How to improve communication with your employees

Introduction

It is often said that communication is the lifeblood of any organisation; maybe a throw away sound-bite but more likely to hold a significant amount of truth. Employees (it goes without saying) are human beings and human beings have (in the main) developed into social beings where interaction is important. This applies in all aspects of life and given the amount of time an employee will spend in work, it can be argued, it is just as important. 
Why does communication with employees matter? 

This “how to” guide looks at internal communication rather than external communication (for example, with customers, investors or other stakeholders). It may be helpful to read it in conjunction with our factsheet on ‘employee voice’ which covers the history of employee involvement, the mechanisms of two-way communications, and its potential benefits. Our factsheets on employee voice, engagement and branding are also relevant.
Two-way communication involves management talking to employees, and listening to responses and taking action in relation to those responses. Good two-way communication can help to build the psychological contract, in which employees feel valued by their employer, and the employer values (and is seen to value), their employees’ contributions. 

Communication is an important aspect of employee engagement. The two most important drivers of employee engagement have been identified as:
· having opportunities to feed upwards

· feeling well-informed about what is happening in the organisation.

These, in turn, promote better performance, employee retention and positive emotions towards work.

Poor communication, on the other hand, acts as a barrier to engagement. Our research on creating engaged employees has identified these barriers as being a lack of fluidity of communication and knowledge sharing, and poor visibility of senior management and quality of downward communication. 

A strategic approach to employee communication 

Effective communication is a behaviour of the organisation, rather than a series of initiatives. For communication to be effective there must be a culture of trust and openness. A key report has identified six key themes that underlie successful communications:

· a strategic approach that is built on a shared sense of purpose

· the importance of senior leadership attention

· engagement that is driven by dialogue

· communication being a part of good people management

· balancing the use of digital channels and tools

· measurement being part of best practice.

Senior leadership is responsible for setting out this organisational purpose. Clear and ongoing communication from all levels of management is needed to translate the purpose into the working lives of employees. 

In developing the shared sense of purpose there is a need to ensure mutual trust between the employer and employees. 

Implicit in there being mutual trust is the process of sharing information. So good communication is not simply about passing information down; it is also about sharing information, trusting people to interpret that information, and listening to what people say (and then, if necessary, acting upon what has been said or explaining why no action has been taken). 

The role of management in communication 

To develop a culture where there is openness and trust requires the involvement of senior management. Indeed, all managers have a central role in any communications strategy. This requires management to be:

· equipped with effective people management skills that emphasise the importance of communication

· trained in effective communication and listening skills

· entering into a dialogue with employees

· prepared to address difficult situations.

The role of management needs to be clear in the overall communication strategy of the organisation, with everyone in the process clear about their roles in making communication happen. Good communication is also about consistency: people are more likely to listen if there is a regular flow of information that they trust. The worst scenario is that only bad news is communicated.

Appropriate channels of communication 

Some methods of communication are top-down, such as presentations from senior managers. Others, such as team briefings or meetings provide more opportunity for dialogue. While face to face communication with line managers can be a good way of providing two-way feedback, it’s important to make sure messages are fed upwards. When dialogue is required it is important that the method chosen for communication stimulates this two-way approach. 

Information needs to be delivered through a variety of channels because (for example) some people take more notice of messages delivered verbally, while others pay greater heed to written material. It is important that the communicator thinks about the employee who will receive the information, and considers how they will want to be communicated with. 

It is also important to think of the appropriate means for different messages. Difficult issues such as redundancies should be discussed in the first place by face to face communication, and not through methods such as e-mail. 

Developments in technology, notably web-based technologies, have increased the range of options in recent years beyond traditional methods such as notice boards and in-house newsletters. Many organisations are not just using their intranet and email but also encouraging their employees to connect via social networking on the web. 

Audience segmentation

In identifying the appropriate method for communication some organisations ‘segment’ employees so they can tailor communications to different audiences. For example, using the intranet to employees with computer access, but different approaches for employees who are not desk bound. Organisational size is also important; communication is much easier in a single site establishment than in a multi-national organisation, especially where different languages and cultures are involved. 

In deciding whether to segment employees it is important to think about the way in which the message can be communicated most effectively.

How to develop an effective communication strategy 

Effective communication is not easy. The following are suggested as starting points for a communication strategy: 

1. Convince top management of the importance of communication.

2. Build alliances across the organisation to support initiatives.

3. Recognise that no single method will be effective.

4. Use a mix of approaches and use all available channels where relevant (written, face-to-face, web-based, moving images).

5. Target the form(s) of communication to the audience.

6. Respect cultural diversity and vary approaches accordingly. This is particularly important in a multi-national context, but bear in mind the UK’s cultural diversity as well 

7. Make sure that messages are consistent, over time and between audiences.

8. Ensure clarity of message and keep things as simple as possible. For example, in written communications use short, sharp sentences or phrases. 

9. Train managers in communication skills and ensure that they understand the importance of communication.

10. Seek wherever possible to develop and sustain two-way communication, dialogue and feedback.

11. Ask yourself whether employees feel that the culture of the organisation is such that they can say what they think without discomfort; and if they can’t, think about how that culture can be changed.

12. Consider whether communication is built into the planning stages of all activities.

13. Review communication initiatives to check what has worked, what hasn’t, and why.

Specific communication strategies

 It is important that an organisation has a communication strategy for regular communications. In some situations there will be a need to develop communication strategies to communicate specific information. For example, at a time of change the need for clear and regular communication becomes even more apparent, and different methods of communication might be required. Our research report on the impact of mergers and acquisitions on employer brand found that there was a need to consider:

· regularity and consistency of communication

· honesty and straight talking

· information about the customer message at a time of change.

Responsibility for the strategy

Senior management should be responsible for the overall tone and direction of the communication strategy. As highlighted above, managers have a vital role to play in executing the strategy and feeding employees’ views upwards. HR should work with Internal Communications specialists, PR, marketing and other managers to ensure a cohesive approach to communication throughout the organisation.
Measuring and reviewing communication 

A communication process needs to be reviewed regularly, to see if it is meeting the needs of both the organisation and the employee. One effective way to do this is to ask questions about communication as part of a regular employee attitude survey. In measuring communication it is important to assess:

· whether the message is being understood clearly

· whether employees think that they are heard

· if action is taken on the basis of feedback

· if appropriate methods of communication are being used.

It is important to act on the review.
Disclaimer :While every care has been taken in compiling this guide, The People Connection  cannot be held responsible for the any errors or omissions; the guide is not intended to be  a substitute for specific legal advice and/or professional advice.


