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In this chapter, we delve into the importance of having a well-defined communication strategy and analyze various considerations essential for crafting a cohesive approach to conveying change. The discussion extends to exploring communication network characteristics, including directionality, role, content, and channels. Furthermore, the chapter investigates factors that may hinder managers from accessing crucial information and reflects on the impact of change communication on perceptions of fairness and justice.

Learning Objective 1

The Need for a Communication Strategy

The initial phase in developing a change communication strategy involves the leaders of the change initiative examining the situation, pinpointing key issues, and formulating a set of communication objectives aimed at addressing these issues. The specific issues deemed significant will vary based on the context, as exemplified in the Connect2 case, where one notable concern was assessing the company's capacity to support envisioned new business streams. Resolving this issue necessitated collecting and interpreting information about the capabilities and experience of existing staff, as well as investigating the organizational infrastructure's ability to accommodate the proposed changes. Another focal point was comprehending how the planned changes could impact the morale and dedication of individuals in key roles.

It is evident that the new owners lacked adeptness in seeking information or listening to others. Understanding these issues points toward corresponding communication goals, such as formulating and conveying a vision that key stakeholders perceive as both appealing and attainable. Armed with these communication goals, leaders can then contemplate the most effective ways to communicate the impending changes.

The absence of clearly defined communication goals makes it challenging for leaders to pinpoint the necessary information for themselves and others, as well as determine how this information should be obtained and shared. Well-defined goals also assist leaders in identifying key stakeholders, understanding the information they possess, and devising strategies to encourage them to share this information with others, especially those spearheading the change. Additionally, clear goals facilitate the identification of the information stakeholders require and the optimal methods for conveying it to them.

Learning Objective 2

Directionality

The management of change is frequently perceived as a hierarchical process, wherein those tasked with overseeing the change inform individuals lower in the organizational hierarchy about the necessity for change, the impending developments, and the expected contributions from them. According to Allen et al. (2007), the challenges encountered by many organizations in alleviating employee uncertainty during change stem from this unidirectional, top-down communication approach. They argue that effective change communication must be reciprocal, involving both upward and downward channels. Upward communication is particularly crucial as it furnishes change managers with valuable insights, aiding in clarifying the rationale for change and subsequently assisting in the formulation and execution of change plans. Beer (2001) underscores the significance of quality upward communication, identifying its deficiency as one of the 'silent killers' that obstruct organizational change and learning.

Directionality and content

O’Reilly and Pondy (1979) outline several outcomes of directionality concerning the substance of messages. When individuals transmit messages upward within the organizational hierarchy, they tend to share information they deem pertinent and favorable to their own performance or that of their unit. In the process, they may selectively filter out information that casts them in an unfavorable light. As a result, individuals higher up in the organization may not be privy to all the information necessary for a comprehensive understanding of the situation.



Directionality and accuracy, confidence and time

Even when those at the helm of the change endeavor have every intention of disseminating all pertinent information, conveying this information in a one-way, top-down manner can lead to potential misunderstandings. In 1951, Leavitt and Mueller conducted a now-classic experiment to examine the hypothesis that feedback enhances the precision of communication. In this experiment, one person (designated as the leader) communicated geometrical patterns to several recipients, informing them that the objective was to evaluate their ability to comprehend instructions. The recipients were instructed to replicate the pattern and work as swiftly as possible. The experiment was conducted under four feedback conditions. The initial condition involved 'zero feedback,' where the leader, situated behind a screen, described the diagram, and recipients were not allowed to pose questions.

Lateral communication and performance

The effectiveness of horizontal communication also wields significant influence over an organization's performance level and its capacity for innovation and adaptation. According to Brown and Eisenhardt (1997), Orlikowski (1996), and Tjosvold (1998), robust and transparent lateral communication is a crucial prerequisite for continual improvement. This exchange of information plays a pivotal role in identifying challenges and exploring novel opportunities. Hargie and Tourish (2000, p. 7) assert that 'when groups operate in isolation, with limited information sharing, the momentum of change grinds to a halt.' Their research indicates that deficient inter-departmental communication correlates with feelings of isolation, discontent, and diminished participation in the decision-making process.

Organizational silence and a lack of upward communication
The efficiency of horizontal communication significantly shapes an organization's performance and its ability to innovate and adapt. Brown and Eisenhardt (1997), Orlikowski (1996), and Tjosvold (1998) argue that a strong and transparent lateral communication system is a vital prerequisite for continuous improvement. This exchange of information plays a pivotal role in recognizing challenges and exploring new opportunities. Hargie and Tourish (2000, p. 7) assert that 'when groups function in isolation, with minimal information sharing, the impetus of change comes to a standstill.' Their research suggests that inadequate inter-departmental communication is associated with feelings of isolation, dissatisfaction, and reduced involvement in the decision-making process.

Effect of these beliefs and the fear of feedback on structures, policies and practices

Morrison and Milliken (2000) contend that within organizations characterized by a prevailing ideology that assumes employees are primarily self-interested, leadership possesses superior knowledge, and dissent is undesirable, such beliefs will result in the establishment of structures, policies, and leadership practices that foster an environment deterring upward communication.

