are made attractive
individual groups of employees recognise that their special needs are taken care of
resources are committed to undertake regular quality assurance programmes
you can demonstrate that you are prepared to act on what your audiences tell you
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