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xix

PREFACE TO THE EIGHTH EDITION

The roots of this textbook extend back to 1984, when John Wiley and Sons pub-
lished Managerial Communication: A Strategic Approach, by Larry Smeltzer and John 

Waltman. �eir practical, results-oriented examination of managerial communication 
was groundbreaking at the time. In the preface, they stated the book’s objective: “to 
develop managers who communicate in a creative manner by understanding and strategi-
cally applying appropriate concepts.” �at objective is still valid.

A second edition added Don Leonard as third author in 1991. Gerry Hynes adopted 
the 1994 edition, authored by Larry Smeltzer and Don Leonard, by then titled Managerial 
Communication: Strategies and Applications. She had been looking for a graduate-level text 
that presented a balanced approach to workplace communication and that was written for 
managers and executives.

�ese strengths drew Gerry to that early edition:

• A strategic approach

• A solid research base

• Comprehensive coverage of contemporary issues

• An even-handed examination of oral and written communication channels

• A focus on managerial rather than entry-level competencies

Gerry came on board as third author with Smeltzer and Leonard for the 2002 edition 
and obtained sole authorship starting with the 2008 edition. In 2017, she invited Jennifer 
Veltsos to join her as a second author on the seventh edition. �e Hynes-Veltsos team is 
working remarkably well, and Jennifer has stepped up to the lead author position for the 
new eighth edition. Our goal continues to be ensuring that the qualities that made the 
original book unique and successful are still present in this eighth edition. Truth is truth. It 
does not change with the times. �erefore, our task is to bring timeless communication prin-
ciples into the contemporary workplace. To meet the needs of today’s busy manager/student, 
we have updated the chapters, describing current business practices, summarizing relevant 
research, and providing guidelines for strategic managerial communication.

�e reality is that an e�ective contemporary manager must possess a wide range of skills. 
While being accountable to an executive team and a customer base, a manager must be able to 
motivate subordinates and cross-functional work groups with diverse backgrounds, interpret 
complicated rules, foster process improvement, and meet sometimes unclear organizational 
expectations. Furthermore, today’s manager often must use new technology to accomplish 
these tasks. Because these advanced abilities do not necessarily come from prior work experi-
ence, communication education is a vital component in managerial development.
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Working together on this textbook is both enjoyable and challenging. �e coauthors 
continue to evaluate the content to re�ect the needs and interests of today’s business and 
professional students, to sort out what is important and what is no longer important for 
them to know and be able to do. After all, e�ective communication leads to managerial 
and organizational success. �e value of the book’s content is not controversial; the key is 
to keep it fresh.
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WHAT’S NEW IN THIS EDITION

Many adopters of the seventh edition of Managerial Communication: Strategies and 
Applications indicated that major strengths are its balanced approach to managerial 

writing and oral communication, the end-of-chapter cases and exercises that o�er oppor-
tunities for practice and application of the principles, and the comprehensive instructor 
supplements. We have retained these strengths in the eighth edition.

Consistent with earlier revisions, we have updated examples and scenarios in every chapter 
and have added references to relevant, cutting-edge research in managerial communication.

New features include Learning Objectives at the beginning of every chapter and Critical 
�inking Questions inserted throughout. In addition, we have connected the content with 
the unprecedented upheavals in the current business environment that have been triggered 
by the global COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting economic crisis. Every chapter now 
ends with real-life cases that demonstrate how contemporary organizations are applying 
the managerial communication principles presented in the chapter, followed by discussion 
questions. Students will recognize many companies, people, and events in the news.

A chapter-by-chapter summary of highlights and new content appears next.

CHANGES TO CHAPTERS

Chapter-speci�c improvements in the eighth edition include the following:

• Chapter 1 (“Communicating in Contemporary Organizations”) has an expanded 
discussion of diversity in the workplace that managers should address using a 
contingency approach.

• Chapter 2 (“Understanding the Managerial Communication Process”) includes 
a clearer discussion of the strategic communication model, including a new golf 
ball visual metaphor that more accurately re�ects the contextual, situational, and 
message factors that managers must analyze when communicating at work.

• Chapter 3 (“Communicating With Technology”) has been updated to include 
current applications of social media and collaboration networks as communication 
media. We continue to emphasize the principles and best practices that apply to 
both emerging technologies and better-established technologies.

• Chapter 4 (“Managing Meetings and Teams”) features a more balanced view 
of virtual and traditional teams, recognizing that remote work is growing in 
popularity and by necessity.
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• Chapter 5 (“Making Presentations”) has an expanded section on virtual speaking 
and a closer look at the use of facts and opinions as evidence in informative and 
persuasive presentations.

• Chapter 6 (“Communicating Visually”) continues to help managers prepare 
presentations and visual aids with clear, ethical graphics and design elements.

• Chapter 7 (“Writing in the Workplace”) contains updated references and a case 
study to help readers see how principles of good writing are applied in practice.

• Chapter 8 (“Writing Routine Messages”) o�ers updated guidelines for formatting 
and designing e-mail, letters, and memos. Strategic uses of internal messages are 
explored in depth.

• Chapter 9 (“Writing in Special Situations”) has been signi�cantly improved to 
expand our discussion of non-routine messages. In addition to informal and 
formal reports, we also provide advice on writing a variety of proposals, crisis 
messages, and apologies.

• Chapter 10 (“Listening”) has new sections on listening digitally and listening 
during a crisis; it also presents strategies for responding to negative messages.

• Chapter 11 (“Communicating Nonverbally”) includes a section summarizing new 
research about interpreting facial expressions. �e impact of various workspace 
designs on communication behavior is also explored.

• Chapter 12 (“Communicating Across Cultures”) recognizes the heightened 
signi�cance of intercultural sensitivity for business success. Strategies are presented 
for preparing managers to communicate in culturally diverse environments, both 
abroad and domestically.

• Chapter 13 (“Managing Con�ict”) adds new emphasis to advice on choosing 
con�ict-resolution approaches and o�ers guidance on de-escalating destructive 
con�ict.

• Chapter 14 (“Negotiating”) o�ers new guidelines for sustainable negotiation 
strategies in intercultural contexts. An expanded section on e-negotiations presents 
advantages and disadvantages of negotiating online, both synchronously and 
asynchronously.

• Chapter 15 (“Conducting Interviews”) presents additional guidelines for 
employment interviews and performance appraisal interviews. Virtual interviews, 
which are growing in popularity, are also addressed.
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1
COMMUNICATING 

IN CONTEMPORARY 

ORGANIZATIONS

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to

• Describe the evolution of managerial communication from ancient times 
to today.

• De�ne the contingency approach to managerial communication.

• Explain how diversity a�ects approaches to communication within  
organizations.

• Discuss the role of e�ective communication in developing a culture of 
quality and ethics in the workplace.

As we move deeper into the 21st century, management communication is both chal-
lenging and exciting. Organizations are becoming much more complex, and many 

new forces confront the manager. Greater competitive pressures, shorter product life 
cycles, increased demands for quality and service, more regulatory constraints, greater 
concerns for cost containment, heightened awareness of environmental concerns, and 
renewed emphasis on human rights are just some of the pressures increasing the complex-
ity of the manager’s job. But these pressures also make managerial communication excit-
ing. �e contemporary manager has a greater opportunity than ever to make a signi�cant 
di�erence in the success of the organization and increase the quality of work life for fellow 
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employees. But that requires e�ective managerial communication skills, which are becom-
ing more complex, making them more di�cult to master.

