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Catherine Inwood

Thank you for coming along this evening.

I’m Catherine Inwood, currently interim internal comms manager at
Weight Watchers UK where I’m working on a big organisational change
programme. I’m something of a gamekeeper turned poacher in that I
began my career - sometime in the last century - in public relations,
coming into the internal comms fold through MCA, one of the pioneers
in our field, where I became a client director working on programmes for
British Airways, Barclaycard and Pfizer among many others. Since
2002 I’ve been an independent or freelancer, mostly working on
projects with ex-clients and ex-colleagues.

In February 2010 I took on my first interim role at BP as comms lead for
an HR/technology change programme, and I’ve been at Weight
watchers since December.

This evening I’m talking about Decluttering the communication closet -
a fitting subject for any time of the year, not just when we feel the need
for a bit of spring cleaning!
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aka the Little Black Dress school
of communication planning …

As everyone knows - gentlemen, you too - a ‘little black dress’ is the
basis of every closet or wardrobe. By definition it is simple, suitable for
a variety of occasions and always makes the wearer look good.

The trouble is, there are so many versions of the Little Black Dress.

So, which do you choose? The common sense answer is ‘the one that’s
right’. But how do you know? Does that mean the newest, or the most
expensive? The cutting edge or the play it safe?

Hopefully you’re already seeing the connection between dresses and
comms. Most of us have more than one ‘little black dress’ to call on for
communication but I suspect, if my own experience is anything to go by,
that those dresses are not laid out like in this picture, easy to see and
choose from. More likely your communication closet looks like this:
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You’ve inherited a raft of communication channels: formal, informal and
somewhere between the two. You’ve got the things you use most piled
at the front but you’re really not quite sure what lies behind. You’ve got
a feeling that there are some real gems towards the back but you can’t
quite remember where they are, how they worked, who sponsored
them, who hated them - and haven’t the time to risk a wild goose chase
burrowing in only to find the zip is bust or there’s gravy down the front
so you can’t use it anyway.

So how do you go from this - or in work terms, this:
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to something more ordered - and why should you bother?
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declutter  (diːˈklʌtəә)
to simplify or get rid of mess, disorder, complications, etc:

declutter your life

order, clean up, neaten, tidy

Fit for purpose  Ready for action  Earns its keep

Let’s start by looking at some definitions so we’re all working with a
shared understanding of what we mean.

Decluttering is about getting rid of mess and disorder. It’s about giving
us space to think, to make decisions.

Words such as order, clean up, neaten, tidy apply. It’s about CLARITY
versus CLUTTER.

Most of us have inherited internal comms channels. Whether we work
as interims, consultants or in-house it’s rare to find ourselves starting
from scratch. It’s human nature to communicate and even when formal
comms channels are few, there will be a myriad of informal channels in
place.

This evening I want to take a look at why it’s important IC practitioners
have a communication ‘closet’ that’s fit for purpose, ready for action and
earns its keep.



6

Fit for purpose

“I know you have 1000 great ideas for
things that iTunes could do. And we

have 1000 more. But innovation is not
about saying yes to everything. It’s
about saying no to all but the most

crucial features.”

Steve Jobs. CEO Apple Computer Inc

Fit for purpose. What does that mean for internal comms? Let’s start
with a quote from Steve Jobs, CEO of Apple.I believe it’s the last bit
that’s most important.

With so many options available to us - and to our clients, whether they
are internal or external - it’s tempting to go with new, to add to existing.
But in the world of decluttering that means remembering to take
something away, to make room for the new. And most of us don’t.

In fact, most of us - tell me if I’m wrong - don’t actually know how may
communication channels we have in our organisations. Is it half a
dozen? One dozen? Four dozen? Or maybe more? Let’s do a quick
straw poll in the room -  take a few minutes to think about the
communication channels in your organisation, note them down and
count them up.

[discussion of results]

So, now we have an idea how many Little Black Dresses, or channels
as us professionals like to say, we have at our disposal. The next
question is whether they are fit for purpose. And this is where I think we
need to go back to basics. And for me, that means being clear about
the framework we’re hanging our communication activity on. There are
many available and I’m sure you’ll all have your favourites. Mine is this:
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The 4 Is

InspireInvolve

InformInstruct

The 4 Is framework promotes the idea - another I! - that organisational
communication can be (roughly) grouped into these four boxes and that
each box has different requirements of its communication channels. So,
no merit in an interactive webcast if you need to INSTRUCT people in
the use of the fire escapes but it’s a different matter if you want to
INSPIRE them to be safer at work.  A working assumption is that the
need for two-way communication increases as you move from top left to
bottom right.

Now, there’s probably not much new in that. But my message here is:
when did you last look at your channels through this lens? How
confident are you that you know what fits where and whether this
weighting is right?

It’s a key step in decluttering that communication closet.

Ensuring that your Little Black Dress is Ready for Action when you
need it is another.
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Ready for action

• Stakeholders bought in?
• Capable technology in place?
• Governance agreed?
• Budget signed off?
• Resources and skills available?
• Measurement agreed?

So, what needs to stop?

So, here you are: a communicator who know how many channels or
LBDs, they have, and what their purpose is. The next big question is:
are they ready for action?

To me, this means - can you open the doors to your communication
closet and pull out what you need, with no extra work involved?

This list is not exhaustive and it’s not necessarily in order for your
organisation. At Weight Watchers it makes sense because we have a
collaborative, collegiate approach to decision-making, fairly primitive
comms technologies, a sign-off process that can involve our US parent
and we’re a pretty lean (pun intended!) organisation with little dedicated
comms resource.

