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“This fifth edition of Exploring Internal Communication is both timely and uniquely insightful. It captures the profound transformations in organisational life with clarity, offering a rare and compelling mix of academic rigour and practical relevance. The expanded focus on ESG, ethical communication, listening, and AI reflects the evolving demands in internal communication practice. The strategic and evidence-based approach makes it an invaluable resource for students and practitioners seeking to manage internal communication more effectively and strategically. This book doesn’t just inform – it inspires and advances the conversation around internal communication.”

Rickard Andersson Assistant Professor, Department of Communication, Lund University, Sweden




“This book is a must-have for anyone serious about internal communication. Grounded in research and real-world practice, it combines solid communication theory with insights into new communication habits shaped by technological change. It offers models, tools, and guidance to cut through noise, align people with purpose, and build systems that work. You can use it as a go-to handbook – whether you need a quick, practical answer or a broader strategic perspective. It raises the bar for internal comms as a professional discipline. For those who want to use internal communication to drive employee experience, clarity, and real business impact – this book belongs on your desk.”

Ada Borucka, Founder & Managing Partner at iComms/PinPoint, Poland




“This fifth edition of Exploring Internal Communication is a timely, essential guide for practitioners navigating today’s complex organisational landscapes. Grounded in robust research combined with practitioner insight, it offers the perfect blend of theory and practical application. From ethical communication and inclusive messaging to strategic planning and AI’s evolving role, the book equips readers with the tools to elevate internal communication from tactical to transformational. Whether you’re a seasoned professional or new to the field, this book is a must-read for anyone serious about making internal communication a strategic force for good.”

Simon Cavendish, SCMP® Internal Communications, Change + Engagement Consultant, Chair, IABC EMENA, UK




“I’ve long been a champion of professional development for internal communicators and reading this book reinforced why it’s so important for anyone, at any level, working in the profession. This book is packed with data, insight, frameworks and actionable next steps for anyone responsible or accountable for internal communication in their organisation. It’s a must read. If you’re struggling with engagement, knowing the right channel mix, how to build trust through communication and so much more, all the answers are here. Buy the book, read it, highlight it and write down the things you’re going to do as you learn from it. It’s the only handbook you need to build a strategic internal communication function that delivers impact for the organisation.”

Jenni Field, Founder and CEO, Redefining Communications, UK




“This new edition of Exploring Internal Communication is a must read, not only for those interested in this increasingly vital specialism, but for anyone interested in communication. The lessons from this book about listening, integrity, intent, planning and integration are applicable to all areas of communication. Packed full of new material and a careful blend of solid but accessible research, practical templates and guidance, and examples that bring it all to life, it’s a ‘go to’ book for practitioners and students who want to learn the basics and much, much more. Read it…often.”

Anne Gregory, Emeritus Professor, Ph.D, CIPR Hon. Fell., FRSA, FHEA, UK




“Internal communicators often juggle last-minute tactical requests while striving to deliver strategic value. As an IC practitioner, I found this book a great blend of theory and practical application. Chapter 13 reinforces the importance of aligning communication strategy with business goals and using audience segmentation. I’ve long used the RADAR model to challenge reactive asks and encourage strategic thinking. Combined with insights on employee expectations of leaders, it helps build strategies grounded in iiorganisational and research insights. It also introduces curated vs. created content and embeds Inclusion and Accessibility from the outset. A valuable addition to your reading list!”

Elizabeth Hall, CIPR Inside Co-chair (2025), UK




“This book belongs on every communicator’s desk – and should be well-thumbed. Flegg & Ruck offer a research-driven look at internal communications, but what sets this book apart is its clear focus on practical application. As the pandemic thrust internal comms into the spotlight, our ability to adapt has become critical to shaping the future of the profession. Covering timely topics like ESG, ethical communication, and AI, this book is both relevant and actionable. It’s an essential resource for anyone looking to elevate their internal communications practice and stay ahead in a rapidly evolving landscape.”

James Harkness, Partner, HarknessKennett, UK




“While some issues remain largely the same such as the key engagement value of the line manager versus the formal, more strategic presentational role of the senior leader, it is fascinating to see how societal changes have quite rightly drawn in the emphasis on ethics, diversity and language to support more bespoke and accessible employee communications. This book finds a perfect balance; it is a smooth read and is thoroughly based on impeccable and broad research. As a great admirer of Kevin’s impressive library of work, I recommend this essential read which I would have loved in my in-house days.”

Virginia Hicks, Chair, Comma Partners, UK




“Every profession needs its definitive book – one that is regularly refreshed, rooted in evidence and alive to how the world is changing. Exploring Internal Communication is that book. Whether you’re just starting out or looking to reappraise your approach, Kevin Ruck and Martin Flegg provide the grounding, the guidance and – most importantly – the confidence to elevate your impact. With timely chapters on ethics, AI and strategy, and a renewed focus on listening, leadership and segmentation, this edition couldn’t be more relevant. It will sit – well-thumbed – on the desks of those who care deeply about making organisations more connected, human and effective.”

Katie Macaulay, Managing Director of AB and Host of ‘The Internal Comms Podcast’, UK




“Listening is one of the most powerful tools in the comms arsenal, and yet it is often overlooked. The authors do not only set out why listening is key to engagement and reputation, but they also share how you can best use listening in your own communications work. If you want to transform how you communicate and engage with any stakeholder group, this book is the one you need.”

