
contributes as much as possible to business
success. This means looking at the business
objectives and understanding how
communication currently contributes to each one. 

If it’s di�cult to create a list of contributions
for each business objective, this means there’s
probably a need to focus more on strategic,
proactive communication. As a team, brainstorm
ways your department can add value to each
business objective. At this point, don’t think
about obstacles and restrictions, be they �nancial,
logistical or political. Avoid excuses like “we
don’t have time,” “they won’t let us,” or “we’ve
never done that before.” Have a free-form
discussion and really push your team to see just
what the ideal situation could look like.

You don’t need to look far for inspiration.
Communicators around the world are
challenging their leadership teams to look at
them di�erently. Here are some examples from
client organizations we’ve worked with:
• In a �nancial services organization, a

communication executive stood in front of her
organization’s operating committee and asked
them directly if they would rather have her
team editing their memos or creating media
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I n most organizations, gone are the days when
communication professionals do little more
than create materials intended to makes things

sound good – no matter how bad they really are.
Yet there are still too few organizations where
communicators are considered strategic partners
with a critical role in resolving business issues.

To continue this move toward being a business
partner, we need to question how we work, from
the way we set objectives, organize our work and
measure our e�ectiveness, to the skills we possess
and discussions in which we participate.

Some refer to this process as managing the
governance of the communication function. To do
this e�ectively, we must �rst view ourselves and
the work we do di�erently, and then educate
leaders on how we can add greater value by
changing the governance within which we operate.

Focusing on the right objectives
This process starts with setting objectives to
ensure that the communication function

scm

Inside many organizations, the communication

function is poised and ready to take on more a strategic

role.  But �rst a crucial shift needs to happen in how the

function is perceived by the rest of the organization –

senior leadership in particular.  Here, Chris Gay shares

six essential steps to shifting communication from

tactical support discipline to strategic business driver,  

and how to challenge perceptions along the way.

Rede�ning the role of communication
and winning support from leadership

From tactical to strategic:
developing an action plan

By Chris Gay
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allocate time – when deliberate and well-planned
– can make a big di�erence in the capacity to be
more strategic.

In one manufacturing organization, for
example, communicators were asked to track
their time to determine how they were spending
it. Bar graphs were used to depict how much
time was spent on administrative and tactical
tasks, and how little time was spent on strategy.
This system helped communicators determine the
ideal balance for their organization, set targets
for themselves, and monitor their progress.

2) Client-driven to business-driven
It’s important to be client-focused, but what does
this quality look like in practice? In other words,
are communicators truly serving their internal
clients if they’re not adequately addressing the
broader needs of the business? Is the
communicator’s role simply to ful�ll client
requests, or is it to provide counsel and work in
collaboration with clients to assess business needs
and set priorities around what, how and when
information should be communicated?

The move to a business-driven approach can
take place on many fronts. In one technology
organization, for example, the communication
team was the primary distributor of
companywide e-mails. Whenever an internal
client requested an all-employee e-mail, this
group sent it. After dutifully ful�lling these
requests for a time, the group decided to become
more proactive. It set up a “dummy” e-mail
account and tracked what people received in
their inboxes for eight weeks. 

The results were a cause for concern. Messages
were uncoordinated and at times inconsistent or
redundant. The vast majority of them were about
technical outages, administrative issues and
recent job promotions. Most importantly, the
inbox exercise revealed that employees were
receiving very little strategic information that
addressed the business strategy or promoted the
organization as a great place to work.

Armed with a clear picture of the current state,
the organization’s communicators took a more
proactive approach to companywide e-mail,
exercising greater control over what was sent
out, when and to whom. In the end, they made a
conscious move toward using companywide 
e-mail for more business-driven purposes.

Make no mistake: moving to the right side on
this “from/to” continuum does require some
push-back and persuasion. Which is why, to be
successful, communicators need to develop
strong in�uencing and negotiating skills, and be

knowledgeable about best practices so they can
back up their recommendations. The more
examples and data you have to prove your case,
the easier it is to make the sale.

3) Top-down to up, down and across
When organizations look at employee survey
results, they frequently see dissatisfaction with
upward communication. In fact, in one consumer
products organization, leaders’ willingness to
listen was so poor that over 60 percent of
employees said they wouldn’t bother telling
anyone if they had a good idea about how to
improve the company’s products or processes.
Imagine all the lost opportunities to improve
productivity and e�ciency?

So, who owns upward communication? Is it
the communicator’s role to make sure that
employees are listened to, or is it merely to ensure
that they hear the messages that leadership wants
them to hear? The issue with upward
communication is that in many organizations, no
one truly owns it. Often it’s recognized as a key
component to e�ective leadership and
management, but many organizations don’t hold
leaders accountable for communication.

Communicators can contribute to two-way
communication in a number of ways. They can
put in place formal systems as a core part of
communication strategies, such as an “Ask a
Question” on the intranet, town-hall meetings
and brown bag lunches. They can also educate
leaders and managers on the importance of two-
way communication, preferably using data from
the organization, and provide them with the tools
and skills they need to be e�ective.

The critical questions for communication
functions to address are: How much ownership
do we take for upward communication? How
actively will we address it? And will we focus on
formal systems or will we also collaborate with
leaders and managers to provide them with the
necessary tools and skills?

4) Communication accountability to
leadership accountability
How often when something goes wrong is it
blamed on poor communication? But who owns
that “failed” communication? For
communication in an organization to be truly
e�ective, leaders must have a sense of ownership
and participate in the process. 

A technology organization gained this
commitment from leaders by creating a
leadership communication philosophy that was
approved and then enforced by the executive

Volume 10, Issue 5  August/September 2006
scm

Moving communication from tactical to strategic





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
    /Arial-Black
    /Arial-BlackItalic
    /Arial-BoldItalicMT
    /Arial-BoldMT
    /Arial-ItalicMT
    /ArialMT
    /ArialNarrow
    /ArialNarrow-Bold
    /ArialNarrow-BoldItalic
    /ArialNarrow-Italic
    /ArialUnicodeMS
    /CenturyGothic
    /CenturyGothic-Bold
    /CenturyGothic-BoldItalic
    /CenturyGothic-Italic
    /CourierNewPS-BoldItalicMT
    /CourierNewPS-BoldMT
    /CourierNewPS-ItalicMT
    /CourierNewPSMT
    /Georgia
    /Georgia-Bold
    /Georgia-BoldItalic
    /Georgia-Italic
    /Impact
    /LucidaConsole
    /Tahoma
    /Tahoma-Bold
    /TimesNewRomanMT-ExtraBold
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPSMT
    /Trebuchet-BoldItalic
    /TrebuchetMS
    /TrebuchetMS-Bold
    /TrebuchetMS-Italic
    /Verdana
    /Verdana-Bold
    /Verdana-BoldItalic
    /Verdana-Italic
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 5.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [651.969 830.551]
>> setpagedevice