�e workplace is much more diverse and complex than it was just a few decades ago, 
and it requires more sophisticated management communication skills. At the start of the 
20th century, heavy manufacturing was the industrial base of Western countries. Products 
changed little from year to year, and the workforce consisted mainly of white men. But 
today, products and entire management systems change rapidly, and employees must 
adapt just as quickly. In addition, work teams are extremely diverse. At Intel, one of the 
world’s largest and highest-valued semiconductor chip makers, it is not uncommon to 
have a design engineer from Singapore working with a purchasing manager from Ireland 
and an accountant from California. �is means the project manager must have the sophis-
ticated skills required to communicate to a diverse work group in a rapidly changing 
environment.

Technology helps with this communication challenge, but it also adds new require-
ments. Advances in telecommunications have created new media for communicating 
and the ability to work remotely, but best practices are still evolving. We have more 
opportunities to interact with multiple cultures, which require that we become better 
cross-cultural communicators. Furthermore, as technical products and services become 
more complex, we must be able to communicate about more complicated concepts than 
in the past.

E�ective communication is a leading indicator of �nancial performance. Towers 
Watson, a global company that provides human capital and management consulting ser-
vices, conducted research on 651 organizations from a broad range of industries and regions 
over a 10-year period. �ey found that companies that communicate e�ectively are 3.5 
times more likely to signi�cantly outperform their industry peers than those that do not 
communicate e�ectively. Other key �ndings include these approaches:

• Managers at the best companies are three times more likely to communicate 
clearly the behaviors that are expected of employees, instead of being focused  
on cost.

• Extensive managerial communication improves the likelihood of successful 
change. Managers at the best companies pay careful attention to their employees, 
communicate reasons for changes, provide training, and support the employees, 
instead of using a top-down approach.

• E�ective managerial communication increases productivity and �nancial 
performance. Managers at the best companies are more than twice as likely to use 
new social media technologies to facilitate collaboration on work projects.1

Communication and its role in the life of an organization will continue to evolve. As 
a result, we must think about how communication will occur in the future. One way to 
understand what this will mean for managerial communication behavior is to look at the 
di�erent stages through which managerial communication has already passed. As you read 
the following pages and note how managerial communication has changed over time, specu-
late how it will continue to change during your career. Knowledge of the past will help us 
prepare for the future.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF  

MANAGERIAL COMMUNICATION

Managers communicated with employees in markedly di�erent ways in the past than they 
do today. To best understand these changes, it is helpful to review the eras of management 
as listed in Table 1-1. We provide an overview of each era, then discuss the management 
communication strategies and techniques appropriate for that era.

Management Communication in Ancient Times

�e earliest known example of managerial communication may be the record keeping pro-
cedure developed by Sumerian priests around 5000 BCE.2 �ese records, consisting of pic-
tograms scratched or pressed into clay tablets, re�ected cross-cultural business transactions, 
such as payments of beer to workers.3 Around the same time, Egyptians were developing 
hieroglyphics, which they wrote on clay, wood, or, most often, papyrus.4 �e Babylonians 
seem to have adopted cuneiform, the Sumerian form of writing. �e Code of Hammurabi, 
circa 1750 BCE, includes information about wages and terms of contracts.5 Tablets found 
in London reveal that the ancient Romans were the �rst managers, using commercial  

TABLE 1-1 ■ Historical Perspective of Managerial Communication

Era Characteristics Communication

Ancient and medieval Initial efforts to organize 

commerce

Written records

1900s

Scientific management 

Administrative theory

Clearly defined job duties, 

time specifications for 

completing the task, and 

adherence to rules

Emphasis on authority and 

discipline

One-way communication, 

heavy reliance on written job 

instructions and rules 

Emergence of gangplank 

theory

1920s

Human relations

Importance of relationship 

between managers and 

workers

Importance of listening and 

interpersonal communication 

skills

1950s

Behavioral

Recognition of complexity of 

organizational behavior and 

communication

Development of 

communication theory, 

beginning to apply theory to 

organizational practice

1990s

Empowerment

Distribution of power to 

everyone in the organization

Two-way communication; 

participation of employees

21st century

Contingency

Interdependence of jobs, 

organizations, and people

Application of appropriate 

communication strategy to the 

situation
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languages to request payments, lend money, and settle legal disputes in the year 57 CE.6 
�e �rst committee may have been organized around 325 BCE, as Alexander the Great 
organized sta� groups.

Venice, Italy, was a major center for merchants and economic exchange during medieval 
times. Merchants built warehouses and used an inventory system that required periodic 
reports for the city governing body.7 �ese brief examples indicate that since the beginning 
of commerce, some type of managerial communication has been practiced.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Why was written language so important to the development of managerial 

communication?

2. Other than technology use, what has changed in the way business is conducted? 

How does studying the evolution of managerial communication help us understand 

and appreciate contemporary practices?

1900s: Management Efficiency  

and One-Way Communication

�e systematic evolution of managers as communicators began around the turn of the 20th 
century. �e scienti�c management philosophy stressed the scienti�c study and organiza-
tion of work. During this era, it was believed that the greatest levels of e�ciency could be 
obtained with extremely precise job instructions and that employees should not second-
guess the instructions. �is period was characterized by one-way communication at work.

Scienti�c management was founded by Frederick Taylor, a supervisor at the Philadelphia 
Midvale Steel Company in the late 1800s. Taylor believed it was possible to document the most 
e�cient and e�ective procedure for performing a task, which could be written in elaborate job 
designs and communicated to employees through extensive training. To Taylor, employees 
were just another element in his formula.8 Other proponents of scienti�c management included 
Frank Gilbreth, who studied motion to make bricklaying more e�cient, and Harrington 
Emerson, who developed 12 principles of e�ciency for the railroads. One of his most repeated 
principles was discipline, which included adherence to rules and strict obedience.9

We still see elements of the scienti�c method today in such businesses as McDonald’s, 
whose founder, Ray Kroc, used scienti�c management techniques to bring quality, service, 
cleanliness, and value to the fast-food industry. Every employee has a precise job descrip-
tion, each task is to be completed in a speci�ed period, and there is strict adherence to rules. 
�ese procedures allow employees to be trained in a short time and reduce the number of 
unique conditions to which managers must adapt. Only limited strategic managerial com-
munication is required.10

While scienti�c management was receiving extensive attention in the United States, 
administrative theory was developing in France. Although this approach to management 
emerged during the same era as scienti�c management, its focus was quite di�erent. 
Scienti�c management was concerned mainly with making processes e�cient, but admin-
istrative theory focused on broader issues facing all managers.
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A key �gure in developing this theory was Henri Fayol, who developed 14 principles 
of management.11 Two-way communication between the manager and employee is lim-
ited; the manager’s authority is emphasized. �e manager’s role is to give orders and main-
tain discipline; little attention is placed on listening skills. �is approach is similar to the 
military model of the time, in which o�cers were extremely autocratic—soldiers were not 
encouraged to provide feedback to them, and the o�cers seldom listened. It is also compa-
rable to the political system used in totalitarian governments.

Teamwork and participative decision making were not integral to administrative theory. 
Fayol recognized the traditional organization hierarchy as important in establishing the 
chain of command. However, he also saw ine�ciencies in the system when employees at the 
same level needed to communicate. Figure 1-1 shows how Employee B would communicate 
with Employee J according to prevailing thought at the time. �e employee would have 
to send the message up the organization’s chain of command to the top; then the message 
would come down through another chain of command. �e implications for ine�ciency 
and ine�ectiveness are clear to contemporary managers.