Alex Malouf, Senior Director, Public Relations & Media, ROSHN, Saudi Arabia




“Editions of Exploring Internal Communication always seem to arrive just when the industry needs them most and this is no different. This book is written for this exact moment in our profession. As I turned each page, I saw internal communications as it should be – strategic, ethical, effective, human and insight driven. It speaks to the heart of our work, aligning people with purpose, creating genuine dialogue and building trust that lasts. I cannot wait for you to read it because I know it will spark the same excitement, reflection and renewed commitment it ignited in me when I first discovered the book during the pandemic.”

Eduvie Martin, Group Communications and Engagement Manager, BAT, UK




“Internal communication veterans and CIPR members Kevin Ruck and Martin Flegg have produced a standout, must-read book for organizational leaders, managers, and internal comms practitioners as well as educators and students. This latest edition offers a stellar set of relevant, strategic applications, models and best practices firmly rooted in current and emerging principles and theories regarding internal communication. Dealing with faltering engagement, communication transparency and feedback issues, lingering pandemic effects, division silos, appropriate use of AI, remote/hybrid or diverse workforce challenges and more? You’ll find sound, practical, ethical, effective answers here.”

Nance McCown, Ph.D., Professor of Communication and Public Relations (retired), Messiah University, US
iii




“In an era of rapid and profound transformation for organizations and the workforce, the fifth edition of Exploring Internal Communication offers a timely, research-informed, and practice-driven guide. This new edition masterfully addresses the evolving demands of internal communication – from hybrid work, Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) responsibilities to ethical practice and AI – while maintaining a clear commitment to evidence-based professionalism. Grounded in both academic insight and decades of practitioner experience, it is an essential resource for anyone committed to elevating internal communication as a strategic management function.”

Linjuan Rita Men, Ph.D., APR, Professor & Director of Internal Communication Research, University of Florida, US




“Exploring Internal Communication is back and better than ever. Full of fresh insights, new perspectives, and practical guidance, this book is a must-read for internal communication professionals. The chapter on effective and ethical practice is a particularly valuable and important read. You will pick up ideas you’ll want to implement immediately, and it will inspire you to try something new.”

Rachel Miller, Founder, All Things IC and author of Internal Communication Strategy, UK




“It’s something of an understatement to say a lot has happened since 2020, the year the fourth edition of this book was published. Geopolitical events that reverberated globally, such as the Covid-19 pandemic and the Black Lives Matter protests, shaped global politics and economies dramatically. The same can be said for the internal communications profession, which rose in prominence as organisations and leaders sought new ways to communicate, and interact with, colleagues working remotely. This edition of Exploring Internal Communication charts the evolution of the internal communication profession, highlighting how internal communicators today need a combination of commercial awareness with a strong theoretical understanding of ethical communication practice to drive performance. Part 1 covers theory and it’s fitting that in the ongoing global political and economic turbulence that culture, purpose, values and strategy and leadership communication feature strongly. Part 2 moves into evidence-based practice, including AI, content creation, and listening before concluding with practical guidance on implementing plans and professionalisation – something authors Kevin Ruck and Martin Flegg are passionate advocates for. Whether you’re an internal communication professional, leader or HR expert, Exploring Internal Communication will deepen your understanding of what strong, and ethical, communication practice looks like, and more importantly, how it can support organisations to grow and boost performance.”

Yvonne O’Hara, Group Head of Colleague Communications, NatWest Group, UK




“While many books acknowledge the interplay between theory and practice, Exploring Internal Communication stands out as one of the few that genuinely delivers on this promise. In a unique and exemplary manner, the authors skilfully intertwine real-world business challenges with robust theoretical frameworks and research-based evidence. In an era marked by global turbulence, such as the pandemic and increasing polarisation, the significance and complexity of internal communication have become increasingly apparent. This thoroughly revised edition offers both communication professionals and students a well-founded, critically informed resource for addressing enduring and emerging issues in the field.”

Charlotte Simonsson, Associate Professor, Dept of Communication, Lund University, Sweden




“It’s fantastic to see this essential book now in its fifth edition. Dr Kevin Ruck and Martin Flegg have thoughtfully reflected the rapid changes and challenges of the last five years, with timely new chapters on ESG, ethical internal communication, and AI. They continue to showcase the strategic value of our profession, firmly rooted in theory-to-practice thinking. As internal communication evolves, this book reinforces the critical role we play in driving performance and ensuring organisations remain resilient and sustainable into the future. At IoIC, we champion the highest standards, and this research-led and practice-focused book is an indispensable read for all internal communication professionals.”

Jennifer Sproul, Chief Executive, Institute of Internal Communication, UKiv




“Internal communication has rarely faced greater demands than in the past few years, shaped by hybrid work, digital acceleration, and growing expectations around ethics, inclusion, and engagement. Exploring Internal Communication responds to these shifts with a well-structured update that balances theoretical grounding with practical insight. The inclusion of new chapters on AI, ethical communication, and strategic implementation reflects the maturing of the discipline and its increasing relevance for both scholars and practitioners. By drawing on recent research and decades of experience, Ruck and Flegg provide a reliable resource for those looking to understand, improve, and critically examine internal communication in contemporary organisations.”

