
Planning for Effective 
Communication

vzcommunicati   ns

How to think strategically about communicating
with your employees to achieve business success



Planning for Effective Communication explains the 
importance of strategic communication planning and 
gives you tips on how to develop a plan to help you 
achieve even greater business results–especially when 
you tie it to your business plan.

YOU CAN ACHIEVE EVEN GREATER 
BUSINESS RESULTS 

Strategic 
communication 
planning is about 
persuading people 
to take action 
to make the 
business better. 

WORKING SAFELY. ACHIEVING QUALITY. 
BEING PRODUCTIVE. SATISYING CUSTOMERS.
GROWING THE COMPANY.
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These behaviors don’t occur just because you hang a few posters on bulletin boards or write 
a newsletter or build a website. Effective communication is planned, goal-oriented, 
anticipatory and, at its best, measurable. Just as your company or business plans for future 
business through a strategic plan, so must you plan communication for the future. Ideally, 
your employee communication plan is developed in conjunction with the business’ strategic 
plan. Why? Because they can work together toward the same bottom-line goal: earning a 
greater return for shareholders through improved business results. 

Leadership, ideally in partnership with a communication professional, should develop 
employee communication plans that help change employee behavior and, thus, enhance 
profitability – evidenced through measurement.
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It isn’t enough to hold a meeting or build a website to expect to gain results from communication. To get results, communication 
must include:

Recognition  When you recognize someone for good work, they are more eager to do good work again to gain even more  
  recognition. When communicating, be sure to say, “good job.” Some of the most effective forms of recognition cost  
  nothing at all. A sincere word of thanks from the right person at the right time can mean more to an employee  
  than a raise, a formal award or a whole wall of certificates or plaques.
Involvement  Employees need to feel ownership in the process. When they can see the stake they have in the company’s  
  success, they are more inclined to help that success happen. Involvement in the business, or engagement,   
  energizes people. By communicating with employees, they learn the dynamics of the business and can support its  
  goals and objectives. When they have some say in how things are done, they believe their jobs belong to them,  
  and their  jobs become a part of who they are, increasing their productivity and igniting their ideas to improve the  
  business.
Feedback  Good one-on-one feedback with employees is basic two-way communication. It should be timely, direct, based on  
  fact and behaviors and detailed enough to be understood.
  

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION PLANNING

Communication is about persuasion and behavioral change, which should be the ultimate 
objective of your communication plan.

Effective communication shares information in a way that’s understandable and persuasive, 
leading to improved employee decision making. Informed employees better understand their 
stake in the company’s success and work harder toward it. The more we communicate, the better 
we become at eliminating unnecessary work and being more productive.

Such communication seldom happens by chance. A well-thought plan that sets a goal and budget, 
outlines action steps and establishes measurement systems is a sure way to stay on track.

Just as important is the opportunity that a plan gives for integration with the business plan. If the 
communication plan isn’t coordinated and integrated with the business plan, it will be difficult – if 
not impossible – to bring about agreed-upon behavioral change. Like your quality program or 
reward system, communication is a tool designed to achieve business results. 

Poor communication planning can result in unclear roles, insufficient follow-up, and a lack of 
fine-tuning once implementation begins. A well-designed plan breaks down the barriers to change 
and gains buy-in.

The purpose of strategic employee communication is to help employees achieve business objectives. Its value is in its effect on the 
company’s bottom line. Communication must help the company improve profitability, productivity, quality and customer 
satisfaction. In other words, communication is a means to an end, not an end in itself. 

The goal of communicating with employees is to empower them to participate in achieving 
company and site goals and objectives. Effective communication requires a variety of 
communication tools – including the two-way communication process – to systematically 
communicate with employees about the business, how they can support its success, and what it 
means to them.

COMMUNICATING FOR RESULTS

COMMUNICATION AND THE BOTTOM LINE



COMMUNICATIONS OBJECTIVE
Where are you going? What do you expect 

to accomplish overall? Remember, strategic 

communication leads to behavioral change, 

so your objective should describe a change 

in employee behavior.

COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY
How will you accomplish your objective? Try 

not to identify specific steps you’ll take – 

that comes next. 

TACTICS
What will you do to accomplish your 

objective?

CHANNELS/TOOLS/MEDIA
It’s important to identify the vehicles or 

media you’ll use for communication – such 

as memos, speeches, meetings, videos, 

newsletters, electronic message boards, 

training sessions, news releases, posters, etc. 

The more consistent the communication is 

across those vehicles, the more credible it 

will be. Specifically identify each medium 

and why the medium you’ve chosen is 

appropriate. This process helps support your 

budget.

AUDIENCE
Who are you influencing? Typically, your 

audience is employees. But employees’ 

families or customers may also become

 

audiences. In addition, you may need to 

segment your employee audience, such as 

hourly employees or senior leadership.

