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CHAPTER 1

Foundations of Management
Communication

In business, as in most other areas of life, the best idea in the world can fail if it’s

not communicated effectively. How clearly and persuasively you present your
information and recommendation matters as much as how well you’ve analyzed
your data or how sensibly you’ve outlined a course of action. This book offers
exercises to strengthen yourself as a business communicator.

Two schools of thought have dominated the teaching of business
communication. One, derived from behavioral science, emphasizes that an
organization, like an organism, has very complex communication pathways. This
school has developed important concepts, such as an emphasis on the need to
shape your communication to the situation of your audience. At the same time, it
tends to downplay the importance—and opportunity——of the individual.

The other dominant school argues that effective business communication
entails mastering proven techniques of writing and speaking. Many fine books
explain how to avoid convoluted language, grammatical errors, passive
expression, or technical jargon. This approach draws on a rhetorical tradition
going back at least to the ancient Greeks, and it emphasizes the connection
between clear thinking and clear communication. It also encourages the writer or
speaker to take advantage of the vast resources of logic, evidence, persuasion,
and imagery inherent in our language. At the same time, it tends to give too much
attention to the communicator and too little attention to the context in which he
or she is communicating.

Both the behavioral and rhetorical schools are right, and neither, alone,
meets the full needs of the manager. Every communication is both situational
(organizational) and personal (stylistic). Successful business communication
depends on answering a few crucial questions: Have you mastered and organized
all the relevant information? Have you taken into account the personal and
organizational context? Have you defined a clear, achievable goal? Have you
considered the needs of your audiences? Have you expressed yourself as clearly,
vividly, and forcefully as possible? Have you chosen the right communication
channels?

Managers send messages through writing, speaking, actions, gestures,
electronic media, graphics, the grapevine, and force of personality. Good
business people devote tremendous attention to shaping their message and
deciding how to deliver it. Experienced managers insist that success depends
largely on effective communication.
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MANAGERS AND COMMUNICATION

As early as 1916, Henri Fayol defined the central functions of management as
planning (developing an outline of things that need to be done), organizing
(establishing a formal structure within which tasks are arranged and defined),
coordinating (relating one aspect of the organization’s work to other aspects),
commanding (indicating what needs to be done, including rewards and penalties),
and controlling (establishing a system capable of measuring how well the
organization is doing). Researchers who have studied management empirically
have found these categories to be useful but too rigid. In the 1970s, Henry
Mintzberg identified 10 “working roles” that, in varying proportions, make up the
manager’s job: figurehead, leader, liaison, monitor, disseminator, spokesperson,
entrepreneur, disturbance handler, resource allocator, and negotiator. Today, some
of these terms might be translated as image-maker, motivator, or facilitator. Every
one of these tasks requires effective communication to succeed.

As Mintzberg notes, “Verbal and written contacts are the manager’s work.”
He goes on:

Managers must be able to communicate easily and efficiently, and they must
share a vision of the direction in which they wish to take their organization. If
they cannot agree with reasonable precision on these “plans,” then they will pull
in different directions and the team (or organization) will break down.!

Mintzberg hits on a key point here: Effective communication, whether in
response to a crisis or in service of a long-term plan, flows from a vision of
success that includes, and motivates, your audience. This means that by the time
you call the meeting, write the memo, initiate the conversation, send the E-mail,
or give the speech, 90 percent of your communication work should already be
done.

ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

A communicator, or source, sends a message to a receiver, or audience, through
chosen media, provoking a response. This feedback, in turn, often creates an
ongoing dialogue. Building on this model, which originates early in the history of
communication research, we suggest seven categories that will help you define
and analyze any business communication situation:

SOURCE. This theme pervades the book. Who is initiating action, and why
should she or he be believed? How can you become a credible and effective
source?

GOAL. What result do you seek? This will seem obvious at first, when
you’ve received an assignment or gotten a good idea. Write it down as a reality
check. Then weigh it against the costs of achieving it. Can it stand on its own
merits? Does it conflict with other goals of equal or greater importance? How are

'Henry Mintzberg, The Nature of Managerial Work (New York: Harper and Row, 1973), p. 180.



