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CHAPTER 1 | Communicating in the Workplace 3

  As Head of Learning & Development 

for Facebook, Stuart Crabb knows 

what it takes to be an attractive job 

candidate and a successful employee. He has 

over 20 years’ experience helping companies 

hire the right people, develop their talent, and 

become more culturally diverse. 

 What does it take to succeed at Facebook? 

According to Crabb, the answers are “critical 

thinking,”  “problem solving,”  “creativity,” 

and “performance.” It also takes being 

“motivated,” “individually accountable,” and 

a “good fi t” with the company culture.  

 These happen to be key traits of suc-

cessful business communicators, too. They 

understand that communicating well takes 

analysis, judgment, and even ingenuity. It 

takes being attuned to people and to each 

communication situation. And it takes not 

only verbal skill but also technological and 

visual literacy.

Like business itself, business commu-

nication can be challenging. But the chal-

lenge can be fun, and solving communication 

problems can bring enormous rewards. This 

book will help prepare you for an excit-

ing future as both a businessperson and a 

communicator. j    

  LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

  LO 1-1  Explain the importance of 
communication to you and to 
business. 

  LO 1-2  Describe the main challenges facing 
business communicators today. 

  LO 1-3  Describe the three main categories of 
business communication. 

  LO 1-4  Describe the formal and informal 
communication networks of the 
business organization. 

  LO 1-5  Describe factors that affect the types 
and amount of communicating that a 
business does. 

  LO 1-6  Explain why business communication 
is a form of problem solving. 

  LO 1-7  Describe the contexts for each act of 
business communication. 

  LO 1-8  Describe the business communication 
process. 

     chapter one
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4 PART 1 | Understanding Business Communication 

Evidence of the importance of communication in business is 

found in numerous surveys of executives, managers, and re-

cruiters. Without exception, these surveys have found that com-

munication ranks at or near the top of the business skills needed 

for success. 

 For example, the 431 managers and executives who participated 

in a survey about graduates’ preparedness for the workforce 

named “oral communications,” “teamwork/collaboration,” 

“professionalism/work ethic,” “written communications,” and 

“critical thinking/problem solving” as the top “very important 

skills” job applicants should have.  1   The employers surveyed for 

the National Association of Colleges and Employers’  Job Out-
look Survey  for 2011 rated “communication” as the most valu-

able soft skill, with “teamwork skills” and “analytical skills” 

following closely behind.  2   Why is communication ability so 

highly valued? As one professional trainer explains, “you will 

need to request information, discuss problems, give instruc-

tions, work in teams, and interact with colleagues and clients” 

to achieve cooperation and team eff ciency. To advance, you’ll 

also need to be able to “think for yourself,” “take initiative,” 

       THE ROLE OF 

COMMUNICATION 

IN BUSINESS 
   Your work in business will involve communication—a lot of it—

because communication is a major part of the work of business. 

The overview that follows will help you prepare for communica-

tion challenges like those described in the Workplace Scenario. 

LO 1-1 Explain the importance of communication to you and to 
business.  

    The Importance of Communication 
Skills 
 Because communication is so important in business, busi-

nesses want and need people with good communication skills. 

workplace scenario
  Demonstrating Your Value on a High-Profi le Team 

 You were thrilled to be hired a few months 

ago as a customer service representative for 

OrgWare.com, a company that sells manage-

ment software specially designed for profes-

sional associations. The software enables 

organizations like the American Marketing 

Association and the Association for Business 

Communication to manage their fi nances, 

keep track of their members, schedule events, 

and much more. 

 The company is doing well. In 12 years, it 

has grown from a fi ve-person business into 

one that employs 120 people. There are now 

six regional sales teams located across the 

United States, and there’s even a development 

team in Malaysia. But this growth has created 

a problem: The extensive face-to-face com-

munication that helped make OrgWare.com a 

thriving business has, in many cases, become 

diffi cult or impossible. As a result, the sense 

of teamwork in the organization is weakening. 

And it is clear that phone calls, emails, and 

instant messaging are not suffi cient to keep 

employees engaged and well informed. 

 The CEO has formed a task force to fi nd an 

internal communication solution. Will it be an 

intranet? An electronic newsletter? A secure 

social networking site? Virtual meetings? A 

combination? Which would the employees 

be most likely to read and use? How should 

the solution be implemented, and what will 

it cost? 