KEY MESSAGES
What messages are you sharing with 

employees? What concise, clear takeaways 

do we want them to remember? These key 

points will be the focus of your 

communication plan.

TIMING/SCHEDULE
When will the communication take place and 

how often will it happen? 

BUDGET
For each tactic, you’ll need to assign an 

estimated cost. Also helpful is an estimate of 

hours required to complete each tactic and a 

return on your investment – what do you 

expect to gain from the money and time 

you’ll spend? In addition, if you’ve devised a 

way to cut costs over last year, say so. For 

example, if you’re reducing the cost of a 

newsletter by sending it e-mail rather than 

printing it, include that budget savings. It will 

help leverage any additional expenses you 

may incur for other projects. 

MEASUREMENT
How will you measure whether your 

communication is effective? Questionnaires? 

Focus groups? Statistics?

In developing an employee communication plan, consider including nine 
specific items: an overall objective, communication strategy, tactics, communi-
cation vehicles, audience description, key messages, timing/scheduling, budget 
and measurement. Samples of how each element would appear in a communi-
cation plan follow. Here’s what each element means:

ELEMENTS OF A COMMUNICATION PLAN

When you write your plan, it’s important that each of the nine items is included, but 
it’s not necessary to list each separately. For example, your tactics may include your 
communication vehicles, or your audiences may be obvious in your key messages. 

Communication must be managed as a business process ... just as 
sales, marketing and finance are managed as business processes.

INTEGRATION WITH 
BUSINESS PLANNING
It is virtually impossible to develop 
an effective communication plan in 
isolation. If possible, site leadership 
and other key players should be 
partners with a communication 
professional in creating the plan. 

The support of the organization at 
large is critical. The agreement and 
willing assistance of a broad-based 
team, composed of people within 
and outside your site or 
organization, is important if you are 
to achieve meaningful results.

SUCCESSFUL 
PLANNING
Writing an effective communication 
plan is one thing. Living it is another. 
You must have the discipline to 
follow the plan, the flexibility to 
amend it as circumstances warrant 
and the determination to stick to the 
blueprint. That blueprint becomes a 
contract with your internal 
customers, such as executive 
leadership, and the company. And 
you will be expected to deliver the 
results -- on time and on budget.



In any organization, there are specific thoughts you want employees to have 
about the business. These are called key messages, and they should be aligned 
with company goals.

WRITING KEY MESSAGES

If you repeat these messages in your 
communication, eventually 
employees recognize and learn them. 
Then, they come to believe in them.

Because employee communication is 
a planned process, the messages 
shared with employees should be 
carefully considered and well written 
to help avoid confusion and miscom-
munication. Messages should be 
framed so that employees know 
what the company is doing, why, 
what it means to them and how they 
can help their company succeed.

As a vital link in this process, 
communicators partner with 
leadership to:

• Develop clear, concise 
statements of key points.

• Develop messages that 
match the level of audience 
understanding.

• Integrate messages that link 
actions with business goals.

Key messages should be:
• Short and simple.
• Written in everyday 

language, without jargon or 
technical words.

• Specific, to the point and 
meaningful.

• Easy to remember.
• Consistent and repeatable.

Because of their personal filters, 
people are more likely to 
misinterpret a one-time 
announcement from leadership. 
They might not hear the whole 
message. Or, they may focus only on 
certain aspects. Most of the time, 
people care only about how changes 
will affect them – at least, that’s 
what they care about first. Multiple, 
consistent communications can help 
people absorb and internalize the 
true content of the messages.
 
Some more examples:

• “Our first priority is to 
satisfy customers.”

• “The customer is at the 
center of everything we do.”

• “The way to find out 
customers need and want is 
to ask them.”

• “We protect our jobs and 
communities through safe, 
responsible behavior.”

• “Accidents are preventable 
and an injury-free 
workplace is achievable.”

• “We’re confident in the 
people of XYZ Company to 
transform our company into 
the marketplace leader for 
service.”

• “Excellence defines our 
company.”

A communication objective isn’t necessarily what 
you’ll do but why you’ll do it. It’s your goal or 
vision– a statement of what, if successful, your 
results will be.

Here’s an example:

Enlist employee involvement to establish XYZ 
Company as a market leader, increase sales and 

attain world-class customer satisfaction.

In this objective, the behavioral change expected 
is that employees will work toward the 
company’s goal of becoming a market leader, 
increasing sales and attaining world-class 
customer satisfaction. The complementary 
business goal supported by this communication 
objective may be: 

Establish XYZ Company  as a market leader, 
increase sales and attain world-class customer 

satisfaction. 

All you’ve done is add a communication 
dimension to the business plan.

Your communication objective, however, doesn’t 
explain exactly how you’ll accomplish the 
objective – that’s what your plan will do.