Ana Tkalac Verčič, 
Full Professor, University of Zagreb, Faculty of Economics and Business, Croatia




“Internal communication faces a big paradox – it’s never been more needed, yet it increasingly has to defend itself against attack from – among other things – AI and eroding budgets. Exploring Internal Communication equips internal communicators to thrive in this tough environment. Grounded in proven research, experience and practice, it guides the reader from core principles to their practical use in an intelligent, accessible and applicable way. It is a great read for those seeking to build their understanding of effective internal communication and a key resource book for practitioners looking to have real business impact and help organisations be more human and connected.”

Dominic Walters, President, Institute of Internal Communication, UK




“When exploring internal communications, you will find no better guide than Kevin Ruck; he edits with the diligence of the academic and writes with the elegance of a fluent practitioner.”

Marc Wright, Strategist, Digital and AI Transformation, Employee Engagement & Communication Consulting Practice, Gallagher, UK




“Dr. Kevin Ruck and Martin Flegg’s latest edition is a timely, essential guide for anyone serious about internal communication as a strategic business function. Drawing on robust theory, rich practitioner insights, and today’s complex realities – from hybrid work to AI and ESG – it powerfully reframes internal comms as a strategic, ethical management discipline. With new chapters and deep emphasis on listening, segmentation, and leadership, this book provides practitioners and students with evidence-based frameworks for building engagement, demonstrating value, and shaping the future of work.”

April Yue, Ph.D. Assistant Professor, Department of Mass Communication, Advertising & Public Relations, Boston University, US
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Exploring Internal Communication

Long established as the go-to book for internal communication practitioners, this fifth edition of Exploring Internal Communication has been completely updated to reflect changes in the field, including developments in the expanding use of technology in internal communication practice, hybrid working and the greater emphasis on inclusive workplaces.

The book takes readers from applied theory and principles through to practical steps, such as employee segmentation and content and channel management, culminating in effective planning and professional practice. It emphasises the strategic importance of internal communication for organisations and broadly ‘what’ it can be used for – making the point that not all organisations are the same or have the same attitudes towards, and expectations of, internal communication. With updated and new chapters, the book looks at the evolving organisation and employee relationship in the light of developments in environmental, social and corporate governance (ESG), ethical internal communication, leadership listening and the expanding role of artificial intelligence (AI) and digital communication.

Enriched with models and authors’ tips, this book is an indispensable tool for internal communication practitioners, HR managers and organisational leaders who are interested in developing a more strategic approach to practice. It is also a valuable text for practitioners studying for a professional communication qualification.

Kevin Ruck is an internal communication researcher and educator. He is the co-founder of PR Academy and leads the Internal Communication Research Hub’s European affiliate group.

Martin Flegg is a chartered public relations practitioner specialising in internal and change communication. He has worked as a senior internal communicator and as a consultant for 25 years in public and private sector organisations.
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Preface

In the five years since the 4th edition of this book was published in 2020, internal communication has arguably gone through its most challenging time of all in the 21st century.

The changes that organisations have had to undertake in this period cannot be separated from external events such as the global pandemic, political unrest, economic shifts of power and cost of living crises. At the same time, climate change, organisational sustainability and a long overdue better understanding of equality, diversity and inclusion at work have all significantly influenced leadership and culture. Which, in turn, has impacted internal communication management in profound ways.

This edition of the book incorporates major revisions to chapters from the 4th edition. It takes readers from applied theory and principles through to practical steps, such as employee segmentation and content and channel management, with more detailed emphasis on effective planning and professional practice. It emphasises the strategic importance of internal communication for organisations and broadly ‘what’ it can be used for – making the point that not all organisations are the same or have the same attitudes towards, and expectations of, internal communication. With seven brand-new chapters, the book looks at the evolving organisation–employee relationship in the light of developments in environmental, social and governance (ESG) responsibilities, ethical internal communication, leadership listening and the role of artificial intelligence (AI).

The book is for internal communication practitioners and students who are interested in developing a career that is based on theory and models that make practice more strategic and effective. It also provides practitioners and students from different backgrounds, such as media relations, public affairs, crisis communication, social and digital communication, HR and marketing, with a dedicated perspective on internal communication.

Of all the changes in the past five years, the global pandemic has had the largest single influence on internal communication and ways of working. Organisations that hitherto had minimal internal communication in place were forced to think very carefully about communication with employees, perhaps for the first time. In organisations where internal communication was more established, senior leaders realised just how important it was to be visible and empathetic, rather than simply relying on factual information cascades. Internal communication managers were often in the spotlight as never before. This put them under significant pressure and many embraced the opportunity to demonstrate the value of their work. The fallout from the pandemic is still unravelling as we write this book in 2025. Hybrid working currently remains the norm for most organisations and internal communication has to work out the best way to operate within this environment. And yet, despite the obvious digital communication challenges that are inherent in hybrid working, many ‘traditional’ challenges remain. Knowing how to demonstrate our value, how to constantly engage employees and how to listen to employees more effectively (as well as keep them informed) are as relevant today as they were five years ago.