 To your surprise, you were asked to help 

fi nd the answers. The CEO felt that your famil-

iarity with new media could be an asset to the 

team. You’ll also be expected to represent the 

customer service area and the viewpoints of 

young employees like yourself. 

 Everyone on the team will need to re-

search the pros and cons of different media, 

acquire employees’ opinions, write progress 

reports, share ideas, and ultimately help 

present the team’s recommendation to the 

top executives. 

 Are you ready? 

 Your work in business will involve communication—a lot 
of it—because communication is a major part 

of the work of business. 

ren03229_ch01_002-019.indd   4ren03229_ch01_002-019.indd   4 1/7/14   7:07 PM1/7/14   7:07 PM



CHAPTER 1 | Communicating in the Workplace 5

 Improving your communication skills improves your chances 

for success in business. 

     Why Business Depends upon 
Communication 
 Every business, even a one-person business, is actually an 

economic and social system. To produce and sell goods and 

services, any business must coordinate the activities of many 

groups of people: employees, suppliers, customers, legal advi-

sors, community representatives, and government agencies that 

might be involved. These connections are achieved through 

communication. 

and “solve problems.”  3   On the managerial level, you’ll f nd that 

communication skills are even more essential. In the words of 

an international business consultant, “nothing puts you in the 

‘poor leader’ category more swiftly than inadequate communi-

cation skills.”  4     

 Unfortunately, businesses’ need for employees with strong 

communication skills is all too often unfulf lled. When NFI 

Research asked senior executives and managers what areas 

of their companies they’d most like to see improved, they put 

“eff ciency” and “communication” at the top of the list.  5       Ac-

cording to Solari Communications, “poor communication costs 

business millions of dollars every single day” in the form of 

wasted time, misunderstandings, eroded customer loyalty, and 

  This Just In: What You Can Do Is Even More Important than What You Know 

 In its latest annual survey of executives, the 

Association of American Colleges and Univer-

sities found that “cross-cutting capacities” 

like communication skills are now more val-

ued than a particular choice of major. More 

specifi cally,   

   Nearly all those surveyed (93%) agree that 

“a candidate’s demonstrated capacity to 

think critically, communicate clearly, and 

solve complex problems is more important 

than their undergraduate major.”  

     More than nine in ten of those surveyed 

say it is important that those they hire 

demonstrate ethical judgment and integrity, 

intercultural skills, and the capacity for con-

tinued new learning.  

     More than three in four employers say they 

want colleges to place more emphasis on 

helping students develop key learning out-

comes, including critical thinking, complex 

problem solving, written and oral communi-

cation, and applied knowledge in real-world 

settings.  

   Source:  “It Takes More than a Major: Employer Priorities 
for College Learning and Student Success,”  Association of 
American Colleges and Universities , AAC&U, 10 Apr. 2013, 
Web, 29 Apr. 2013.  

communication matters

 Whatever position you have in business, your 
performance will be judged largely on the basis of your 

ability to communicate. 

 Consider, for example, the communications of a pharmaceuti-

cal manufacturer. Throughout the company, employees send and 

 receive information about all aspects of the company’s business:  

    Salespeople receive instructions and information from the 

home off ce and submit orders and regular reports of their 

contact with customers.  

     Executives use written and oral messages to conduct 

business with customers and other companies, manage 

company operations, and perform strategic planning.  

     Production supervisors receive work orders, issue 

 instructions, receive status reports, and submit production 

summaries.  

lost business.  6     SIS International Research found that poor com-

munication is a problem for small and mid-sized businesses, 

not just for big corporations. Its data indicated that in 2009 a 

business with 100 employees spent an average downtime of 

17 hours a week on clarifying its communications, which trans-

lated into an annual cost of $524,569.  7   

 The communication shortcomings of employees and the impor-

tance of communication in business explain why you should 

work to improve your communication skills.    Whatever posi-

tion you have in business, your performance will be judged 

largely on the basis of your ability to communicate. If you 

perform and communicate well, you are likely to be rewarded 

with  advancement. And the higher you advance, the more you 

will need your communication ability. The evidence is clear: 
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6 PART 1 | Understanding Business Communication 

     Shop f oor supervisors deliver orders to the 

employees on the production line, communicate 

and enforce guidelines for safety and eff ciency, 

troubleshoot problems that arise, and bring any 

concerns or suggestions to management.  

