Internal Communications  - the PVA glue of the business world
Those of us who work in internal communications all know, understand and can clearly articulate (to ourselves at least) the importance of the role we have to play in our organisation. However, when we are dealing with “soft” issues such as employee engagement, cultural shift, diversity, citizenship and so on, it can be less easy to express externally the added value of the internal communications function.

For me, it is very straightforward indeed – all of these disparate challenges have one common denominator; in order to succeed, they need the buy in, involvement and support of the employees who make up the business, service our clients and ultimately generate the productivity, revenue and profit which keep us all in a job. If we can engage the employees, communicate with them effectively and get them working with us, the rest will fall into place. Strategic internal communications has a critical role to play in this, as a holistic view of the organisation is of paramount importance to help the company integrate its initiatives and drive employee engagement, performance and improved business results. 

So why does engagement matter and how do we emotionally engage with employees to “make it real” for them and wins hearts as well as minds?

I’ll come back to the second part later, but first, let’s look at why it matters.  

There is a great deal of corroborated research nowadays which shows that companies with engaged employees outperform those without. One of the earliest and largest surveys on this subject was conducted a few years ago by Towers Perrin and it not only identified the additional discretionary effort and bottom line impact of engaged employees, but also highlighted the dramatic effects engagement levels can have on attrition and retention rates. 60% of highly engaged employees planned to stay with their current employer, compared with just a quarter of those who felt disengaged.  This fact was substantiated for the UK in a more recent analysis conducted by the 100 Best Companies organisation. Obviously, this has significant financial implications in regard to recruitment fees, training and development costs, among other things.  Quite simply, employee engagement can affect everything from recruitment to motivation, from productivity to profitability and touch many other functions along the way, including employee health and even safety at work.  Engagement is key to all businesses and its impact is critical at every level, no matter what the industry or company size, because its primary focus is on employees…yes, on people! 

On the other hands, actively disengaged employees, also known as “workplace terrorists” are estimated by Mercer/Bluesky to cost the UK economy between £39 and £48 billion pa. In the US, this rises to a staggering $300 billion in lost productivity every year.  Imagine the fun our respective governments could have with that!
If people in a company are not engaged and therefore not working in the best interests of their employers, then it follows that the business will suffer. The classic service profit chain emphasises the importance of the interaction between employees and customers and how engaged employees enhance the customer experience. If those client facing employees are not engaged, customers are less likely to experience good service and more likely to take their business elsewhere. Here is where a lack of engagement affects revenue, profitability, client growth and even the external brand image.
So if engagement is so critical, why is it something about which we have been talking for only a few years now?  Quite simply, the realisation of the importance of employee engagement has only arisen in the last decade or so, as the consequence of a global decrease in job stability and traditional long term employment.  In the sixties and seventies, you used to be able to leave school and find a “job for life”, but this is no longer the case. Not only do these jobs for life not exist anymore, but nowadays, the working population does not always want such a long term commitment.  Employees are quite happy to offer their skills to the open market rather than stay with a company for life and so employers need to find new ways to motivate and retain good employees, to keep them happy and loyal and to make them feel valued and part of a team. 

According to another report from consulting firm Watson Wyatt, UK employees have lower levels of engagement than most of their European counterparts, so improving engagement has to be high on the UK agenda.

So why are we not doing it?

One of the biggest challenges, of course, is that while employee engagement is now being recognised as a viable management philosophy and not “yet another fleeting fad or meaningless buzz word”, there is not actually a once size fits all solution to the problem. 

Every company is different.

We all work in different industries, have different service or product offerings, have different values and brand offerings, employ different numbers of people from different backgrounds with different skill sets. In my opinion, this is why much of the engagement discussion and speculation falls short of the mark for many organisations: it is too generic and - dare I say it? -  “wishy washy”, instead of being specific, relevant and meaningful to each individual company.  The only way to produce an effective engagement strategy for any company is to examine the dynamics, requirements, hopes and aspirations of that individual organisation, be it large or small, and to take all those unique company facts, issues and challenges into consideration.
So how do we make engagement communication relevant to the company and to its employees? If the engagement initiatives we launch are not grounded in the company’s internal brand, values, mission and culture, then there is absolutely no point in even considering how to improve engagement. The  trouble is, lots of that corporate “stuff” – the mission statements, values, business strategy and so on – can be very dull and boring. It tends to be communicated in jargonese rather than in clear and simple language. It often seems irrelevant to the people on the ground and is considered as the responsibility of the senior managers and board only. But if employees do not “get” what the company is trying to do, understand how their role contributes and fully support it, then it will affect their degree of involvement and engagement. So how do we translate the dry business speak and objectives into something meaningful for employees?

One of the most popular ways to do this – and a “communications fashion” in itself at the moment – is to harness the power of storytelling. Using examples from within the company to demonstrate internal values, desired behaviours and celebrate success, showcasing the achievements of real people at all levels, is a very compelling way to communicate. In fact, a recent Melcrum report on engagement highlighted storytelling as the second most popular communications medium for engagement programmes, just behind action teams. Whereas action teams tend to be effective as they involve face to face  and participative communications such as focus groups or workshops, story telling’s strength is its power to paint a vivid, relevant and memorable picture in the mind of the audience. And it is all the more effective if it generates a smile as well.
However, there is an important caveat to this…it is very easy to overdo the storytelling and dilute the gist of what you were originally trying to communicate. If you do this, then there is a major risk that you risk switching people off or even actively disengaging them!

There is another important point to remember as well. 