To bypass these problems, Fayol developed what is now famously known as gangplank 
theory. According to this theory, Employee B would be allowed to communicate directly 
with Employee J if each had permission from their immediate supervisors to do so and 
they kept the supervisors apprised of the communication. Figure 1-2 diagrams informal 
networks and horizontal communication.

FIGURE 1-1 ■ Following the Hierarchy
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FIGURE 1-2 ■ Gangplank Theory
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Scienti�c management and administrative theory attempted to systematize the work 
environment by establishing a set of elaborate rules and communicating them to employ-
ees. Managerial authority was not to be questioned, and deviations from the norm or nego-
tiations were not allowed. Gangplank theory was the �rst formal recognition of horizontal 
communication and acknowledged the importance of organizational structure and infor-
mal communication networks, which are now taken for granted in most contemporary 
organizations. As communication practices continued to evolve, autocratic practices began 
to be replaced by interpersonal communication.

1920s: The Human Relations Approach  

and the Rise of Interpersonal Communication

While scienti�c management and administrative theory focused on compliance and e�-
ciency, others were beginning to study the relationships between organizational members. 
In the human relations approach, managerial communication was the focus of attention, 
rather than carefully planned procedures. �e heart of the human relations approach is that 
attention to social needs and participation improves morale. In turn, this morale leads to 
greater compliance with managerial authority.

Dale Carnegie was one of the �rst writers to link communication skill with manage-
rial e�ectiveness. In How to Win Friends and In�uence People (1936), Carnegie argued that 
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gaining compliance from other people depends on interpersonal dynamics of attraction and 
in�uence.12 In�uence is possible by listening, showing an interest in others’ concerns, and 
gaining their con�dence.13 Although his primary audience was not managers, the applica-
bility to managerial communication was clear. Commitment is gained through interper-
sonal communication skills. �is was a radical change to those who previously believed 
a manager could “buy” commitment with economic motivators or coerce it through the 
authority of a manager’s position.

While Dale Carnegie was presenting his seminars, a group of Harvard professors, led by 
Elton Mayo, was conducting a series of studies that became known as the Hawthorne stud-
ies.14 At Western Electric Company’s Hawthorne plant in Illinois, management followed 
the scienti�c management principles to produce telephones. Little personal communication 
occurred between managers and employees; job speci�cations and work rules were spelled 
out. �e manager’s job was to enforce them through authority and discipline.

A group of industrial engineers was studying the e�ect of increasing the light in work 
areas on productivity. �e engineers set out to �nd the optimum conditions, but the results 
of the study de�ed explanation. Productivity increased regardless of what the researchers 
did to the lighting. To understand why their principles failed, researchers isolated and 
observed a small group of workers. �ese studies included changes in compensation, rest 
periods, work schedules, and work methods. In general, productivity increased during the 
studies regardless of changes in the work conditions.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

Recall a time when the instructor of a course or training class asked for your input 

on the course topics, schedule, methods, or even the meeting time and location.

1. How did the ability to voice your opinion influence the amount you learned?

2. How did it affect your interest and motivation?

�e researchers �nally concluded that the relationship between the researchers and the 
workers accounted for the results. Traditionally, scienti�c management advocates simply 
observed workers to identify the most e�cient way to organize a job. �e Hawthorne 
researchers had shown personal interest in the workers as they consulted with and kept 
them informed about changes. �e relationship established between the researchers and 
the employees was quite di�erent from that of the managers and employees in other parts 
of the plant.

Because the results di�ered from what was expected, the industrial engineers continued 
to study working conditions. In what may have been the �rst use of extensive interviewing 
in the workplace, the researchers asked thousands of employees about their attitudes toward 
working conditions, managers, and work in general. �e interviews indicated that people 
who work under similar conditions experience these conditions in di�erent ways and assign 
di�erent meanings to their experiences.

�e research concluded that employees’ attitudes depend on the social organization 
of the group and their positions in these groups. Mayo recommended that managers be 
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friendly in their relationships with workers, listen to workers’ concerns, and give them a 
sense of participation in decisions so that they could meet their social needs.15 In many 
respects, both Mayo and Carnegie were similar in their advice, and both were in stark 
contrast to the scienti�c management philosophy.

Or were they? Did this human relations approach really di�er from the scienti�c man-
agement approach? Some would argue that both Mayo and Carnegie were promoting 
highly manipulative managerial communication strategies intended only to gain compli-
ance from workers and to promote acceptance of managerial authority.

Although the general orientation of management during this era may have been manip-
ulative, the human relations approach pointed out the importance of interpersonal commu-
nication. �e legacy of the human relations approach is that managing groups, listening, 
and interviewing are now all considered integral to managerial communication.

1950s: The Behavioral Approach  

and Organizational Communication

During the 1950s, managers’ behavior, including communication, received extensive 
attention. Economics, anthropology, psychology, and sociology were all applied to under-
standing communication on the job. No longer were employees viewed only as tools used 
to complete a job. Peter Drucker was among the �rst management gurus to assert that 
workers should be treated as assets, not as liabilities. He originated the view of the corpo-
ration as a human community built on trust and respect for the worker, not just a pro�t- 
making machine.16 Many management theories emerged during this era, such as McGregor’s  
theory X and theory Y, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, Likert’s four systems of management, 
Blake and Mouton’s managerial grid, and Herzberg’s motivational model. �ese theories, 
explained in most comprehensive management textbooks, have valuable information about 
what is required for e�ective managerial communication. Unfortunately, the theoretical 
explanations of managerial behavior became extremely complex—too complex for most 
managers to understand and apply. Many training programs were developed to help man-
agers apply these theories, but often little bene�t resulted.

While theories were being developed about behavior at work, much also was being done 
in the area of communication theory. For instance, J. L. Austen developed the speech 
act theory, which maintains that certain communication conventions must be used to be 
e�ective, and David Berlo developed a model emphasizing two-way communication.17 
Attention was given to social in�uences on communication, but unfortunately, the social 
context of managers was given little or no attention.18

�e nature of organizational structure also received extensive attention. Organizations 
of the 1950s and 1960s were recognized as being di�erent from those of the early 1900s. 
Karl Weick’s theory of organizing made it clear that organizations are not stable, static enti-
ties; rather, they are continually evolving. Internal and external communication networks 
are continually evolving, too. Changing types of information and factors such as rumors 
and informal communication must be considered by managers when communicating.

Forty years earlier, Fayol recognized the importance of communication networks and 
organizational structure when he presented the gangplank concept. Now, entire organiza-
tions and their structure were receiving renewed attention.19 �e nature of managerial and 
employee behavior, the study of communication, and an analysis of the nature of organiza-
tions all had important implications for managers as communicators. However, as men-
tioned earlier, these studies resulted in a complex body of knowledge that was di�cult 
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for managers to use. Out of this behavioral approach, the era of employee empowerment 
emerged.

1990s: The Empowerment Approach  

and Participative Communication

Empowerment is power sharing, or the delegation of power or authority to employees in the 
organization.20 Since the emergence of the behavioral approach, we have seen a major shift 
away from the centralization of power. Empowerment encourages employees to participate 
fully in the organization. In the 1990s, we began to see power being given to others in the 
organization, so that they could act more freely to accomplish their jobs.