     Marketing professionals gather market informa-

tion, propose new directions for company produc-

tion and sales efforts, coordinate with the research 

and development staff, and receive direction from 

the company’s executives.   

     Research specialists receive or propose problems to inves-

tigate, make detailed records of their research, monitor lab 

operations for compliance with government regulations, 

and communicate their f ndings to management.  

     Public relations professionals use various media to build 

the company’s brand and maintain the public’s trust.  

   Numerous communication-related activities occur in every 

other niche of the company as well: f nance and accounting, 

human resources, legal, information systems, and other depart-

ments. Everywhere, employees receive and send information 

as they conduct their work, and they may be doing so across 

or between continents as well as between buildings or off ces. 

 Oral communication is a major part of this information f ow. 

So, too, are various types of written communication—instant 

messaging, text messaging, online postings and comments, 

email, memos, letters, and reports, as well as forms and records. 

 All of this communicating goes on in business because com-

munication is essential to the organized effort involved in busi-

ness. Simply put, communication enables human beings to work 

together. 

  LO 1-2 Describe the main challenges facing business communi-
cators today.  

     Current Challenges for Business 
Communicators 
 While communication has always been central to business, the 

nature of work today presents special communication chal-

lenges. Here we discuss four interrelated trends that are likely 

to inf uence how you will work and communicate. 

  the need for expanded media literacy   When 

email arrived on the scene in the late 1980s, it created something 

of a revolution. Instead of being restricted to letters, memos, and 

printed reports and proposals, business writers could now corre-

spond electronically. As a result, many tasks formerly conducted 

via printed documents—memos in particular—were performed 

through email instead, and email replaced many phone and face-

to-face conversations as well. Email has also had the effect of 

speeding up communication and of enabling a communicator to 

reach many more readers simultaneously. It has increased what 

we can achieve—and are expected to achieve—each day. 

 Email is still the most heavily used medium in business, but 

many other media have appeared on the scene. In addition to in-

stant messaging and text messaging, businesses are now using 

blogs, tweets, podcasts, social networking, virtual meetings, 

videos, animation, simulations, and even online games. Collec-

tively referred to as  new media , these forms of communica-

tion and the mobile devices with which people access them are 

causing another revolution. 

 The impacts of this change are many and far reaching. It is easy 

now to network with others, even on the other side of the world, 

and to tap the intelligence of those outside the boundaries of the 

organization. Obviously, these “new ways for groups to come 

together and collaborate” will require that employees be “highly 

conversant with digital networking and virtual collaboration.”  8   

But new media are also increasing the need for employees who 

have  social intelligence —the ability “to quickly assess the 

emotions of those around them and adapt their words, tone, and 

gestures accordingly.”  9   

 With information coming in so fast and from so many sources, 

organizations are becoming less hierarchical and more brain-

like, with each employee acting as a kind of sensor. As a result, 

front-line employees now have a higher level of decision-

making power than ever before.  10   Performing well in such an en-

vironment takes “novel and adaptive thinking,”  11   a willingness 

to “embrace change,” and “f erce problem-solving skills.”  12   The 

approach to business communication that this book takes will 

help you develop these strengths. 

   increasing globalism and workplace  diver-
sity   Countries and cultures continue to grow more intercon-

nected as businesses expand their reach around the world. Ac-

cording to a panelist for a recent webinar on workplace trends, 

we are seeing “the emergence of the truly globally integrated 

enterprise,” which means that the likelihood of working on a 

global team is increasing, as is the importance of “global social 

networks.”  13   

  Cross-cultural competency  should thus be a part of your 

skillset.  14   You will need to be aware that your assumptions 

about business and communication are not shared by everyone 

everywhere. As Bonus Chapter C explains, businesspeople from 

other countries may have distinctly different attitudes about 

   E X H I B I T  1 - 1   Increasingly Important Skills in 21 st -Century Business 

         Media literacy  

     Social intelligence  

     Cross-cultural competency  

     Computational thinking  

     Visual literacy  

     Interpretive skills  

     Ethical reasoning     
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CHAPTER 1 | Communicating in the Workplace 7

 Why Companies Promote Workplace Diversity 

communication matters

 Diversity programs are becoming widespread. 