So far, so vanilla. I think what really makes the difference though is this
last point: what needs to stop. It’s not the easiest question to answer,
not least from a process point of view (how do we work this out), but
Emma Ridgeon has this suggestion:

When I worked in-house we organised a comms team away day where
we brainstormed all the possible channels/ways to reach people across
the organisation. It was an amazing eye opener - we thought we had
around six key channels max, it turned out we identified 18 different
ways to communicate with various audiences. That then gave us a
base from which to determine which ones we needed to be owners of,
involved in, consulted on, advisors to, etc. It was a really refreshing
session, and made us realise we didn't need to establish any more
channels, just harness those that already existed to better effect.   

So, by this stage we can be fairly confident that our communication
closet is not only Ready for Action but is also Fit for Purpose. Now we
need to ask: does everything left Earn its Keep?
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Earns its keep
• Internal communication is about:

– a well defined, all-inclusive program that helps manage employee
expectations about their company, its direction, its place in the
world, their individual roles, how their success will be measured,
how well they are performing to expectations plus how well they
and their families understand benefits and the other things that
have a direct impact on their lives

– using professional communication skills to make the organisation
operate better.

– disseminating strategy, increasing innovation, building trust and
loyalty, enhancing profit and sustainability (business as well as
environment), and so on.

– creating engagement - if people know what they are expected to do
and are connected to the organisation then the result should be
better all round!

Making sure every item in our nearly decluttered communication closet
really Earns its Keep requires us to take another back to basics step.
And that is understanding what internal comms is meant or expected to
achieve in your organisation.

For many of us - particularly when we’re coming in to an organisation
on an interim basis - it’s actually a vital question to ask because often
organisations have forgotten. Or, at the very best, made assumptions
that everyone shares the same understanding. And that can leave us
very exposed!

So, what is the purpose of internal comms? Here are some working
definitions gathered from internal comms forums on LinkedIn: [slide
bullets]

For me the answer that makes most sense is this - [next slide]
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Earns its keep

“I think as IC practitioners we must be
commercially aware first and foremost.

There have been years of too much
'fluff' in the IC function and unless you

add value to any business you are
merely an overhead.”

The notion of adding value to an organisation through internal comms
activity is - I hope - now a given. Proving this is altogether harder. I
came across a lovely quote when I was researching this presentation.
It’s from Mark Ritson, an IoIC member who said: “In added value terms
a communication plan is to a business strategy what an orchestra
conductor is to sheet music.”

For me that shows internal comms to be an enabler, a facilitator, within
an organisation. And it makes explicit the importance of linking to the
business or organisation strategy. Without this, we’re sunk. No amount
of internal communication activity can make up for the lack of a clear,
compelling picture of the future and the steps that need to be taken en
route. Without that strategy I’d say it’s impossible for internal comms to
be Fit for Purpose, Ready for Action or Earn its Keep.

So, the first steps in this part of the decluttering process is to check the
freshness of your organisation’s business strategy, and to review the fit
between it and your internal comms planning.And if you find some gaps
- do something!

Of course, it’s possible to get some sort of metrics on whether your
internal comms activity is earning its keep without a clear cut business
strategy. But it tends to be about output rather than impacts, volume
rather than value, which often come across as rather light-weight in
those discussions we’re increasingly being part of in these economic
times about justifying spend, reallocating budgets, assigning resource
to best effect, and so on.

To make life simpler tonight, at least, let’s take a clear organistional
strategy as a given. How then can you find out what value your internal
comms work is bringing to your organisation so that you can continue
the good work of decluttering?
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Earn its keep

• Review once, measure often.

• Think:

根回し

Communication reviews and audits look at what’s happening now and
how this could be improved. They are inward looking and done to
inform future planning. A measurement programme I described by Paul
Roberts of Ibis Communication as: “An ongoing assessment of
performance against pre-agreed criteria. It’s purpose is to summarise
the impact of communication activity and provide the organisation with
evidence that the investment is worthwhile.”

You can see from this how important an organisational strategy is in
determining what those pre-agreed criteria could be, and how important
it is to be clear about the purpose of comms in your organisation. Only
then can you investigate which comms activities are earning their keep.
There are many ways that this can be done, formal and informal - on-
line surveys, temperature checks - even asking people! I’m interested to
know how those of you here this evening tackle this part of our role?
[discuss]

A closing thought on this element of decluttering is ‘nemawashi’, a term
I didn’t know before my preparations for tonight but one I’m going to
remember for a long time - and my thanks to Alison Harmer who raised
it on an IoIC discussion forum. It’s a Japanese term which means
quietly gathering information from the ground up. You talk to people
involved and get a groundswell of opinion before putting a strategy into
action. Gaining buy-in from the start makes it much easier to implement
whatever you want to do - and it has the in-built advantage of
identifying things that might fail earlier in the process.
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You know when you have achieved
perfection in design, not when you have

nothing more to add, but when you
have nothing more to take away.

Antoine de St. Exupéry

So, linking back to the title of this session - Decluttering the
communication closet, the Little Black Dress school of communication
planning - I hope you’re now encouraged to take a fresh look at your
communication closet and confidently embark on a little spring-cleaning
that will ensure your communication activity is Fit for Purpose, Ready
for Action and Earns its Keep for some time to come. The results will
speak for themselves. [next slide]

Ends
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The result?