Another, less noticed, development in the past five years is the rapid expansion of academic internal communication research and the associated publication of journal articles. A review of 247 articles published in six public relations journals in 2023 revealed that internal communication was the second most researched topic (sustainability and corporate social responsibility was the most researched topic). This is an important step forward on the path for internal communication becoming more recognised as a strategic xviiifunction, inextricably linked with employee engagement and organisational success. Findings from internal communication journal articles are included throughout the book as they include many useful and practical insights. The book does therefore include discussion and analysis of theory. Unfortunately, theory is sometimes deemed to be unimportant for internal communication, or worse, irrelevant as internal communication is simply about communicating – and what could be simpler than that? In reality, communication in general and specifically within organisations is highly complex and problematic and, if left to gut instinct, it can easily go badly wrong with poor outcomes for both organisations and employees.

The focus in this book is on applying principles, established through robust research (by which we mean research that adopts an appropriate methodology), to effective practice. In particular, we draw heavily on Gallagher State of the Sector and Institute of Internal Communication (IoIC) reports (which provide an internal communication practitioner perspective) and IoIC–Ipsos Karian and Box IC Index reports (that provide an employee perspective).

Although grounded in theory, this book is fundamentally about practice. Good practice – for employees and for organisations. In addition to the underpinnings provided through research in the field, it draws heavily on the combined 50-year experience of the authors’ experiences of working in internal communication.

As authors, we must declare our own beliefs about internal communication as they inevitably influence the structure and content of the book. First, we believe that internal communication is a critical occupation that enables organisations to be more successful. It is also a primary enabler of organisational engagement. Second, we believe in taking an evidence-based approach to internal communication. This involves research, analysis, reflection, objective setting, measurement and evaluation. It is much more than channel management. Third, we believe that internal communication is a management occupation in its own right. When it is positioned solely as a sub-set of public relations, marketing or HR, it is often marginalised and restricted to reactive tactics at best. Although we acknowledge that it shares many similarities with other disciplines, it is also very different because of the special considerations that apply to communication and engagement with employees, who are a higher-order stakeholder group. Fourth, we believe that effective practice includes listening to employees. If internal communication is simply telling employees what senior managers think they should know, then it is a form of ‘distorted communication’ or propaganda which is unethical and disengages employees. Smart organisations recognise that high levels of engagement and performance result from a combination of keeping employees informed about topics that they are interested in and giving employees a voice that is treated seriously. Finally, we believe in dedicated training and education for internal communication practitioners as a pathway to more credible professional recognition.

The book is divided into four parts. Part I covers principles, frameworks and models for effective and ethical practice. Part II is dedicated to planning and employee segmentation. Part III is focused on implementing a strategic internal communication plan. Part IV reviews the past, present and future role of the internal communicator.

In Part I, the chapters explore the following topics, drawing on theory and research to outline principles, frameworks and models:


	Culture, Purpose, Values and Strategy

	The Employee–Organisation Relationship

	Engagement, Alignment and Performance

	Leadership Communication

	Effective and Ethical Practice

	Change and Internal Crisis Communication



In Part II, the focus turns to good, evidence-based planning.


	Planning, Measurement and Evaluation

	Artificial Intelligence (AI), Data Analysis and Insight Generation

	Employee Segmentation and Prioritisationxix



In Part III, the book explores how to put plans into practise.


	Making Content Work

	Employee Voice, Listening and Responding

	Channel Management

	Implementing the Plan



In Part IV, the book examines the evolving role of the internal communicator and what is shaping and influencing it.


	The Internal Communication Role and Professionalisation



xx
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1 Culture, Purpose, Values and Strategy
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Introduction

This first chapter of the book provides a broad overview of organisational culture, purpose, values and strategy as these are critical starting points for all good internal communication strategies and plans.

It is worth noting at the outset that the three top priorities that CEOs expect chief communication officers to focus on are:


	1. Corporate reputation

	2. Employee experience, engagement, satisfaction, talent development and recruitment

	3. Company culture, values, mission, change management1 (italics added)



Internal communication is fundamental to all of these priorities in different ways that will be explored throughout the book. Indeed, it could be argued that these priorities suggest that internal communication is at least as important as external communication in the eyes of CEOs.

The research behind these priorities reflects growing evidence that many organisations are paying more attention to employees. This was boosted during the pandemic and hybrid working that followed. However, subsequent issues and uncertainties in the world have created an ongoing need for organisations to improve communication with employees. The future impact of technology (artificial intelligence, robotics and automation), sustainability (environmental, social and governance responsibilities) and the changing nature of employment (hybrid working and differing expectations of Generation X, Millennials, Generation Z and Generation Alpha employees) will only place even more emphasis on internal communication.

In this chapter, the focus is on what we mean by culture, purpose, values and strategy. It is customary to consider internal communication as a conduit for an organisation to engage employees with its purpose, values and strategy. However, the notion that simply telling employees about these is now understood to be a limited approach that may even be counterproductive. Strong levels of organisational engagement are dependent on a much more sophisticated internal communication strategy that is based on informing and listening in ways that lead to productive workplace dialogue.