The implications of organizational silence

The phenomenon of organizational silence has the potential to undermine decision-making processes and provoke unfavorable responses from employees. It robs decision-makers of the chance to contemplate alternative perspectives and opposing viewpoints. Research indicates that this can detrimentally impact creativity and compromise the overall quality of decision-making. Moreover, suppressing negative feedback can impede organizational learning, as it hampers managers' capacity to identify and rectify the root causes of subpar performance. According to Morrison and Milliken (2000), decision-makers might not receive crucial information because employees tend to relay only what they believe their managers want to hear.

Learning Objective 3

Role

The communication of change is also subject to the roles held by members within the organization. The dynamics of an 'inter-role relationship' carry significance; an individual might share specific information with a colleague that they would refrain from communicating to an external consultant, an auditor, a member of another department, their supervisor, a subordinate, or a customer. A more in-depth exploration of this issue will be undertaken when examining the impact of trust and power on the quality of interpersonal relationships.



Isolates

The demands of a role play a crucial role in determining whether the individual in that role will function as an 'isolate' or a 'participant' in the organization's activities. Certain roles have a higher potential for isolation than others; for instance, a finance officer may have more extensive networking opportunities within the organization compared to a salesperson responsible for a remote territory. Similarly, an employee stationed at a specific point on an assembly line may have fewer chances to communicate with others compared to someone working in an open-plan office.


Boundary spanners

Certain individuals within the organization hold 'boundary-spanning roles,' allowing them to convey information from one group to another. For instance, individuals in sales, customer support, and product development hold roles that connect the organization with the broader external environment. Additionally, there are roles within the organization that traverse the boundaries between internal groups. Those in these boundary-spanning roles may possess access to crucial information that can be instrumental in identifying emerging issues or opportunities, as well as offering feedback on how the change is impacting various segments of the organization.

Gatekeepers

Misrepresentation may arise when 'gatekeepers' relay information to others. Gatekeepers are individuals positioned to interpret and filter information before disseminating it to others. Virtually everyone in the organization serves as a gatekeeper to some degree, but certain roles empower their occupants with significant control over the content and timing of information relayed to decision-makers. Those overseeing change need to be mindful of individuals who wield influence over the information flows crucial to their objectives.

Playmakers
Pitt et al. (2002) adopted this term from football, where it denotes the dynamic, active midfield role that connects plays, energizes the team, and 'drives action.' They assert that playmakers are individuals driven to actively seek opinions from those intimately familiar with the operational environment and relay this information to those capable of shaping the change agenda.

The Effect of Trust on the Quality of Interpersonal Communication

Trust can significantly impact the quality of exchanged information, particularly in interactions between individuals in different roles, such as between change-leading managers and the recipients of the change. According to Lines et al. (2005), the ability of change agents to access the knowledge and innovative thinking necessary for problem-solving hinges largely on the level of trust people have in them. Referring to studies, O’Reilly and Pondy (1979) highlight that a lack of trust is linked to a tendency for information senders to withhold unfavorable yet pertinent information while conveying favorable yet irrelevant information. There is also evidence indicating that senders are cautious about sharing information with those who hold influence over their circumstances.

Learning Objective 5

Content


[bookmark: _Hlk149507933]Allen et al. (2007) contend that a significant factor contributing to challenges faced by many organizations in alleviating employee uncertainty during change is the common practice of change managers concentrating on furnishing information related to strategic matters. While they acknowledge the initial importance of this approach, they argue that as the change process progresses, employee concerns are likely to transition towards more personal and job-related issues.

Unfamiliar content
MacDonald (1995) makes a distinction between internal and external information, emphasizing the significance of acknowledging information from sources outside the organization and merging it with the routinely accessible information for organizational members to enhance organizational learning. However, a prevalent challenge is that external information is often unfamiliar, and responding to it typically results in disruption and uncertainty.
Perceptions of Fairness and Justice

The substance of communications regarding the change has the potential to influence perceptions of fairness and justice, subsequently shaping how stakeholders react to the change. For instance, organizational members anticipate receiving sufficient and precise information well in advance of the implementation of decisions, allowing them the opportunity to express their concerns and contribute to the decision-making process. If they perceive that the change is being handled in an unjust manner, this perception can negatively impact their morale, organizational commitment, and performance.

Learning Objective 6

Channel

Information and meaning can be conveyed through various channels, encompassing written communication via hard copy, electronic communication through email, texts, tweets, and blogs, videoconferencing, telephone conversations, face-to-face interactions in one-to-one, one-to-group, or group-to-group settings, and more. O’Reilly and Pondy (1979) propose that written communication might prove effective when the sender and receiver possess different vocabularies or problem orientations, as it allows them more time to study and comprehend the message. On the other hand, oral communication may be most effective when there is a need for exchanging views, seeking feedback, and providing an immediate opportunity for clarification. They acknowledge, however, that while organization members may have preferences for certain channels and certain forms of communication may offer clear advantages in specific situations, external factors may constrain the freedom to choose a particular channel.