Why? A Web article posted by American Ex-

press lists these benefi ts:
        1. It builds your employer brand.  You can at-

tract better talent from around the world. 

Also, a company that has a strong diversity 

program will have a good reputation be-

cause it will be seen as having fair employ-

ment practices.  

       2. It increases creativity..  When you bring 

a variety of different people from various 

backgrounds together, you’ll end up getting 

better solutions to business problems.   

       3. It encourages personal growth.  Employ-

ees, especially younger ones, are striving 

to use their corporate experience to learn 

and grow their careers. This is a major ad-

vantage to workplace diversity because it 

can help employees learn new ideas and 

perspectives and connect intellectually and 

personally to different people.   

       4. It makes employees think more inde-

pendently.  If you have similar people at a 

company, it will be harder to solve complex 

problems. One study by Katherine Phillips, 

a professor at Kellogg, shows that adding 

even one employee from a different back-

ground can get people out of their com-

fort zones and thinking differently about a 

situation.  

   How a company will defi ne diversity will 

depend on the company. The visual to the 

left, from the Nissan Web site, incorporates 

10 different types—and you might be able to 

think of others.    

 Sources: Dan Schawbel, “Why Diversity Matters 
in the Workplace,”  American Express Open Forum , 
American Express Company, 8 Nov. 2012, Web, 
28 Apr. 2013; “Diversity,”  Nissan , Nissan Motor 
Company, n.d., Web, 28 Apr. 2013.  

Value
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Through diversity, Nissan is stronger and more competitive.

punctuality and eff ciency. They can also differ from you in 

their preference, or lack thereof, for directness and the show of 

emotion. And the core features of their culture—such as their 

preference for individualism or collectivism, their religious be-

liefs, their political environment, their ideas about social hier-

archy, and their attitudes toward work itself—can make their 

view of how to do business quite different from yours. 

 You will encounter other kinds of diversity as well. To have ad-

equate retirement income, the so-called Baby Boomers—those 

born soon after World War II—are extending their careers. This 

means that organizations are likely to have employees in their 

twenties, in their sixties and seventies, and every age in be-

tween.  15   The inf ux of women into the workplace has meant 

increased gender diversity. And according to a diversity off cer 

for a major health care f rm, each generation of U.S. workers 

has grown more ethnically diverse, with the so-called Gener-

ation Y cohort (those born after 1979) having the most ethnic 

diversity.  16   This trend is making organizations more innova-

tive and productive,  17   and it means that “cultural agility” will 

need to f gure into your workplace communications.  18   (See the 

Communication Matters feature above for more about the ben-

ef ts and types of diversity in the workplace.)   

     an increased need for strong analytical 
skills   Adapting to a quickly changing business landscape 

requires being able to assess information quickly, focus on 

what’s relevant, and interpret information reliably and use-

fully. As  data-gathering devices are built into more objects, 

there will be more numerical data for us to process. The need 

for  computational thinking —the ability “to interact with 

data, see patterns in data, make data-based decisions, and use 

data to design for desired outcomes”  19   —will increase. So will 

the need for  visual literacy , the ability to create and interpret 

graphics.  20    

 The value of  interpretive skills  extends beyond interpret-

ing numbers. As we’ve pointed out, being able to understand 

other people is critical. As “smart machines” automate many 

workplace tasks, employees will spend more time on tasks 

that require “sense-making,” or “the ability to determine the 

deeper meaning or signif cance of what is being expressed.”  21    
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As one expert put it. “We’ve got to recognize that the real 

high-value work … may actually have an imaginative com-

ponent.”  22    This quality is required to discern the key facts, to 

explore “what if,” and to choose the best solution—all central 

components of successful business communication. 

   an increased focus on ethics and social re-
sponsibility   One more widespread trend under way in busi-

ness will likely affect the goals of the organization you work for: 

an  increased focus on ethical and socially responsible behavior.  

 While ethical scandals have plagued businesses throughout 

modern history, the Enron and WorldCom scandals of 2002, in 

which false reports of f nancial health cheated employees and 

shareholders alike, seemed to usher in a new era of concern. 