As companies experienced more intense global competition and rapidly developing 
technology, many top managers believed giving up centralized control would promote 
faster product development, �exibility, and quality. In a 1989 study, 74 percent of the chief 
executive o�cers surveyed reported that they were more participatory, were more consensus 
oriented, and relied more on communication than on command than in years past. �ey 
found less value in being dictatorial, autocratic, or imperial.21 �e chief executive o�cer’s 
letter to the General Electric stockholders in the 1990 annual report provides an example 
of the empowerment philosophy. In this letter, the CEO asserted that managers must learn 
to delegate, facilitate, listen, and trust. He talked about the sharing of ideas to develop one 
vision for the huge corporation.

Sharing a vision means sharing information. In the traditional organization, the top 
managers are frequently the only ones who know the �nancial condition of the company, 
but in organizations that empower employees, information is shared with everyone. For 
instance, Spring�eld Remanufacturing Corp. in Spring�eld, Missouri, is an employee-
owned company where workers on the line know—and are taught to understand—almost 
everything the president knows about costs and revenues, departmental productivity, and 
strategic priorities.22 �e empowerment movement can be seen in union–management rela-
tions; union members have become more involved in management decisions as manage-
ment provides more information to them. In fact, information sharing is often part of 
contract negotiations.23 Both management and union members can be found on work qual-
ity and productivity improvement teams.

You may not be surprised that attempts at empowerment faced many challenges. 
Caterpillar Inc., the heavy-equipment manufacturer, worked with the United Auto 
Workers in the 1980s to improve employee relations, including a program that asked shop 
�oor workers to submit ideas for improving operations. However, when the industry met 
�nancial troubles in 1991, the employee involvement program became the victim of a bit-
ter battle between the company and the United Auto Workers. An adversarial relationship 
between union and management returned; accordingly, one-way communication was more 
frequent than would be expected in an environment of empowerment.24

Although e�orts to empower employees may run into problems, a number of strate-
gies for empowering employees can be attempted, such as autonomous work groups, self-
leadership, work-out groups, and quality circles. But as mentioned in the discussion of the 
behavioral approach, some of the theories and programs for empowerment can become so 
complicated that they are di�cult to apply and are not suitable for every contemporary 
organization. As a result, the contingency approach has emerged as a management philoso-
phy that makes sense in the early 21st century.25
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21st Century: The Contingency Approach  

to Management Communication

�e contingency approach recognizes the importance of matching di�erent situations with 
varying communication strategies. �e most e�ective and e�cient strategy varies from 
one situation to another and depends on a number of factors. E�ective managers see the 
interdependence of the various aspects of jobs, organizations, and communication. A com-
munication method that is highly e�ective at one time and place may be ine�ective in 
another situation. �e contingency approach recognizes that there is no one best way to 
communicate.

For example, during a crisis, a manager may tell employees exactly what to do because 
two-way communication might waste time or employees may not have a holistic view of the 
organization. But during periods of growth, discussion between the manager and employ-
ees may generate new ideas. Each communication strategy—the autocratic approach and 
the participative approach—is appropriate in di�erent situations.

�e contingency approach has grown in popularity recently because of the com-
plexity of organizations. Especially in multinational and multicultural organizations, 
managers must understand that there is no one best way of communicating; e�ective 
communication is contingent on the situation. �at is not to say, however, that con-
temporary organizations are managed chaotically. On the contrary, accountability and 
oversight systems have been emphasized since the meltdown of multinationals such as 
Enron, Adelphia, and WorldCom in the early 2000s. �e Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 
(especially Section 404) stresses the need for business control and auditing processes. 
�e point is that as corporate governance becomes more transparent, information �ows 
more freely and e�ective managers adapt to the complexities of each situation when 
communicating.

In summary, each era approaches communication di�erently but helps us better under-
stand communication within contemporary organizations and the type of communication 
that may be appropriate in the future. Good ideas can be drawn from the scienti�c, admin-
istrative, human relations, behavioral, and empowerment approaches to communication. 
For example, without the administrative and human relations orientations, managerial 
communication might still focus on keeping records, giving orders, and maintaining dis-
cipline. Creative analysis is required to ensure that communication strategies adapt to the 
varying contingencies.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. What are some of the complexities in today’s business environment that make the 

contingency model appropriate?

2. Think about a message you have received recently from work, school, or another 

group to which you belong. What might be the contributing factors in the situation 

that guided the writer’s decisions?
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FACTORS AFFECTING  

COMMUNICATION CONTINGENCIES

�e nature of communication and a strategic model of managerial communication are 
presented in Chapter 2. �e discussion here presents three contingencies that should be 
considered when developing a strategy for managerial communication. It is impossible to 
review all contingencies because every manager faces many unique situations. However, it 
is possible to review the major current events that may in�uence a manager’s environment. 
�e following sections review diversity, competition and product quality, and ethics as 
major social and business in�uences that a�ect managerial communication.

Diversity

Today, everyone works with more diverse populations than just a few decades ago. 
Beginning in the 1960s, the United States embraced tolerance and diversity as a strategic 
mission. However, minimizing cultural bias in the workplace continues to be a challenge 
for managers. �is challenge, which is discussed throughout this text, means managers 
must not only be able to communicate with a greater variety of audiences but also help 
their employees see diversity as a corporate asset rather than a liability. Diversity is linked 
to increased pro�tability and creativity, stronger governance, and better problem-solving 
abilities that help organizations be resilient and innovative.26

�e contemporary manager should be particularly aware of how diversity a�ects their 
communication practices. In this section, we consider diversity not only in terms of culture 
and ethnicity but also gender, sexual orientation and gender identity, people with disabili-
ties, age, and education.

Culture and Ethnicity

�e increasing diversity of the U.S. workforce is a re�ection of the increasingly diverse 
population. �ings have changed signi�cantly since the early 20th century, and we can-
not assume that the typical business professional is white. Data from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics show that 17 percent are Hispanic, 13 percent are Black, and 6 percent are Asian.27 
�is demographic phenomenon brings a range of interests, languages, and cultures that 
a�ects the way business is conducted.

It is also critical for businesses to know the demographic makeup of geographical 
regions so that they can e�ectively localize products, services, and marketing. To capture 
the growing multicultural market, U.S. businesses must o�er products and services that 
appeal to these di�erent regions, and they must adapt advertising and promotional appeals 
accordingly.

Managers must be aware of regional di�erences that could in�uence work values and 
communication styles to e�ectively communicate with other managers and employees of 
all cultural backgrounds. For example, managers in Arizona may have many Hispanic or 
Latinx employees, but a job transfer to Hawaii may involve managing more Asian employ-
ees than before.28 Executives, such as purchasing managers, must be familiar with cross-
cultural communication because of the increase in international business. International 
purchasing alliances too frequently fail because of poor communication.29 �is may be 
termed intercultural business communication, which is discussed in detail in Chapter 12.
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In less than 20 years, the landscape will become even more diverse in terms of race 
and ethnicity, making e�ective communication strategies even more important. Managers 
must be aware of linguistic, cultural, geographical, and even religious di�erences that could 
in�uence their own work values and communication styles as well as those of the people 
around them.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Recall a recent TV commercial or advertisement of one of your favorite products. 

How does the persuasive message appeal to multicultural audiences?