Culture

This section on organisational culture is a brief overview of definitions and discussions with some consideration of how internal 4communication both shapes and is shaped by culture. Organisational culture is a large field of study in its own right and is a term used by managers in various ways. Indeed, the cry ‘We have to change the culture round here’ is one that is sometimes heard in meetings, as if there were some simple magic ‘culture change’ formula that could be sprinkled around the place. Organisational culture is a multidimensional concept and understood in different ways, and so cultural change programmes require careful thought and planning in often complex working environments. So, what is organisational culture? Leading organisational culture scholar Edgar Schein2 has proposed the following, often cited, definition:


A pattern of basic assumptions, invented, discovered, or developed by a given group, as it learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal investigation.



The key emphasis here is ‘assumptions’ rather than explicit procedures and/or instructions that are held by a group, which could be the whole organisation or departments/subgroups within it.

Schein3 also cites a number of definitional categories for organisational culture, summarised as follows:


	Climate – Feelings conveyed in a group by the physical layout

	Formal Rituals – The ways that key events are celebrated

	Espoused Values – The values set out for the organisation

	Philosophy – Policies and principles

	Group Norms – Implicit standards

	Rules of the Game – Implicit rules for getting things done

	Identity and Images of Self – Organisational purpose

	Embedded Skills – Competencies

	Habits of Thinking, Mental Modes or Linguistic Paradigms – Shared cognitive frames that guide perceptions, thoughts and language used

	Shared Meanings – Emergent understandings created when people interact

	‘Root Metaphors’ or Integrating Symbols – The ways that groups characterise themselves that become embodied in buildings and office layouts



Internal communication plays a significant role in many of these categories. For example, the organisation of events to celebrate major successes, the ongoing communication of organisational purpose and values and the communication of policies and principles. At the same time, internal communication is constrained by formal philosophies, group norms and rules of the game, or put simply, assumptions about the ways in which things are done.

Schein also provides three useful levels for organisational culture that set out the degree to which the cultural phenomenon is visible to an observer. These are:


	Artefacts – Physical environment, technology used, products sold, style (as embodied in clothing, stories told about the organisation, published values, observable rituals)

	Espoused Beliefs and Values – Published strategy and goals of the organisation, values, aspirations, moral or ethical rules

	Taken-for-Granted Underlying Basic Assumptions – Implicit assumptions that guide behaviour and tell people how to perceive, think about and feel about things



Schein argues that artefacts are easy to observe, yet difficult to decipher. This is because artefacts can be open to multiple interpretations, some of which may be driven by our own cultural background. Espoused values are also subject to ‘social validation’ and are only confirmed through the shared social experience of a group. However, espoused beliefs and values may simply reflect desired behaviours, not actual, observed, behaviours. This is a key point for internal communication. For example, the regular communication of organisational purpose and values that does not resonate with actual observed behaviours of senior managers will lead to employee cynicism.

IKEA’s description of its culture in Box 1.1 makes a strong connection between values and culture, to the extent that it believes that ‘culture is formed when we put values into action’. This reinforces the point about observed behaviours 5and inconsistencies in Schein’s three levels. It’s the actions that count if espoused beliefs and values are to resonate with employees. The emphasis on values and understandings is highlighted in the following alternative definition of organisational culture:


A shared and learned world of experiences, meanings, values and understandings which inform people and which are expressed, reproduced and communicated partly in a symbolic form.4



In this definition, a symbol is understood as ‘a word or statement, a kind of action or material phenomenon that stands for something else and/or something more than the object itself’. From this perspective, internal communication practitioners can be conceptualised, to some degree, as ‘culture makers’ through the symbolic work that is produced and disseminated through official channels inside an organisation.


Box 1.1 How IKEA describes its culture

We have a strong set of values. They are the compass that guides us in everything we do. Our culture is formed when we put these values into action.

The IKEA values were shaped during a time in Sweden when the living conditions were harsh. People had to get by with what they had. This fostered a culture of entrepreneurship and hard work, and made people more pragmatic and mindful of resources. A lot has changed since the early days of the IKEA brand. Today we have grown into a global business with the size and reach to create positive change, not only for people but also for the planet. But on the inside, not a lot has changed.

We are straightforward, innovative, creative and common-sense problem-solvers. We’re constantly trying to find better ways to get things done and to bring out the best in ourselves and others. We strive for a nurturing environment that encourages the entrepreneurs in us. We’re passionate about innovation and finding new solutions.

We’re constantly trying to find better ways to get things done and to bring out the best in ourselves and others.



It’s worth highlighting that culture may vary in different groups inside an organisation. Subcultures can be created through the following:


	Organisational segmentation (division of labour hierarchically and vertically)

	Importation (through mergers, acquisitions and hiring of specific occupational groups)

	Technological innovation (which creates new group formations)

	Ideological differentiation (e.g. when some people adopt a new ideology of work)

	Countercultural (oppositional) movements

	Career filters (the tendency for people moving to the top to have or develop certain cultural attributes)5



An alternative perspective on culture is provided by Professor Rita Men, who argues that


More and more companies today are striving to develop an emotional culture which emphasizes how employees feel, such as experiencing joy, fun, happiness, and compassionate love at work, compared with the traditional cognitive culture that sets the tone for how employees think and behave at work, such as a customer-focused, innovative, and competitive culture.6



A cognitive culture is here used to describe intellectual values, norms, artefacts and assumptions that serve as a guide for the group to thrive. An emotional culture is described as the shared affective values, norms, artefacts and assumptions that govern which emotions people have and express at work and which ones they are better off suppressing.7 Men suggests that internal communication practitioners should be the driving force for creating a benign organisational emotional culture and satisfying employees’ psychological needs for relatedness to foster positive employee–organisation relationships. For example, the explicit use of the words of ‘care’, ‘love’ and ‘family’ in communication messages underlines a value of compassionate love.