That concern was well founded: With 2008 came unprecedented 

discoveries of mismanagement and fraud on the part of some of 

the United States’s largest f nancial institutions. Accounts of 

predatory lending, business espionage, and exploitative labor 

practices continue to shake the public’s conf dence in business. 

On a moral level, doing business in a way that harms others is 

wrong. On a practical level, doing so undermines trust, which 

is critical to the success of business. The more an organization 

builds trust among its employees, its shareholders, its business 

partners, and its community, the better for the business and for 

economic prosperity overall. A key way to build trust is through 

respectful, honest communication backed up by quality goods 

and services.  

 Lately, another important dimension of business ethics has 

developed:  corporate social responsibility . The Internet 

has brought a new transparency to companies’ business prac-

tices, with negative information traveling quickly and widely. 

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as Corp-

Watch, Consumer Federation of America, and Greenpeace 

can exert a powerful inf uence on public opinion and even on 

   Nongovermental organizations (NGOs) such as CorpWatch attest to the growing importance of social responsibility in business. 
 Source: CorpWatch, Home page, CorpWatch, 1 May 2013, Web, 3 May 2013. 

“We’ve got to recognize that the real 

high-value work … may actually have an  imaginative  

component.”     
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the business’s employees that is done to perform the work of 

the business and track its success.  

  Internal-operational communication  takes many forms. 

It includes the ongoing discussions that senior management 

undertakes to determine the goals and processes of the busi-

ness. It includes the orders and instructions that supervisors 

give employees, as well as written and oral exchanges among 

employees about work matters. It includes reports that employ-

ees prepare concerning sales, production, inventories, f nance, 

maintenance, and so on. It includes the messages that they write 

and speak in carrying out their assignments and contributing 

their ideas to the business. 

 Much of this internal-operational communication is performed on 

computer networks. Employees send email, chat online, and post 

information on company portals and blogs for others throughout 

the business, whether located down the hall, across the street, or 

in other countries. And today, much of this communication takes 

place via smartphones and other mobile devices. 

   external-operational communication   The work-

related communicating that a business does with people and 

groups outside the business is  external-operational com-
munication . This is the business’s communication with sup-

pliers, service companies, customers, government agencies, the 

general public, and others. 

 External-operational communication includes all of the busi-

ness’s efforts at selling—from sales letters, emails, and phone 

calls to Web and television ads, trade-show displays, the com-

pany Web site, and customer visits. Also in this category is all 

that a business does to gain positive publicity, such as promot-

ing its community-service activities, preparing appealing mate-

rials for current and prospective investors, writing press releases 

for the media, and contributing expert insights at professional 

meetings and on webinars. In fact, every act of communication 

with an external audience can be regarded as a public-relations 

message, conveying a certain image of the company. For this 

reason, all such acts should be undertaken with careful attention 

to both content and tone. 

 The importance of these kinds of external-operational com-

munication hardly needs explaining. Because the success of a 

business depends on its ability to attract and satisfy customers, 

it must communicate effectively with those customers.  

 But businesses also depend on one another in the production 

and distribution of goods and services. Coordinating with 

contractors, consultants, and suppliers requires skillful com-

munication. In addition, every business must communicate to 

some extent with a variety of other external parties, such as 

government agencies and public-interest groups. Some external 

audiences for today’s businesses are illustrated in  Exhibit 1-2 . 

Like internal communication, external communication is vital 

to business success.  

governments. Businesses now operate in an age of social ac-

countability, and their response has been the development of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) departments and initia-

tives. While the business benef ts of CSR have been debated, 

the public demand for such programs is strong. You may well 

f nd that social issues will inf uence how you do business and 

communicate in business. 

  LO 1-3 Describe the three main categories of business com- 
munication.  

      Main Categories of Business 
Communication 
 Such newer media as blogs and social networking have weak-

ened the boundary between “inside” and “outside” the organi-

zation. One post on a company’s blog, for example, could draw 

comments from its employees, from employees in a similar or-

ganization or industry, or from potential customers.  

 Even so, most communication on the job can still be catego-

rized as either internal operational, external operational, or per-

sonal. These categories, while not completely distinct, can help 

you understand your purposes for communicating. 

  internal-operational communication   All the 

communication that occurs in conducting work within a busi-

ness is internal operational. This is the communication among 

   Source: © Randy Glasbergen/glasbergen.com 
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