2. How could it be improved?

Gender

During the early 20th century, women who worked (by choice or by circumstances) often 
held routine, low-level manufacturing or clerical jobs; their professional options were 
mostly limited to teaching and nursing. Meanwhile, men had a greater variety of jobs, such 
as in management and engineering. Overall, men worked mostly with men, and women 
worked with other women or children.

But today women have greater opportunities and access to most professions. Women 
represented 40 percent of the U.S. workforce in 1976, and that number grew to 58 percent 
by 2020, which makes women now the majority of the workforce.30 Women are also mov-
ing into management. In 1983, only about one third of managers were women, but by 2019, 
according to the U.S. Census Bureau, women �lled 51.8 percent of management, profes-
sional, and related occupations.31 Yet in the same year, only 33 companies in the Fortune 
500 were led by women.32 Many organizations have no women in leadership positions. 
Overall, far more women are employed part-time than men.33 �is “broken rung” of the 
corporate ladder shows that there is still room to grow.34

During the past three decades, much has been written about how men and women 
communicate di�erently. Are men more assertive than women? Do women show more 
social support and sympathy to colleagues? Do men and women provide di�erent types 
of feedback? Do leadership styles of men and women di�er? Do women convey a di�erent 
nonverbal message with the same gesture? Do men use space di�erently with other men 
than with women? Do men and women use di�erent persuasive strategies? In many cases, 
the answers to these and similar questions are not clear; furthermore, there is evidence that 
the answers evolve as general social changes occur.

Sexual harassment is an example of a factor that a�ects communication at work. When 
some people think of sexual harassment, they think of touching or making physical 
advances. However, sexual harassment can also be a ribald joke, extensive eye gaze, or even 
unexpected and unwelcome proximity. Other examples of sexual harassment in the work-
place can include changes in work schedules that make it di�cult for a worker to arrange 
childcare or participate in meetings and events.35 Following the advance of the #MeToo 
movement in late 2017, organizations began to realize the pervasiveness of sexual harass-
ment and assault in the workplace, and they took action to protect employees through 
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improved reporting procedures and bystander training. An unfortunate consequence has 
been a “chilling e�ect” on workplace camaraderie as men are reluctant to interact with 
women.36 Addressing the problem will require organizations to revise policies and change 
cultures to encourage reporting and discussion about the issue. Mentoring relationships 
and professional networks can also help women address issues of harassment and move into 
leadership roles in their organizations.37

Because of the evolving nature of communication and workplace relationships, de�ni-
tive answers on gender di�erences in communication are di�cult. But strong arguments 
for di�erences have been presented. In her best-selling book, Deborah Tannen makes a 
case for supporting the di�erences in communication styles of men and women based on 
both inherited traits and learned behavior.38 �ese di�erences often cause men and women 
to experience miscommunication with each other at work. As Sallie Krawcheck, CEO of 
the �nancial services �rm Ellevest, explains, women in management may be more risk 
averse than men, often take a longer-term perspective, and are often more relationship 
oriented. Such gender di�erences should be considered complementary rather than prob-
lematic, because research shows that diversity in work teams leads to better outcomes. (See  
Chapter 4 for a thorough examination of team communication.) E�ective managers must 
be sensitive to gender di�erences and make special e�orts to adjust their communication 
based on these di�erences.39

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Although stigma and reporting techniques make statistics di�cult to measure, approxi-
mately 4.5 percent of the U.S. population identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
or questioning (LGBTQ).40 In 2020, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that it is illegal to �re 
employees based on their sexual orientation or gender identity; before this ruling, LGBTQ 
employees were in a precarious position. Should they present their authentic selves and risk 
bullying, discrimination, and termination or hide themselves from their coworkers?

According to the United Nations, countries that marginalize LGBTQ employees experi-
ence decreased economic output.41 On a more local scale, employees who are afraid to be 
themselves experience more stress, more health issues, and lower productivity than other 
employees. Companies that tolerate bullying, discrimination, or marginalizing behavior 
are more likely to experience turnover and lose the valuable contributions of this group of 
employees.42

Organizations should review their policies, dress codes, and bene�ts. Managers should 
take care to avoid heteronormative language and prying questions about sexual orienta-
tion or gender identity. �e message to all employees should be “You are welcome and safe 
here.”43

People With Disabilities

Approximately 20 percent of the U.S. population live with a physical or mental impair-
ment that limits one or more major life activities. �ey may struggle to walk, see, hear, lift, 
concentrate, or learn. �ey may have weakened immune systems or impaired function in 
respiratory, circulatory, or neurological systems. Within the U.S. workforce, 19 percent of 
people with disabilities are employed, compared to 66 percent of those without disabilities. 
Many people in this group work in service positions, and about one third work part-time.44 
�ey are underrepresented in management and professional occupations, but they are more 
likely to be self-employed.
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Why is unemployment so high for this group? Employers may have a lack of awareness 
of disability and accommodation issues, a fear of legal liability, and concern over costs.45 
Stereotypes that portray people with disabilities as unreliable or underperformers may 
cause unconscious bias during hiring.

As with other forms of diversity, hiring people with disabilities brings valuable perspec-
tives, broadens the pool of talent, and demonstrates corporate social responsibility.46 To 
recruit and retain employees with disabilities, managers should ensure that their facilities 
are accessible, revise human resource policies to remove ableist language, o�er �exible work 
schedules, and restructure jobs and modify the work environment to accommodate a vari-
ety of needs and to use principles of ergonomic design.47

Age and Generational Differences

People in the United States are living longer, and the average employee is getting older. For 
the �rst time in history, �ve generations are working together. Twenty-nine percent of Baby 
Boomers (born in 1946–1964) continue to work.48 Meanwhile, iGen (born in 1996–2012) 
comprise 5 percent of the total workforce.49 By 2030, one in �ve people in the United States 
will be of retirement age, but it increasingly looks like many won’t be retired at all.

�ese generational shifts can be challenging to managers and employees alike. As 
more employees report to someone younger, tensions build. Older workers may feel that 
their experience isn’t valued or that they have been passed over for promotions or raises.50 
Younger managers may feel that their decisions are being questioned. Both groups may feel 
that the skills of the Boomers are outdated.51 �e worker who is 30 years old in 2021 has 
lived in a much di�erent world from that of the worker who is 60. �e 30-year-old, born in 
1991, grew up in an era of relative a�uence but came of age during the recession of 2008. 
�is worker is an avid techie because personal computers have always been available and 
tablets and smartphones are ubiquitous. Multicultural social networks are also important 
to this person. �e 60-year-old remembers the wonder of the moonshot and the misery of 
the Vietnam War. �is worker has lived through the 1973 oil crisis, the heady expanse of 
the 1980s, and the dot-com bubble of the early 2000s. Economic and national securities are 
major concerns for this person.

Yet there is some evidence that age di�erences are not as problematic as the generational 
stereotypes that pit one group against another.52 Generation gaps are natural, but mutual 
respect and open lines of communication are the recipe for a productive professional rela-
tionship across generations. Managers should help their teams focus on shared goals and 
values while recognizing individual strengths. Older workers may have a strong work ethic 
and avoid drama. Younger workers tend to think and act quickly, and they are often willing 
to try out new ideas and technologies.53 Respecting each other’s strengths and helping oth-
ers continue to grow will bene�t everyone in the workplace. Managers must consider age 
diversity as a factor that a�ects their communication contingencies because of its implica-
tions for workplace harmony.

