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HOW-TO ADVICE FOR PRACTITIONERS

Inspiring change and driving results:

What can your employee publication do for you?

By Lisa Perkins

Given that change is the only con-
stant in many industries today, the bar that
companies set for employee communica-
tions has never been higher. In increasing-
ly complex and evolving environments,
employee communications departments
must contribute to achieving business
results. Beyond simply reporting on com-
pany news and events, employee publica-
tions can influence change by inspiring
new thinking and behaviors that can lead
to desired results. Indeed, their potential as
change vehicles is often underestimated.

This article discusses how to focus
your publication to drive business results.
It will incorporate practical tips from
communications professionals at
ArvinMeritor, Inc.,a leading supplier to
the motor vehicle industry,and United
Airlines — two companies which are part
of evolving and challenging industries.

Focus your publication on business
challenges

An employee publication, like any
company initiative, process or project,
should be geared toward achieving busi-
ness results.You can do this by providing
employees with the clarity, information
and inspiration they need to execute the
company’s business strategies and support
company decisions.

For example, ArvinMeritor refo-
cused the content of'its employee publi-
cation, Compass, to help employees gain a
better understanding of the company’s
new strategic direction following a CEO
transition.

The publication’s mission,
“Communicating a common direction
for employees worldwide,” provides
workers with both a rational and emo-
tional connection to the company’s
strategic direction.

“Our articles not only clarify the
company’s strategic direction, but also
motivate and inspire employees to
achieve goals and objectives aligned with
our strategic direction,” says Laura
Bochenek, director of internal communi-
cations.*For example, since many of our
facilities face similar challenges, we high-
light success stories that can be shared as
best practices across the business. These
articles provide recognition, boost
morale, inspire hope and promote pride
in ArvinMeritor.”

In a recent internal survey, approxi-
mately 70 percent of employee respon-
dents said Compass helps them better
understand the company’s strategic direc-
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tion,and 60 percent said Compass helps
them positively discuss ArvinMeritor
outside the company.

Stay ahead of change

‘When your company needs its
employees to work or think in new ways,
you need to understand how employees
feel about that change and its repercus-
sions. Discomfort and doubt, for example,
can quickly lead to abandoning the new
way, whereas experiencing positive con-
sequences can lead to committing to
change.

Aim your publication toward shap-
ing how employees experience change
today in order to influence their behav-
iors tomorrow. For example, if your com-
pany needs breakthrough thinking, but
employees are risk-averse, show leaders
recognizing and rewarding people who
take chances.

Marie R einke, manager of content
development, corporate communica-
tions, United Airlines, says,“It can be quite
challenging to stay ahead of change.That’s
why relationships formed throughout the
employee base are so critical. Not only do
you get leads from people you know, but
you get immediate feedback on what
communication is working and what isn’t
so you can adjust your strategy.”

Also key to influencing change is
avoiding getting scooped with your own
announcements. While leaks may hap-
pen, developing internal communications
before or alongside external communica-
tions will allow you to tell your story to
employees. Be prepared.

Ask “so what?”

Before it can have an impact on your
organization, your publication must be
viewed as credible and relevant. NewsReal,
for example, has become a go-to source
for United’s employees throughout major
change in the airline industry, largely
because it not only covers topics employ-
ees care about, but it also usually answers
the question,“So what?”

“Before starting any story, I ask
myself,"Why should employees care
about this?”” R einke says. Examples of
questions include: How will this new
strategy affect the way employees do their
jobs? Why is this product important to
customers? What can employees learn
and apply from this success story?

If you don’t address these questions,
someone else — maybe outside your
company — will, compromising the
integrity of your publication.

>employee publications

Educate one step at a time

Often with change, there
are major knowledge gaps.In
these cases, it helps to keep
things simple and take one step
ata time to educate employees.
For exam-
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promoting a broader range of products
while another would highlight an engi-
neering team developing an innovative
solution to increase the percentage of
ArvinMeritor parts used in a customer
vehicle,” says Bochenek.A series can be an
effective way to help build employees’
understanding in a number of ways: It can
give a topic sustained visibility, break
down a large amount of information into
smaller, easy-to-digest pieces or show
how a strategy can work in different situa-
tions.

An alternative to creating a series of
articles is to take advantage of existing
opportunities, weaving in education at
appropriate moments. For example, if
there is a lack of understanding about the
company’s compensation structure,
explain it, comparing it to the market-
place, well before performance reviews or
bonus time.

Make it a habit to educate by align-
ing, repeating and reinforcing messages,
especially when they are new or apply to
novel concepts. Think about running a
great campaign around the messages.

“We tocus Compass on the key mes-
sages we are trying to communicate
worldwide,”says Bochenek. “We also try
to communicate messages already heard
within the business groups or posted on
our intranet site.”

Listen to your readership
To do all of the above, you need to
listen to your readership.As the saying

about listening than about talking.
Get out and meet with employees. Find
out the top three things on their minds.
Ensure their perspective informs all your
editorial decisions.

If you are unable to personally meet
with employees, talk to those who do.
Engage a network of communicators
who have regular contact with front-line
employees, or partner with executives
during employee Q-and-A sessions.

“Interesting questions always come
up,”’says Reinke.*“You can really see what
resonates with employees and what does-
n’t when you see their expressions.
Nothing beats face-to-face interactions.”

In his book “Tough Calls: AT&T
and the Hard Lessons Learned From the
Telecom Wars,” Dick Martin, former
executive vice president of AT&T, is so
accurate when he says that “[PR coun-
selors] need to adopt a businessperson’s
perspective, not a journalist’s.” To maxi-
mize your publication’s effectiveness,
make sure it is connected to what the
business needs to accomplish. Challenge
current practices, and you will move
your publication — as well as your
employees and your company — in the
right direction. @

Lisa Perkins is a consultant with
strategy execution firm Matha
MacDonald LLC, Chicago.