The use of terminology inside an organisation tells us a lot about its culture. Indeed, analysis of the stories and language used in an organisation 6is an excellent way to better understand culture. As Ereaut explains, this is because:


Language isn’t a transparent and neutral medium through which we communicate information or describe things that just ‘are’. It’s active – we use language choices to do things socially, culturally and politically, to construct and maintain a certain view of the world (even if we do all this unconsciously).8



Using a technique known as discourse analysis to review a wide range of data, such as the language used in meetings, organisation charts and job titles, internal communication briefings and events can reveal significant clues about culture. For example, the ways that different labels are used to describe customers and the use of pronouns – including who counts as ‘we’ and who is regarded as ‘us’.9 This emphasis on language has led some scholars to argue that language is central to culture in that it determines how stakeholders negotiate, codify and uphold norms.10
,
11

In summary, culture is the wider context for internal communication practice. It can constrain how internal communication functions – for example, through overly bureaucratic levels of sign-off for internal briefings. However, by the same token, internal communication can change culture. For example, a fundamental shift from overly jargonistic, corporate language to informal and more human language can be a powerful and transformational force.

In the next section, our attention turns from culture to purpose and values, which can be understood as a broad narrative framework for internal communication.



Purpose and Values

An organisation’s purpose is its rationale for existing. This is different from a mission statement, which is more related to the business that the organisation is in. It is also different from vision, which is a statement about where the organisation aims to be in a few years’ time. Purpose can be thought of as a company’s ‘philosophical heartbeat’.12 These statements should be used as the broad context for an organisation’s strategy and objectives and for internal communication plans. An organisation’s purpose is often associated with a broader outlook than profit maximisation. As Lawler puts it: ‘To do otherwise puts corporations at risk with respect to legislation and society’s tolerance for their existence. It also assures that the society we live in will be less desirable’.13

According to Margolis,


The Purpose of an organization is not the answer to the question ‘What do you do?’ which typically focuses on products, services and customers, but rather the answer to the question ‘Why is the work you do important?’ Employees should find the purpose inspirational and motivational. It is the cause that defines their contribution to society through work. Businesses exist to make a profit, but they also exist to make a difference.14



Some examples of purpose statements that reflect an emphasis on a broad societal outlook are shown below.


	BT Group: We connect for good. This is our ultimate purpose, the foundation on which we build everything we do. We believe there are no limits to what people can achieve when they connect. And we know that we are in a position of responsibility: what we do, how we do it and the technology we develop helps us bring people together and build those connections. We champion these connections, amplifying the power of people and technology to help solve some of the world’s biggest challenges from climate change to cybersecurity. By removing limits and unlocking people’s potential, we strive to help everyone get more out of life. That’s what we do; we connect for good15

	John Lewis and Partners: We want to work in partnership with our customers, our partners and our communities in order to make the world just a little bit happier. The three pillars are: happier people, happier world, happier business. These pillars are a 7refresh of the original 1909 mission statement by our founder Spedan Lewis when he stated ‘happier partners = happier customers’. We want our partners to feel energised about what’s at the heart of the business and, in turn, help our customers recognise this energy, this happiness and this purpose16

	Marks and Spencer: Our core purpose is simple: enhancing lives. Every day17

	Unilever: Our corporate purpose states that to succeed requires the highest standards of corporate behaviour towards everyone we work with, the communities we touch and the environment on which we have an impact18

	Walt Disney: Inspiring a better world through the power of stories. At Disney, we are committed to creating a better world. A world of belonging where each person feels seen, heard and understood. A world in balance where people and wildlife thrive. A world filled with hope and resilience19



If an organisation’s purpose is its rationale for existing (the why) that takes account of broader responsibilities to society, then

an organisation’s values are statements about how it operates. Or how it expects employees to behave. Values statements can be defined as ‘Public communications of organizational beliefs that are designed for internal use and ostensibly used to guide decision-making and behaviour inside the organization’.20 Academic research into the outcomes that derive from having a set of values is mixed and largely dependent on the congruency of espoused values and actual values that employees perceive in the organisation.21 This emphasises the point that simplistic approaches to internal communication around values may not be very effective. Indeed, research on values statements has shown that some terms are very commonly used, such as ‘integrity’, ‘respect’, ‘teamwork’, ‘innovation’ and ‘quality’.22 While this is understandable to some degree, generic terms such as these may not resonate with employees unless they are put into a relevant and meaningful context. This begs the question ‘whose purpose’ and ‘whose values’ are the statements? Have they been developed by the senior leadership team, to be communicated to employees? Or have they been developed through participation and consultation with employees? The latter approach is likely to be far more useful, both for the organisation and for employees.