Education

In addition to other demographic shifts, the workforce’s education is changing dramati-
cally. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 28 percent of U.S. residents 25 and older have 
a high school degree, and 22.5 percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher.54 As you move 
up through the management ranks, there is a good chance that you will manage people 
who have more experience or knowledge than you do.55 In the scienti�c management era, a 
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manager could simply tell an educated employee what to do; however, today managers must 
listen to the employee and seek assistance with problem solving.

In summary, di�erences in culture and ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation and gender 
identity, disabilities, age, and education should be considered when communicating with oth-
ers. Given the increasingly diverse workforce, today’s managers need to develop competencies 
that will enable e�ective communication internally with bosses, employees, and coworkers 
and externally with customers, suppliers, vendors, regulatory agencies, and the public.

Competition and the Drive for Quality

As explained in the previous section, diversity is an important managerial communication 
contingency. A second is quality, which is a competitive advantage for business. A pioneer 
of the drive for quality, W. Edwards Deming, pointed out that in order to continuously 
improve quality, systems must be in place for gathering feedback from the employees and 
customers. Contemporary managers now accept the idea that business is a globally com-
petitive game and quality is the key to victory. Competitive advantage and quality are com-
mon words in business today. But what do the terms mean?

Competition may be considered the e�ort of two or more parties acting independently 
to secure the business of a third party by o�ering the most attractive terms. In a competitive 
environment, the organization must produce a product or service in a more e�cient and 
e�ective manner than its competitors, and the service or product must possess greater value 
at the same or lower price. Little room exists for errors; defective parts must be minimal, 
few or no reworked parts can be allowed, few product repairs can be tolerated, and deliv-
ery cycles must be short. Continuous e�orts are required to �nd new ways to improve the 
product or service while reducing costs.

Some of the characteristics an organization needs to gain competitive advantage in 
today’s markets include the ability to do the following:

• Access resources

• Add value

• Develop a good skills base among the workforce

• Attract investment

• Develop nonprice characteristics that appeal to other markets

• Be price competitive

• Be e�cient

• Use technology

• Be innovative

As you look over this list of factors, note that most directly rely on management’s com-
munication competencies. Today’s managers must be able to gather information and ideas, 
share data, promote solutions, and persuade others to ensure continuous process improve-
ment. Managers must be e�cient and e�ective communicators in a fast-paced, highly 
competitive environment. When time is limited, managers must be strategic in their com-
munication practices.
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Let us look at an example. Toyota is one of the largest automakers in the United States 
by production, and one of the 15 largest companies in the world in terms of sales and 
market value.56 Toyota relies on manufacturing systems, statistical process control, and 
other proven methods under a continuous improvement strategy to produce high-quality 
products that consumers demand. All the elements, including management’s communica-
tion with dealers, suppliers, and employees, contribute to Toyota’s reputation for quality.57

To enhance their competitiveness, many organizations use cross-functional work teams 
in which employees learn a variety of tasks and work together. It is almost the direct oppo-
site of the scienti�c management approach. When cross-functional work teams are used, 
managers must understand and coordinate a variety of activities. �ey must be able to com-
municate from a variety of perspectives.

In some cases, entire organizational cultures must be changed. After struggling in the 
early 1980s, Ford Motor Company embraced the principles of Total Quality Management 
and adopted the motto “Quality Is Job One.” Here is a simple example of how the organiza-
tion’s quality culture works: A Ford automobile assembly worker believed he had a better 
way to mount the door mirror. After several discussions with the departmental managers, 
a better procedure was implemented.58 In 2003, as Ford celebrated its 100th anniversary, 
Chairman and Chief Executive O�cer Bill Ford said, “Our success always has been driven 
by our products and our people. . . . We’re going to apply fresh thinking and innovative 
technology to everything we do, from our basic business processes to the products that 
de�ne who we are as a company.”59 �is dedication appears to be paying o�: Ford vehicles 
consistently rank high in J.D. Power quality ratings.

Managers must be able to communicate a real interest in quality, and they must be 
willing to listen to employees about quality improvements. A corporate culture focused on 
quality will provide a competitive edge.

Ethics

A third major contingency that managers should consider when communicating is busi-
ness ethics. �e dangers of unethical behavior have been exempli�ed in recent years by 
major scandals in the corporate world. In the early 21st century, executives at Adelphia, 
Arthur Andersen, Enron, WorldCom, Martha Stewart Omnimedia, HealthSouth, and 
other corporations were charged with major ethics violations—accounting fraud, stock 
manipulation, obstructing justice, lying, and so on. In many cases, the accused executives 
were convicted, and in some cases, their companies were even destroyed. In 2016, Wells 
Fargo admitted that its employees had created hundreds of thousands of fake accounts to 
meet quotas; a year later, it admitted that employees had also sold customers car insurance 
that they didn’t need, causing some to go into default on their loans and have their cars 
repossessed.60 Such events have triggered renewed concern for ethical standards in business.

Ethical dilemmas and temptations face managers at all levels, not just the political lead-
ers and corporate executives who receive the attention of journalists. �e top ethical issues 
in business today include corporate accounting practices, social media and reputation man-
agement, workplace relationships (including harassment), health and safety, pay equity, and 
privacy. Consider the following examples of ethical issues in managerial communication:

• �e supervisor of a travel agency was aware his agents could receive large bonuses 
for booking 100 or more clients each month with an auto rental �rm, although 
clients typically wanted the rental agency selected on the basis of lowest cost. �e 
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agents worked on a commission basis. Should the supervisor “warn” his employees, 
or should they be trusted to use their best judgment?

• �e executive in charge of a parts distribution facility told employees to tell phone 
customers that inventory was in stock, even if it was not. Replenishing the items 
took only 1 to 2 days; no one was hurt by the delay. Is it ethical for the company to 
omit this information?

• �e project manager for a consulting assignment wondered whether some facts 
should be left out of a report because the marketing executives paying for the 
report would look bad if the facts were included. What is the project manager’s 
ethical responsibility?

• A North American manufacturer operating abroad was asked to make cash 
payments (a bribe) to government o�cials and was told it was consistent with 
local customs, despite being illegal in the United States under the Foreign Corrupt 
Practices Act.61 Should the manufacturer make such payments?

Answers to these questions are not easy, and in today’s atmosphere of cynicism and mis-
trust, little room for error exists. Chapter 2 discusses the concept of communication cli-
mate and points out that trust is essential to developing a positive communication climate. 
Unfortunately, managers have di�culty developing trust when so many blatant examples of 
mistrust surface and individual managers face con�icting ethical demands.

No concrete set of ethical rules exists. �ere is no law to follow. Many behaviors have not 
been codi�ed, and managers must be sensitive to emerging norms and values. Sensitivity to 
the nuances of ethical communication is the only way to maintain employee trust.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

Examine the code of conduct for a company, profession, or industry you are 

interested in.