Good objectives focus on increasing revenues, 
reducing costs, enhancing margins, heightening 
value and building support. Your objective may 
include:

• increased sales or output
• lower costs and increased earnings
• reduced product returns or complaints
• strengthened legislative support
• improved stock prices
• reduction in employee turnover
• decline in accidents and/or injuries

Communication may never be solely responsible 
for any of these results. But a communication 
plan, tied directly to the business, can be as 
responsible for helping the company meet its 
goals and objectives as any other business tool.

DEVELOPING A 
COMMUNICATION OBJECTIVE



SETTING YOUR STRATEGY

Enlist employee involvement to establish 
XYZ Company as a market leader, increase 

sales and attain world-class customer 
satisfaction.

With that as your communication objective, 
your strategies might be:

• Reinforce employee commitment 
to customer satisfaction and 
world-class quality.

• Develop stronger relationships 
between customers and 
employees.

• Establish frequent, two-way 
communication channels to share 
customer information with 
employees.

Strategies list what you will do to reach 
your objective, but they stop short of 
details and specific actions. Strategies are 
important because they help to flesh out 
your objective, your tactics will flow from 
them, and they provide the cornerstone to 
developing key messages.

A communication strategy takes your objective a step 
further by enumerating the strategic actions you’ll take to 
achieve your objective. Strategies are more action-oriented, 
but lack specificity. One objective may have several different 
strategies. 

Previously, we had this example of a communications 
objective:

Tactics are the specific, detailed actions 
you plan to take to achieve your 
objective. This is the work you’ll do. 
They should be written so that anyone 
who reads them knows exactly what 
projects you or someone else will be 
working on at any given time.

Previously, we had this example of a 
communication objective:

Enlist employee involvement to establish 
XYZ Company as a market leader, 

increase sales and attain world-class 
customer satisfaction.

And we wrote these strategies:

• Reinforce employee 
commitment to customer 
satisfaction and world-class 
quality.

• Develop stronger relationships 
between customers and 
employees.

• Establish frequent, two-way 
communication channels to 
share customer information 
with employees.

Now, let’s consider some tactics:

• Establish an employee awards 
program to recognize 
employees who  achieve high 
marks in customer satisfaction.

• Organize monthly tours to 
customer sites to help 
employees better understand 
customer expectations.

• Develop overheads and talking 
points for leaders to use in 
quarterly, two-communication 
meetings with employees to 
discuss quality issues.

You can further develop each tactic by 
specifically planning for audiences, 
communication vehicles, budgets and 
measurements. For example, let’s 
further develop Tactic 1:

TACTIC: Establish an employee awards 
program to recognize employees who  
achieve high marks in customer 
satisfaction.

CHANNELS/TOOLS/MEDIA: Announce 
program in employee newsletter; 
develop a poster for bulletin boards; 
create a brochure announcing program 
guidelines.

AUDIENCE: Design program for all 
employees who enter in two different 
categories – individual accomplishments 
and team achievements.

TIMING/SCHEDULING: Develop program 
and communication materials during 
first quarter; announce to employees by 
April 15; complete application process by 
May 30; announce winners by June 15.

CHOOSING TACTICS



MEASUREMENT

If communication is to prove its value to the organization, 
employee behavior must be measured. In fact, behavior is 
often the easiest thing to measure. The hard part is 
establishing a causal link between communication and 
positive behavior change. Sure, you can ask whether they’re 
aware of, for example, our safety program. But how do you 
know if communication has persuaded them work safer (that 
is, change their behavior)?

Communication provides value to the company far in excess of 
the resources invested in it, so leaders should be held 
accountable for showing results. Measurement centers 
around desired results, not activities. 

Here are some specific ways that employee communication 
affect the bottom line:

Net income/earnings. Communication can affect the behavior 
of people responsible for producing income for the company, 
including employees, customers, investors, the media, 
government and the local, national and international 
community.

Company objectives. While many other factors may also 
contribute, effective communication can help the company 
meet its customer satisfaction, safety, quality, productivity and 
environmental goals. For example, a communication program 
on safety could lead to increased awareness that helps reduce 
back injuries, which improves productivity and reduces the 
costs of worker compensation claims.
 
Perceptions. Communication can create opinions where there 
are none, reinforce opinions that already exist or change 
existing opinions. A person’s opinion about our business or 
product influences whether he or she becomes a customer. 
And, more so today, opinion influences the brightest talent in 
the marketplace in decisions about whether to join an 
organization as an employee.
 
Productivity. Like doctors, professional communicators can 
see symptoms such as high absenteeism and low productivity 
and prescribe remedies – in the form of communication plans 
– that are designed to improve employee morale, such as 
enhanced recognition programs and employee involvement in 
the business. The more satisfied employees are, the more 
likely they are to come to work and to work smarter.