Many employees look to the leaders of organisations to provide inclusive, connective communication that unifies them around a shared purpose.23 The IKEA values statements shown in Box 1.224 can be reviewed in association with its culture in Box 1.1. It is clear that these values are written in accessible language in a way that links directly to the culture statement. Research with IKEA employees in Spain found that employees provided responses that were consistent with stated values, with ‘leading by example’ and ‘caring for people and the planet’ the most frequently observed statements. The same study found that


Internal communication was the number one requirement for achieving the ‘perfect alignment between the interests of the company and the people; the strategy is that they live it, that they feel it, that they love it, and that they are part of it’.25




Box 1.2 IKEA values

Togetherness. Togetherness is at the heart of the IKEA culture. We are strongest when we trust each other, pull in the same direction and have fun together.

Caring for People and Planet. We want to be a force for positive change. We have the possibility to make a significant and lasting impact – today and for the generations to come.

Cost-Consciousness. As many people as possible should be able to afford a beautiful and functional home. We constantly challenge ourselves and others to make more from less without compromising on quality.

Simplicity. A simple, straightforward and down-to-earth way of being is part of our Smålandic heritage. It is about being ourselves and staying close to reality. We are informal, pragmatic and see bureaucracy as our biggest enemy.8

Renew and Improve. We are constantly looking for new and better ways forward. Whatever we are doing today, we can do better tomorrow. Finding solutions to almost impossible challenges is part of our success and a source of inspiration to move on to the next challenge.

Different with a Meaning. We are not like other companies and we don’t want to be. We like to question existing solutions, think in unconventional ways, experiment and dare to make mistakes – always for a good reason.

Give and Take Responsibility. We believe in empowering people. Giving and taking responsibility are ways to grow and develop as individuals. Trusting each other, being positive and forward-looking inspires everyone to contribute to development.

Lead by Example. We see leadership as an action, not a position. We look for people’s values before competence and experience – people who ‘walk the talk’ and lead by example. It is about being our best selves and bringing out the best in each other.





Corporate Strategy

The term ‘strategy’ is widely used in organisations, and corporate strategy is generally understood to be a process that is connected to an organisation’s survival and success. A classic approach to strategy dates back to the 1950s and 1960s, when profitability was established as the main goal for any business. A top-down approach to strategy-making focused on the ability of senior managers to formulate a strategy and develop a plan. This was seen as a separate process from the implementation of strategy, which was the responsibility of middle managers. Classic thinking on strategy was premised on the notion that the external operating environment could be managed. However, this was challenged in the 1970s and 1980s as a result of the rapid rise of Japanese businesses that effectively changed the rules of competition, most notably in the car industry. At this time, strategy became increasingly understood as a pattern where goals and actions come together as a coherent whole.26 In the 1990s, technological convergence provided further challenges for businesses and the internet led to completely new ways of operating. Following the financial crisis of 2008, there has been renewed interest in the role that organisations play in society, reflected in an organisation’s environmental, social and governance (ESG) responsibilities (which we explore in more depth later in the chapter).

It is usually accepted that a corporate strategy must have three elements:


	1. A diagnosis of the challenge that a firm is trying to overcome

	2. Guiding policy in the shadow of which the strategy is formulated and implemented

	3. A predicted intent of coherent action that is followed through during execution27



This inevitably incorporates decisions about priorities, trade-offs and choosing what not to do.

Implementation of a strategy is a process that includes communication, interpretation, adoption and enactment.28 It therefore follows that corporate strategies can be effective only if they are well understood by employees and taken into account in their daily activities.29 From this perspective, internal communication is clearly a critical strategic management function. The same three elements for corporate strategy can also be adopted for an internal communication strategy, albeit articulated as a communication-oriented challenge that flows into an appropriate communication approach that leads to understanding, behaviours and actions. A communication strategy determines where corporate communications are heading and should also align with the corporate strategy.30 Developing an internal communication strategy and plan is explored in more depth in Part III of this book.

There is growing evidence that a broadcast-only approach to internal communication about an organisation’s strategy has limited impact. In some studies, only 10 per cent of employees know the strategy and less than 5 per cent understand it.31 Other research suggests that less than 60 per cent of UK workers are clear on their organisation’s strategy (italics added).32 A far better approach is to involve employees more in the strategy-making process (after all, 9they often know customers and processes better than senior leaders), and this thinking underpins much of the rest of this book.

One well-known approach to business strategy and planning is the balanced scorecard developed by Kaplan and Norton.33 This incorporates four dimensions: stakeholder/customer (expectations), financial stewardship (financial performance), internal business process (efficiency) and organisational capacity (knowledge and innovation).

The balanced scorecard was developed as a way of balancing a financial focus with other important organisational factors. It emphasises three further key dimensions for organisational success: customer/stakeholder satisfaction, internal business process and organisational capacity. Kaplan and Norton’s justification for this is outlined as follows:


The balanced scorecard retains traditional financial measures. But financial measures tell the story of past events, an adequate story for industrial age companies for which investments in long-term capabilities and customer relationships were not critical for success. These financial measures are inadequate, however, for guiding and evaluating the journey that information age companies must make to create future value through investment in customers, suppliers, employees, processes, technology, and innovation.



According to the Balanced Scorecard Institute,34 the balanced scorecard has been reported as fifth on a top-10 list of the most widely used management tools around the world, and it has been selected by the editors of Harvard Business Review as one of the most influential business ideas of the past 75 years.