1. How does the code guide the conduct of its members?

2. What are the consequences of violating it (if any)?

3. What do you consider the most important reason that codes of conduct exist?

Because no universal laws exist, what one person or group considers ethical may be 
unethical to another. �e question of taking bribes is a good example; they are quite ethi-
cal in one country but unethical and even illegal in another. Organizations are assisting 
managers with the many ethical quandaries they face when communicating by providing 
guidelines, seminars, and workshops. A recent survey of 71 U.S.-based global organizations 
in a range of industries found that employee ethics training is, in fact, commonplace; ethics 
training not only fosters ethical behavior among employees but also improves organiza-
tional performance.62

Another strategy many companies use to improve communication ethics is to develop 
a formal code of ethics. �e code clari�es company expectations of employee conduct and 
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makes clear that the company expects its personnel to recognize the ethical dimensions 
of corporate behavior and communication. A code of conduct may be broad or speci�c, 
and most address managerial communication. For instance, the following is taken from 
International Paper’s code of conduct, which is published on the company’s website:

�e International Paper Code of Conduct supplies the tools we need as we work 
together to build our business on a foundation of ethics and integrity. It also serves 
as a compass that provides guidance in all types of situations. It gives us direction 
on acting honestly, operating with integrity, treating each other with respect and 
promoting a culture of openness and accountability wherever we do business 
around the world.63

Another possibility is an ethics committee or an ethics ombudsperson. With this 
approach, either one executive or a panel of executives is appointed to oversee the organiza-
tion’s ethics and serve as a consultant to managers and employees. �is provides an opportu-
nity for a manager to seek advice when confronted with an ethical issue.

THE IMPORTANCE OF STUDYING 

MANAGERIAL COMMUNICATION

In 2017, the Kansas City Chiefs football team �red head coach John Dorsey, in part because 
of his poor internal communication style. Sources say that he did not explain important 
decisions, such as the �ring of two successful directors.64 Employee engagement su�ers 
when employees feel uncertainty, but giving them the information they need helps them 
become happier and more productive.65

A survey by the American Management Association showed that communication, inter-
personal skills, collaboration, cultural sensitivity, and diversity are some of the most common 
topics for employee training.66 Jennifer Jones, director of the training �rm AMA Enterprise, 
says that communication skills are essential for managers to succeed in their jobs:

Communication is actually an umbrella term for such core skills as listening, 
thinking clearly, interpreting organizational concepts, being alert to non-verbal 
signals as well as dealing with any stress or emotional issues in working with 
co-workers or supervisors. Indeed, understood correctly communications helps a 
person understand a situation, resolve di�erences and build trust. It’s essential for 
a productive workplace to encourage creativity and collaboration in order to solve 
problems or achieve business objectives.67

Furthermore, a recent study showed that managers, particularly those of the Baby 
Boomer generation, consider interpersonal and oral communication skills when making 
decisions about promotion. Although written communication did not rate as highly, the 
researchers suggest that managers consider writing to be a “threshold competency” that all 
candidates are expected to have.68

�e Project Management Institute (PMI), headquartered in Pennsylvania, has provided 
solid evidence for the claim that managerial communication is a critical core competency 
for business success. In 2013, PMI published an in-depth Pulse of the Profession report, “�e 
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High Cost of Low Performance: �e Essential Role of Communications.” �e report was 
the result of research conducted with more than 1,000 project managers, executives, and 
business owners involved in large capital projects (at least $250,000) worldwide. PMI’s 
study revealed that $135 million is at risk for every $1 billion spent on a project, and 
a startling 56 percent is at risk because of ine�ective communication with stakeholders. 
Undoubtedly, e�ective communication is the most crucial success factor in a complex and 
competitive business climate. �e report concludes that “organizations cannot a�ord to 
overlook this key element of project success and long-term pro�tability.”69

�is introductory chapter presents a historical overview of managerial communication, 
concluding that the contingency approach is the most appropriate, and it reviews three 
factors that a�ect contingencies. But organizational management and the correspond-
ing communication are in constant transition. Not every contingency can be discussed, 
and managers must remain creative and strategic as they communicate in many unique  
and challenging situations. Our challenge is to understand management communica-
tion and begin to prepare for these changes. �is book will help you compose messages 
that focus on the needs of your readers, explain ideas in a clear and ethical manner, and 
strengthen your reputation as a good communicator.

SUMMARY

Since ancient and medieval times, managerial communication has changed from an auto-
cratic, one-way practice to a participatory approach that empowers employees to contribute 
to decisions and solutions. In recent years, the contingency approach has become more 
widely used as managers realize there is no single best way to communicate. Managers must 
analyze the contingency factors of each situation and adapt their strategies accordingly.

To better understand managerial situations, several contemporary dynamics a�ecting 
communication are presented. Di�erent types of diversity are reviewed: culture and eth-
nicity, gender, sexual orientation and gender identity, people with disabilities, age, and 
education. �e work population will probably become more diverse in the majority of these 
attributes.

�e drive for competitive advantage through improved product and service quality also 
a�ects managerial communication. As a result, everything will occur in shorter time cycles, 
and less room for error will exist as a result of quality demands.

Ethics is another contemporary dynamic that must be considered. Although manage-
ment ethics can create di�cult communication decisions, organizations provide assistance 
with training programs and codes of ethics. In addition to these dynamics a�ecting con-
temporary communication, trends imply that communication will become more frequent, 
intense, and intercultural as it grows in importance.

CASES FOR ANALYSIS

Case 1-1

Women in the White House

During Barack Obama’s presidency, women on his 

staff were frustrated about their lack of influence. 

They were often outnumbered by men in meetings. 

They struggled to contribute to the conversation. 

When they did get a chance to speak, their contri-

butions were often ignored or a man would repeat 

the idea and get the credit.
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To counteract this behavior and make their 

voices heard, the women used a strategy called 

amplification. “When a woman made a key point, 

other women would repeat it, giving credit to its 

author. This forced the men in the room to rec-

ognize the contribution—and denied them the 

chance to claim the idea as their own.”70

President Obama soon noticed the technique. 

He began calling on women more, and the num-

ber of women staffers increased as well.

Questions

1. Why might women be reluctant to speak up 

in meetings?

2. What are the potential consequences of 

letting one demographic dominate workplace 

discussions and decisions?

3. What other strategies can people who have 

been traditionally underrepresented in the 

workplace use to make their voices heard?

Case 1-2

Ethics and Technology

Chris smiled as he received the analysis packet 

from his supervisor. He had been working from 

home for GEH Mortgage Company, analyzing mort-

gage applications, for the past 3 years. This partic-

ular application involved not just a home mortgage 

but also an entire farmstead, a home and busi-

ness. Whenever he received an assignment he 

did not know how to analyze, he would call on his 

friend Joel, whom he had known since high school, 

to help him accomplish such tasks. He compen-

sated Joel, usually with a case of beer, when they 

got together on the weekends. Chris knew he could 

trust Joel to do a good job on the analysis, because 

Joel had double majored in finance and account-

ing at a regional university. Chris would then tailor 

the analysis according to the way the firm expected 

reports to be submitted. He quickly e-mailed the 

application packet to Joel.

Chris was perceived as one of the most 

dependable analysts in the division because of his 

past work, much of which had been farmed out 

to Joel. He had received accolades and raises as 

a result and was enjoying his successful career 

with the firm.

Questions

1. The method used by Chris is obviously 

successful, and the company is satisfied with 

the results. Is it just good business, or is 

there an ethical dilemma present?

2. Should Chris confess to his supervisor or just 

continue the successful deception?

3. What are the privacy issues, given that 

the information used in these analyses is 

proprietary and sensitive?

4. Does this activity fit the notion of plagiarism?

5. Do electronic communication and the 

telecommuting arrangement make Chris’s 

actions more likely than if he were in the 

office?

Case 1-3

Like Grandfather, Like Granddaughter?