Learning Objective 7

Communication strategies

The characteristics of communication networks, including directionality and content, serve as a valuable context for evaluating the pros and cons of different communication strategies. Drawing on their experience in multiple organizations and a thorough literature review, Clampitt et al. (2000) identified five fundamental strategies. In some instances, the communication strategy in a specific setting closely mirrors one of these strategies, while in other cases, it may be a hybrid, incorporating a mix of elements from more than one strategy.
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Auditing the effectiveness of the communication strategy

Hargie and Tourish (2000) advocate for the regular audit of communications. This necessitates change leaders to possess a well-defined understanding of their communication objectives to evaluate the degree to which they are being accomplished. Some of the questions they may need to pose include:

· Who is communicating with whom?
· What issues are they talking about?
· Which issues receive most attention and arouse most anxiety?
· Do people receive all the information they require?
· Do people understand and use the information they receive?
· Do people trust and have confidence in the information they receive?
· From what sources do people prefer to get their information?
· Which channels are most effective?

Frequently, discussions about change communication center solely on the 'what, when, who, and how' aspects of communication from the perspective of the change manager addressing others. However, as previously explored in this chapter, it is crucial to acknowledge that there are also considerations regarding how change managers perceive, interpret, and utilize information provided by others.

There are no universal formulas dictating the 'what, when, who, and how' of communication that can offer ready solutions for all situations. In certain scenarios, change agents may advocate a strategy of complete transparency on all issues to everyone as promptly as possible. Conversely, information might be highly restricted due to commercial sensitivity, or a decision might be made to limit widespread sharing until after specific high-level decisions are finalized. Counterarguments may emphasize the challenges of keeping the need for change confidential and the significance of maintaining control over communications to prevent information leakage through informal channels.

The five strategies discussed above highlight various options available to change managers. What remains crucial is ensuring sufficient attention is given to seeking and addressing all relevant information by change managers, and that they meticulously consider the information they need to convey to others.

Summary

The success or failure of a change program can be significantly influenced by the quality of communication. It plays a crucial role in timely recognition of the need for change and has a substantial impact on the overall effectiveness of collective learning. This chapter has explored various aspects related to the management of change communication, including communication network features, diverse communication strategies, factors limiting access to vital information for change managers, the influence of interpersonal relations on communication quality, and the repercussions of change communication on perceptions of fairness and justice.

Four key aspects of communication networks have been addressed:

Directionality:

The management of change is often perceived as a top-down process, where those overseeing the change inform individuals lower in the organizational hierarchy about the necessity for change, what changes will occur, and what is expected of them.
Effective change communication necessitates a flow of upward communication, providing change managers with essential information to clarify the need for change and develop and implement a change program.
Role:

The roles held by organizational members can impact the nature of communication.
The dynamics of inter-role relationships are crucial, as individuals may communicate certain things to colleagues that they would not convey to external consultants, auditors, members of other departments, supervisors, subordinates, or customers.

Content:

Careful consideration must be given to the potential relevance of information that may initially seem inconsequential.
Distinguishing between internal and external information is highlighted, emphasizing the integration of external information with routinely available internal information to facilitate organizational learning.
Fairness and justice considerations are essential in deciding what information to communicate.

Channel:

Information and meaning can be communicated through various channels, and it is vital to select a channel that aligns with the purpose.
The chapter also underscores the need for change leaders to continually monitor and review the effectiveness of their change communication approach.
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Test

True or False

1. Formulating communication objectives is the first step in developing a change communication strategy.
2. The absence of clearly defined communication goals does make it easier for leaders to pinpoint necessary information for themselves and others.
3. Upward communication is considered crucial in effective change communication, according to Allen et al. (2007).
4. Lateral communication is essential for continual improvement, according to Hargie and Tourish (2000).
5. The efficiency of horizontal communication is linked to an organization's performance and adaptability.
6. Organizational silence does not have the potential to enhance decision-making processes by reducing alternative perspectives.
7. Beliefs that employees are primarily self-interested and dissent is undesirable result in structures and policies encouraging upward communication, according to Morrison and Milliken (2000).
8. The demands of a role play a role in determining whether an individual will function as an 'isolate' or a 'participant' in the organization's activities.
9. Individuals in boundary-spanning roles may possess access to crucial information instrumental in identifying emerging issues or opportunities.
10. Gatekeepers filter information after it has been disseminated to others in the organization.
11. According to Pitt et al. (2002), playmakers are individuals who hinder the flow of information within the organization.
12. Trust significantly impacts the quality of exchanged information, according to Lines et al. (2005).
13. According to MacDonald (1995), responding to external information often results in disruption and uncertainty for organizational members.
14. Perceptions of fairness and justice have a significant impact on how stakeholders react to change.
15. According to Hargie and Tourish (2000), change leaders should regularly audit communications to evaluate the accomplishment of communication objectives.


Answer key

1. True
2. False
3. False
4. True
5. True
6. False
7. True
8. True
9. True
10. False
11. False
12. True
13. False
14. False
15. True
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