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Surveys show that the biggest
workplace problem is communication.
Yet many managers see communication
as someone else’s responsibility.

If you’re one of those managers,
you aren’t harnessing the real power of
leadership. To be effective, you must
take a head-on approach to communica-
tion. Here are 11 principles to strength-
en your leadership:

1
Understand that

communication is your respon-

sibility. It’s your job to communi-
cate the organization—not only to

the public but to your employees. In the
daily turmoil, it’s hard for them to
remember the big picture. It’s up to you
to give them a broader perspective, keep
them focused on the future, and provide
an atmosphere of trust and respect.
Since progress is rarely felt day to day,
remind them of the past and of how far
the organization has come. Looking
ahead for purpose and behind for
encouragement helps avoid the “this-
place-is-a-mess” feeling about the pres-
ent.

2
Address the communication

dimension of each decision

you make. Before you make any
decision, identify its communica-

tion impact—the effect it will have on
others. There are two secrets to dealing
with this communication component.

First, be sure that people have input
before a decision is made. For each

decision, give them a way to let their
feelings be known. Your employees are
more adaptable than you may think—
but only if they are a part of the conver-
sation.

Second, have someone at all meet-
ings ask, “What are the communication
effects of the decision we’re making?
How should we address those repercus-
sions?” For instance, you may need to
set up mechanisms to let people know
your plans, to gather feedback, or to
evaluate results. Every decision has a
communication dimension; you ignore it
at your peril.

3
Think strategically about

every communication situa-

tion. Strategic communication
requires that your organization

have:

• a clear mission

• clear related objectives

• thorough knowledge of your priori-
ty audiences 

• an understanding of the best ways
to communicate with each of your
audiences.

Such a strategic approach takes
planning. Be sure you, your managerial
staff, and your communications staff are
all part of this planning.

4
Take an integrated approach.

Communication programs
which depend on media cam-
paigns are destined to be short-

lived and of limited value. Effective
communications must be orchestrated.
The conductors are the managerial lead-
ers. The scores are written by profes-
sionals with special talents. The players
are the rest of the organization—super-
visors, employees, board members.
Some carry out communications assign-
ments and projects. Others support
with word of mouth. Everyone has a
part to play.

11 Ways to Renew Your
Effectiveness: Communication Keys
that Will Change the Way You Lead

Communication can transform your organization. It’s your job to make it happen.
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The media love 

a nonprofit

scandal—and 

don’t think it can’t

happen to you.
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5
Become more visible. You can
no longer stay in your “executive
suite.” Today’s environment
requires you to be out-front and

hands-on—a visible symbol of vision
and hope. Your accessibility gives peo-
ple confidence about the future. Your
vulnerability to criticism creates the
group dynamic that raises you above
that criticism. The bonding essential to
morale results from shared experiences;
your participation in these experiences
is crucial.

6
Design communications

around your organizational

culture. Media campaigns often
fail because they’re run by people

who don’t know the organization deeply
enough. Your culture—how you go
about your work—is critical to people’s
perception of your organization.

Shape a culture you can be proud
of. Ask yourself:

On what values was our organiza-
tion founded? Why do we do things the
way we do? What customs and beliefs
do we share? Of what significance is all
this to our customers? How can we con-
vey our culture in our messages? Your
answers will help you identify your orga-
nizational culture. Once you do so, insist
that all communications reinforce that
culture.

7
Always be available to discuss

what’s on employees’ minds.

Employees talk about their con-
cerns whether you’re there or not.

It’s far better to guide the discussion. By
being part of the conversation, you can
put misconceptions to rest before they
get out of hand. As a bonus, you’ll gain
some great ideas by listening to people
on the front lines.

The worst thing you can do when
employees are upset is to ignore the
problem, thinking, “They’ll get over it.”
They won’t get over it . . . and it will
grow and fester into bad morale, work

49

M
ar

ch
• 

A
p
ri
l 1

9
9
6

Things to Do Today:

• Praise at least one employee for
helping the organization fulfill
its mission. If possible, put the
compliment in writing.

• Remind employees of at least
one past success.

• Ask, “How are you?” and show
genuine concern for the answer.

• Join in employee conversations.
Listen more than you speak.

• Be available to employees who
want to talk.

• Make it easy for employees to
submit suggestions.

• If you offer advice, do so like a
coach, not a judge. 

• Remind employees how what
they’re doing today will move
the organization toward its
vision.

• Ask employees for their input
into upcoming plans.

• As soon as you receive news,
pass it on. Ask those affected
by the news for their opinions. 

• If employees seem unhappy,
find out why.

• At least once today, laugh with
your employees.

The perception 

of a cover-up 

can destroy 

overnight the 

support you took 

years to develop.
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slow-down, and eventually the loss of
competitive edge.

8
Manage every crisis proactive-

ly. The media love a nonprofit
scandal—and don’t think it can’t
happen to you. Every organiza-

tion today is vulnerable in some way.
Any disgruntled employee could force a
public showdown with you. If you react
defensively, the perception of a cover-up
can destroy overnight the support you
took years to develop. 

On the other hand, you can turn
bad news into good if you plan ahead
with two steps: (1) List potential crises
and prepare “what if” scenarios. (2)

Develop good day-to-day relations with
people in the news media. If you do
these two things, you can actually turn a
crisis to your advantage. By responding
to a crisis with self-confidence, you will
impress the public, increase your
stature, and build your organization’s
reputation.

9
Design communication as a

process over time. To be suc-
cessful, you can’t view communi-
cations as separate, hit-or-miss

messages. Your communication strategy
must combine the power of public rela-
tions, advertising, marketing, and volun-
teer activities. It must be a long-term,
two-way, give-and-take approach. You
must incorporate communications into
every facet of your organization, from
the bottom up.

10
View training programs as a

communication opportuni-

ty. Your training programs
can do more than teach

skills. They can reinforce organizational
objectives. They can strengthen plan-
ning, problem-solving, and evaluation
processes. 

Well planned, they are one of the
best ways to revitalize your entire organ-
ization.

11
Talk mission, vision, and

goals every chance you

get. This is your most impor-
tant job: to reshape the story

of your organization’s founders into a
vision for the future. Telling and
retelling this story is essential to organi-
zational dynamics. It establishes the
foundation for your organization’s cul-
ture and legitimizes your mission and
vision. It’s the anchor that keeps your
communications focused in an other-
wise cluttered and confusing world.
Fashioned into allegory, this tale of
where you’ve been and where you’re
going is the key to your success. ■
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Selected Software for Nonprofits

Human Service Information software, ECHO
Consulting Services, 1620 Main Street, P.O. Box
540, Center Conway, New Hampshire 03813-0540
(phone 603-447-5453 or 800-635-8209; fax 603-447-
2037).

QModern PRO communications software,
Dustin Discount Software, 21010 Superior Street,
Chatsworth, California 91311 (phone 800-274-6611;
fax 818-772-7790).
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