Clarence opened a farm supply store in Montana 

during the early 1940s. His neighbors in the county 

were also his customers. Every person who walked 

into his store felt comfortable. In fact, they would 

often sit, sip a cup of coffee or shell some peanuts, 

and solve the world’s problems before loading up 

their purchases. Clarence prided himself on know-

ing what his customers needed to be successful 

farmers, and he freely gave them advice about 

which brand of flea dip would work best on their 

cattle and which tonic would help a colicky horse. 

By the time he retired and his son Seth took over, 

the company had expanded to three stores in three 

towns and had 14 full-time employees.

As a youth, Seth had attended the state col-

lege and earned a degree in agricultural business. 

When he took over the company in 1975, he eagerly 

applied what he had learned to the family business. 

He was convinced that technology was the key to 

(Continued)
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success, not personal relationships. Over the 

years, he struggled to convert all his father’s old, 

handwritten records to electronic files. Eventually, 

he installed a completely computerized informa-

tion system that tracked inventory, personnel, and 

accounts. He sometimes boasted about being an 

entrepreneur, but Clarence snorted at that term. 

“Just do what’s right for your customers, and you’ll 

be doing what’s right for yourself,” he would retort.

When Seth retired in 2015, his daughter Kathy 

took over the company, which now had 23 stores 

with 228 employees in three states and one wholly 

owned subsidiary of 18 gas stations. Kathy’s vision 

involved offering a broader range of products than 

farm supplies. She wanted to sell the image of the 

family farm. Her stores stocked Western clothing; 

boots, hats, and jewelry; home furnishings; and 

even CDs featuring country music.

Kathy found herself traveling extensively from 

the corporate office to the various stores. Find-

ing time to manage everything was a problem, 

but she had a staff of 12 professionals in the cor-

porate office to assist her. E-mail, laptops, and 

smartphones helped tremendously.

Questions

1. How have communication practices and 

expectations differed for Clarence, Seth, and 

Kathy?

2. How do you think the management behaviors 

differed for the three owners?

3. What contingency factors might each 

owner have faced while they managed the 

company?

(Continued)
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2
UNDERSTANDING 

THE MANAGERIAL 

COMMUNICATION PROCESS

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to

• De�ne the �ve levels of organizational communication.

• Describe the contextual factors, situational factors, and message factors 
that managers should consider when sending and receiving messages.

• Use the strategic model of managerial communication to plan your own 
messages.

• Describe the critical communication errors (assumption–observation, 
failure to discriminate, and allness) and explain how to avoid them.

Whether working for a hospital, manufacturer, or service �rm, more than 75 percent of 
a manager’s time is spent communicating. Considering the amount of information 

for which a manager has responsibility, this is not surprising. General managers face two 
fundamental challenges: �guring out what to do as they sort through enormous amounts 
of information and getting things done through a diverse group of people.1 E�ective com-
munication is the key to planning, leading, organizing, and controlling the resources of 
the organization to master these challenges.

Communication—the essential process that managers use to plan, lead, organize, and 
control—is not easy. To understand your message, your employees must be able to perceive 
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and interpret it accurately. �e process becomes more complex when communicating to a 
group of people because of the variety of perceptions and interpretations possible.

At the most general level, the communication process consists of an exchange of mes-
sages that are comprised of a set of symbols, such as words or gestures. Understanding 
the messages depends on a common meaning or frame of reference for those symbols. 
When sending a message, a manager may have the meaning of the symbols clearly in 
mind, but if someone receiving the message attributes a di�erent meaning, the mes-
sage is misunderstood. �e process is made even more complicated because the symbols’ 
meanings not only di�er between people but also change as the experiences of the people 
involved change.

In this chapter, we examine those aspects of developing and exchanging symbols that 
relate to managerial communication, and we analyze the human factors that aid or hinder 
understanding. Further, we present a model of the strategic approach to communication 
that managers should follow when developing messages. Finally, we discuss three critical 
errors that managers must avoid when seeking e�ective communication.

LEVELS OF MANAGERIAL COMMUNICATION

Managerial communication may occur at �ve di�erent levels:

1. Intrapersonal

2. Interpersonal

3. Group

4. Organizational

5. Intercultural2

One level is not more important than another. Communication may occur at any or all of 
these levels simultaneously.

Intrapersonal communication focuses on internal cognitive behavior, such as observing, 
listening, and reading. Most of these activities involve the seeking of information; conse-
quently, this communication level is extremely important for managerial decision making 
and problem solving because e�ective decisions require accurate information. Chapter 10 
will help you learn techniques to improve your listening skills, and Chapter 11 will help you 
interpret nonverbal communication.

Interpersonal communication involves two or more people exchanging messages. �ey 
may be sharing information, providing feedback, or simply maintaining a social relation-
ship through conversation. Chapters 7, 8, and 9 focus on written communication, and 
Chapters 13, 14, and 15 address interpersonal communication situations such as con�ict 
management, negotiation, and interviews.

Group communication involves three or more people working toward a shared goal. �e 
most common form of group communication is the meeting, which may be either formal 
or informal. Chapter 4 will focus on managing meetings and teams, and Chapter 5 will 
help you learn more about presenting your ideas at work. Chapter 6 describes how visual 
messages complement or even replace verbal ones.
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Organizational communication operates within the networks that link members of a 
company or other organization. Organizational communication focuses on operations, 
such as how a group of tasks is linked to complete a job or how policies and procedures 
guide behavior and decisions. Chapter 3 explains how technology helps organizations com-
municate with internal and external groups.

Intercultural communication concerns interactions among people of di�erent cultures. 
Intercultural communication is occurring more frequently because of globalization, 
improved telecommunications, and transportation.3 Given the importance of intercultural 
communication, Chapter 12 is dedicated to this topic.

Communication is a behavior we engage in throughout life and often take for granted. 
You may reach a managerial position yet never deliberately analyze your communication 
because it has become such common behavior. However, a lack of strategic decision making 
can cause communication problems for you as a manager. �is chapter describes a strategic 
approach to communication that will help you analyze situations and compose e�ective 
messages.

A STRATEGIC APPROACH

�e following discussion analyzes separate elements of a strategic approach to com-
munication. However, these variables do not actually occur separately, nor can they 
be analyzed separately in the managerial context. �ey are highly interdependent and 
a�ect each other concurrently. For instance, the power of the person sending the mes-
sage, the intended receiver, the message’s purpose, and the organizations involved are 
all interrelated. Each strategic component is interdependent. Although the following 
discussion considers each of the components separately, remember that each variable 
a�ects the others.

�e strategic approach could be compared to a golf ball (see Figure 2-1). �e durable 
outer layer, which we will examine �rst, is the context in which the communication event 
occurs. �e tightly wound inner layer is the speci�c situation of sender, receiver, and pur-
pose. �e core entails the message content, channel, physical environment, and time.

Layer 1: Contextual Factors

�e �rst layer consists of communication context. Context involves the setting and back-
ground factors that in�uence the message, including constraints on what can and cannot 
be stated. �e organization’s communication climate, culture and values, and stakeholder 
concerns are discussed in the following subsections.

Communication Climate

�e communication climate refers to the general attitude about communication within an 
organization. Past communication, such as whether employees and managers have been 
trusting and open or closed and defensive, has a cumulative e�ect.4 Trust, openness, and 
communication have a reciprocal relationship. E�ective communicating results in trust 
and openness, which generally improve job performance.5 In turn, future communication 
will get easier because of the trust and openness that have developed.