Measuring the value of communication to the bottom line 
requires you to:

• Determine if messages were received. If messages 
are sent through printed materials, you must be able 
to determine if the materials were read by 
employees.

 
• Determine if messages were understood. Employees 

may hear or read information, but they must also 
clearly understand the message. Everything from a 
bad sound system to literacy problems can interfere 
with your message’s clarity.

 
• Determine if the communication caused a change in 

behavior. Did employees start working more safely? 
Are they more productive? Awareness of an issue 
isn’t enough – employees must also act on the 
information they receive for it to be effective 
communication.

 
• Determine if the behavior change benefited the 

business. If employees are working smarter or safer, 
their increased productivity or reductions in medical 
costs are direct influences on the business’ bottom 
line.

• Examine the opposite perspective. In a recent study 
of CEOs, most seemed to feel that the best way to 
determine the bottom line impact of communication 
is to examine the opposite perspective. For example, 
what could happen if we didn’t communicate a 
reorganization? What if we had never talked to 
employees about safety?

WHAT DO I MEASURE?

A strategic plan is designed to help you manage communications as a process rather than an event. 
Communications becomes another tool for making the company 

stronger, more aligned, more successful.



CHANNELS/TOOLS/MEDIA
There are numerous communication channels and tools to consider including 
when you create your communication strategy: 

TEAM AND INDIVIDUAL MEETINGS 
Every team leader should spend about an hour a month in meetings with direct 
reports to give employees an opportunity to ask questions and discuss ideas for 
improving and growing the business. However, it doesn’t take an agenda or 
presentation deck to have effective communication. Short meetings before or 
after a shift begins can be extremely effective. Consider this: Opportunities for 
two-way communication don’t just happen; you make them happen.
    
“TOWN HALL” AND SKIP-LEVEL MEETINGS
Often called “town hall” meetings, these are well-organized, large group meetings 
– frequently held monthly or quarterly – in which a leader discusses business 
issues with large groups of employees, such as all the employees at a location, or 
every employee within the company. 

Skip-level meetings are small group meetings in which a leader “skips” a reporting 
level and meets with employees without the employees‘ supervisor in 
attendance. A vice president, for example, might “skip” the directors on his or her 
team and invite only manager-level employees to a meeting. Often held over 
breakfast or lunch, the leader may make a few opening remarks. The bulk of the 
meeting should be reserved for attendees to ask questions and make comments. 
If employees are hesitant, it’s the leader‘s job to ask questions and suggest topics 
to keep the dialogue flowing.

OPEN FEEDBACK SYSTEMS
Every company and company location should have a system in place for constantly 
receiving employee suggestions to grow and improve the business. Some 
examples are suggestion boxes, e-mail boxes, weblogs and focus groups.However, 
if your system becomes a “black box” – information goes in but nothing comes out 
– it will fail. So before you establish such a system, make sure you have a plan for 
now you wil respond to employees who take the time to share their thoughts or 
ask questions.

PRINT, AUDIO/VISUAL AND WEB COMMUNICATIONS
Publications such as newsletters (print and electronic), email, websites, videos, 
and podcasts can be effective in reinforcing messages with employees. However, 
they should never be relied upon as an employee’s sole source of company 
information because (1) they do not provide immediate feedback to employee 
questions, (2) you don’t know if employees are actually reading/receiving the 
information, and (3) you may not be able to gauge whether the employee 
understands what he or she has read (consider literacy and language issues). Each 
channel should be surveyed at least annually to determine whether they’re 
effective, credible sources of information. If not, ditch them.

THE VISUAL WORKPLACE
Bulletin boards can be effective methods of employee communication when they 
reinforce existing messages and provide opportunities for feedback. To increase 
their effectiveness, they should be placed in areas frequented by employees yet 
out of heavy foot traffic (for safety reasons). 
  

A professional communicator can help 
you formulate messages, set up delivery 
channels, create opportunities for 
communication and conduct 
communication events. 

But they are not the people responsible 
for communication with your employees. 
As their leader, that’s your job. 

Regardless of whether you have a full 
team of communications professionals or 
none at all, final accountability for 
effective, business-driven, strategic 
communication lies with leadership.

When senior-level managers delegate 
ownership of communication, they send a 
strong message that the effort isn’t worth 
their time. People interpret that as a lack 
of commitment, and they themselves 
become reluctant to commit.

A communication professional can help 
coach you to use effective 
communications – the right messages, 
right tools at the right time – to become a 
more successful business leader. 

DO I NEED PROFESSIONAL 
HELP?



Planning for Effective Communication was developed by VZ Communications 
for the exclusive use of our clients and prospective clients. Copying, sharing or 
distributing this brochure without the written permision of VZ Communications 
is prohibited.

www.vzcommunications.com
March 2008
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