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It’s Gr8 2 Communicate
By Andrew Wilkinson

When it comes to communication, it could be argued that managers have never had it so good.

Not that long ago, when you had something to say to colleagues, customers or associates your choices were generally limited to writing a letter, lifting the phone or going to see them face to face.
Now of course you can text, email, video conference, blog, MSN message, post material on an interactive website or even use one of the emerging social networks – such as Facebook – for business purposes.
We’re now hearing more and more about wi-fi networks, which will help us to use any of the above, anywhere, anytime. The new buzz phrase is ‘convergence’ which will blur the boundaries and allow all of these devices to talk freely to each other.

In some respects it’s a communications heaven but, without the manager’s guiding hand, it could be an evolving nightmare.

Communications, like any other aspect of business, needs to be managed. However, the speed at which new elements are being added to our channels of conversation has left many managers exhausted and inclined to roll over and just let it happen. In other words to let people communicate with each other as they see fit and everything will find its own level. If only it were that simple.
We already have the obsessive texters who see this medium as the handiest way to convey any message, regardless of content or context. For some it’s a convenient way to ‘phone in sick’ or convey an awkward message without too many questions being asked. 

Copying people in on emails is a lot easier and quicker than making multiple copies of a physical letter but this can be a dangerous and wasteful tool in the wrong hands.

At the click of a button dozens of people can be forced to engage with an online conversation in which they have, at best, a peripheral interest. Think of the time wasted reading these emails just in case they require you to take  some action, when most often they have little or nothing to do with you.

With the proliferation of Blackberrys and similar mobile devices, these pointless missives can now follow you around the country or the world.

Managers can also be tempted to use one of these electronic channels to hold ‘conversations’ with staff in the same building that really should be held face-to-face or at least over the phone. This may seem more efficient on the surface but underneath can be highly corrosive as the boss fails to pick up subtle messages that would come from more direct forms of communication.
Don’t misunderstand me, the range and scope of digital communication brings massive benefits to business, providing speed, flexibility and increasing capacity to trade locally and worldwide.

But it’s up to managers to set the ground rules in order to reap the rewards. For example how many small firms guide staff on when and where it’s appropriate to use text for business messages? Is it ever right to use it for customer communications? Should abbreviations be used? What are the protocols for responding to such messages?
Other questions arise: who should be copied in on that email? Are we communicating needlessly just because we can? How do we distinguish between need-to-know and nice-to-know?

Some organisations are starting to embrace on-line social networks for business purposes. How can you ensure this doesn’t result in unguarded comments by staff being seen by outsiders and coming back to haunt you?

Communication has always been at the heart of the manager’s art and the advent of the digital age makes it more vital than ever that he or she is on top of this aspect of the operation.

The relentless march of technology makes this a moving target, so regular stock takes and adjustment of the rules are essential.

Ultimately, how and what your people communicate is the heartbeat of the organisation.  Managing this effectively can mean the difference between a strong and steady pulse and a very uncomfortable palpitation.
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