An alternative perspective on how the balanced scorecard could be used for corporate communication is to consider financial and customer/stakeholder as external communication activities, and internal processes and learning and growth as internal communication activities. Zerfass notes that academics have suggested the use of the balanced scorecard for corporate communications since 1997, and it has been applied by organisations such as Daimler, Bosch, Aventis and Siemens.35 At a strategic level, a corporate communication scorecard can be used to ensure coherence between the overall organisation goals and the communication objectives.

The balanced scorecard approach is one of a number of ‘decision support techniques’, including other methods such as decision trees and scenario building. The approach ‘allows alternative strategy options to be considered from multiple internal and external stakeholder perspectives. This creates a “scorecard” that attempts to integrate and balance financial and other performance measures relevant to different stakeholder groups’.36

An example of how the balanced scorecard can be mapped to a range of corporate communication activities is shown in Figure 1.1. As the balanced scorecard includes an emphasis on internal processes and learning and growth, it inevitably leads to more focus on internal communication as a core strategic public relations activity, especially when it is successfully embedded into change management.


[image: The diagram depicts a balanced scorecard framework mapped to communication functions, highlighting the integration of internal processes and strategic objectives with corporate communication. It shows connections between various components like customer satisfaction, financial stewardship and organisational capacity leading to a comprehensive corporate communication strategy and plan.]

Figure 1.1 Balanced scorecard mapped to communication functionsReturn to text.⏎





Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Responsibilities

ESG is increasingly becoming accepted as a way of judging an organisation with regard to the impact it has on the environment (especially in how it is addressing climate change), the ways it manages its relationships with its wider stakeholders including its employees, its suppliers and the communities it operates in, and how it governs or runs itself, which includes issues such as executive pay (italics added).37 International ESG regulations are developing across the globe and, although fragmented in the US, the EU has enacted comprehensive sustainability reporting regulations that impact thousands of companies, including multinationals headquartered in the US that operate in or do business with the EU.38 As a result, ESG reporting (or sustainability reporting as it is also known) is becoming mainstream. And, as ESG is deeply connected to an organisation’s purpose, it has important implications for strategic internal communication. This can be a significant communication challenge as ESG reporting is, at times, highly technical and it is not simply 10informing employees about ESG actions; it is also key to involve them in meeting ESG responsibilities.39 There are also often ESG dilemmas that are not always easily resolvable, such as the expectation that employers lead on the transition to net zero and the increasing energy requirements for the development and use of artificial intelligence (AI).40



Culture versus Strategy

There has been some debate in the management literature dating back to 1985 as to whether culture or strategy is more important for organisations. This has led to the often-quoted mantra that ‘Culture eats strategy for breakfast’41 with the implication that culture always trumps strategy. However, this is a simplistic understanding of a complex question. In theory and practice, culture and strategy are interrelated. Indeed, conceptual research into this question has, contrary to the mantra above, found that ‘strategy precedes culture and culture must be aligned or is auto-aligned to it’.42 Building on this understanding, Figure 1.2 illustrates the way that an organisation’s purpose, values, corporate strategy and communication strategy combine to form its culture. This model challenges the primacy of culture and is predicated on the foundational cultural principles of establishing a meaningful purpose and appropriate values that resonate with employees which are enacted by senior leaders and managers. Internal communication practitioners play a vital role in enabling employees to have their say on both of these and in regular communication that reinforces them. Because culture is best understood as ‘a shared and learned world of experiences, meanings, values and understandings which inform people’, 11communication strategies that are aligned to corporate strategies are a significant part of culture too.


[image: The diagram depicts the integration of an organisation's purpose, values, corporate strategy and communication strategy leading to culture. Rectangular blocks labelled purpose and values connect to a larger arrow pointing to corporate strategy, which merges with communication strategy, ultimately leading to a block labelled culture.]

Figure 1.2 Integrated model of purpose, values, corporate strategy, communication strategy and cultureReturn to text.⏎




In the following chapters in this first part of the book, we explore how internal communication is conceptualised and how it can be adopted as a critical strategic management function.




Summary

This chapter has explored organisational culture, purpose, values and strategy and discussed the ways they are currently understood and applied.

From one perspective, an organisation’s espoused purpose, values and strategy can be constituent of its culture – especially when a culture is defined as experiences, meanings and understandings which inform people. However, an organisation’s espoused purpose, values and strategy may not be very well understood by employees, or they may be at variance with employees’ beliefs – especially if they are not enacted by senior leaders and managers.

The implications from the definitions and approaches outlined in this chapter for internal communication are profound. An organisation’s success is dependent on effective implementation of its corporate strategy, which is in turn dependent on internal communication. An initial response to this is for internal communication to simply be firmly aligned to corporate strategy, so that employees understand it and behave in ways that support it. In itself, this is a significant challenge as it requires a sophisticated approach to communication with employees that goes beyond transmitting information if it is to generate new understanding and behavioural change.

The first step is for internal communication practitioners to invest time in building their business knowledge in order to craft communication that genuinely supports organisational strategy and knowledge. This includes understanding the organisation’s financial drivers, market dynamics, sector-specific challenges and the external forces shaping decision-making. A surface understanding of corporate messaging is not enough – impactful communication depends on deep business insight. There is a further consideration and potential role for internal communication, which is to become a fundamental part of the purpose, values, strategy development process – bringing in employees and their views and suggestions.
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