Employees are not stupid (would you employ them if they were?). They will not be misled by marketing gimmicks, corporate platitudes or high level BS. They will not tolerate being “spoken down to”. They demand respect and you have to take all of this into consideration when trying to make the message real for them, gain their support and drive up those engagement levels.
Suddenly, the importance and responsibility of the communications function is starting to sink in.  It’s not just about getting the right strategy in place. It’s about communicating that strategy to the right people, in the right way at the right time. It’s about ensuring a participative and collaborative approach to an issue which impacts everyone and everything in the company. It’s about treating employees with respect and valuing them. It’s about ensuring the customer experience – driven by touch points with those employees – is as positive as it can possibly be. It’s about having a holistic understanding of the whole business, being able to identify and leverage synergies and complementary practices and, most important of all, it’s about understanding your people and their desires and needs.  Internal Communications can act as a facilitator for the engagement process by helping to articulate in a clear way better business practices, which allow employees to concentrate on the big picture rather than get sucked into the detail. 
For example, can you image the cumulative negative impact for an employee in an organisation where there is poor business planning, lack of meeting and email etiquette, little reward or recognition, poorly articulated strategy and values, unclear brand identity and so on and so on.  How many of us feel we have to distance ourselves and become less engaged just to survive the endless daily routine of unnecessary meetings, poor planning, wasted effort, pointless communication and all the other needless minutiae of our working days, all of which usually get in the way of us doing our jobs!

Merely by offering a clear definition and adherence to a communication standard, the Internal Communications function can immediately have a positive impact. By emphasising synergies and complementary practices across the business, Internal Communications can reinforce the company values and vision, thereby providing a solid foundation from which to launch a focused engagement initiative. A simple example of this would be a commitment from the communications team to use a consistent  vocabulary, which reflects and builds upon core values and behaviours. In the employee magazine, you may choose to profile an employee who exemplifies certain behaviours, which in turn underpin the company’s values or guiding principles. At the same time, an HR led recruitment campaign would use similar vocabulary to reflect the values and reinforce them further by actively seeking out candidates with specific skill sets and key attributes most likely to lead to behaviours which would complement those values. The Rewards and Recognition programme would ensure its nomination process used the same vocabulary, values and behaviours as part of the qualification criteria. The PR department would ensure that the key words and values were reinforced in external communications. All this together comprises a sort of communications “layering” which is very strong. Think of it as putting a thin layer of glue between each layer of the organisation, which leads to greater strength and durability of the overall model. 
Engagement improvements will not happen without the initial support and subsequent follow through of the strategy by senior managers and this cannot be emphasised enough. Internal Communications can take responsibility for “selling” the idea to the leaders of the organisation and ensuring their buy in and involvement. Once you have this, then the senior managers can help you roll out the initiative, they can talk the talk and walk the walk, they can communicate your messages.  As engagement affects everyone, you also need to develop a groundswell of support from the bottom levels of the organisation. The top down and bottom up momenta combined may just help you to smash through the middle management barriers which will inevitably stand in your way.

A quick word about middle managers and barriers to engagement. Middle managers are an interesting bunch. They are the guys whose engagement and commitment we most need and yet they are often the ones with the least time, motivation and inclination to get involved. It is an accepted truism that most people join a company and leave their manager. This being the case, middle managers especially have a critical role to play in the retention and attrition scenario. They are also the people who will motivate the majority of the workforce and drive the engagement strategy for you. One way you can ensure their commitment is by building responsibility for engagement scores from their direct reports into their personal performance targets  and there are many examples of UK companies where team engagement levels are becoming an accepted performance metric for their managers.  Obviously, this then needs to be measured against a regular benchmark.  More on metrics and measurements later.

Another key engagement driver can be to make effective use of champions and influencers within the company. Champions are the guys who take the ideas on board, who live, eat and breathe the company values, who are enthusiastic about the vision and the execution, who are fiercely proud of the company, who act as role models to less engaged employees and who will gladly and freely help you to spread the story. 

The other key lynchpins for your engagement strategy will be the influencers. These guys may not necessarily be as enthusiastic as the champions (at least, not to begin with) but once you have won them over, they are the people who will drive other employees to get on board. People always listen to influencers.
Invite influencers and champions to your preliminary discussion groups and workshops. If you have them – and most companies do – invite one or two healthy sceptics or even cynics to the same group meetings. Having them on board will help you to understand the root causes of any pushback and if you can win them over, they will be your greatest allies and true engagement evangelists.
Once your engagement strategy is up and running, you need to ensure an effective monitoring and measurement process.  Most companies run a regular - usually annual -  employee satisfaction survey and this is an ideal channel in which to gauge engagement levels. Indeed, over the past few years, we have seen a shift in the UK from calling such polls “satisfaction” surveys and companies are starting to call them engagement surveys instead. This is an important and positive transition and shows the impetus that engagement is building in the business world.  There are actually many ways in which you can measure  the effectiveness of your engagement strategy, and I shall not go into detail here, but what matters most is what you actually do with the results of the measurement and – once again – this is where Internal Communications is a key contributor. All the data and feedback you collect from employees, focus groups and surveys has to be communicated openly and built into an improvement action programme. If your company shows that it is taking employee input seriously and acting on it, that in itself will actually help to push up engagement levels. Conversely, if you collect the feedback and do nothing at all with it, this will most definitely lead to reduced engagement.
In conclusion, there is no doubt that any company worth its salt should be including employee engagement as an integral part of its business strategy. Engagement builds trust, partnership, profitability and a loyal and happy workforce. Communication is the medium through which engagement builds empowerment and added value. It is the medium which connects the senior management team with the rest of the organisation and it is the primary channel for pulling everyone together into a common, easily understood strategic framework. The role of the communicator is of paramount importance to the whole process.
Communicators, get engaged!
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