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94d Diagonal Communication

When employees communicate across departments and levels, they are engaging in
diagonal communication. For example, if Ryan's subordinate Owen contacts Ryan's peer in a
different department, diagonal communication has occurred. Diagonal communication is
common in cross-functional project teams composed of people from different levels drawn

from different departments.

Diagonal communication allows employees in different parts of an organization to
contribute to creating a new product or solving a problem. Diagonal communication also
helps to link groups and spread information around the firm. Almost all successful
managers use these informal communication networks to monitor employee
communication and to communicate quickly with employees. * A long-standing practice at
General Motors is its “diagonal slice meetings” in which top executives seek feedback from

white-collar people at all levels of the company. *

Diagonal communication can also be inappropriate depending on the situation and the
people involved. Subordinates who engage in diagonal communication may alienate their
direct supervisor who might feel “out of the loop” and punish the subordinate for

disrespecting the chain of command.

Information technology and the Internet can facilitate horizontal and diagonal
communication through the company's intranet, portals, and wikis. By creating a central
location where employees can post questions and help solve problems other employees are
dealing with, communication can occur among employees who would be unable to
communicate without the use of technology. For organizations with multiple locations, IT
and the Internet can create employee networks that allow employees located around the

world to work together and share knowledge. *
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94¢ Formal and Informal Communication

Formal communications are official, organization-sanctioned communications. They can be
upward, downward, horizontal, or diagonal. Formal communication channels typically
involve some sort of written communication that provides a permanent record of the

exchange. Formal communication is usually interpreted accurately.

Informal communication is anything that is not official. Informal communications include
gossip and answering another employee's question about how to do something. The
grapevine is an example of an informal communication channel. The grapevine can
promote the spread of gossip or rumors, which can be destructive and interfere with the
functioning of the company, particularly if they are untrue.® You should not avoid the
grapevine, but be sure to evaluate the credibility of the source before you believe what you
hear.® If a rumor does not make sense or is inconsistent with other things you know or

have heard, seek more information before reacting.

As a manager, being aware of current office gossip can help to keep you informed of what is
on employees' minds and prevent rumors from growing out of control. It is best to prevent
rumors from starting by establishing clear communication channels, building trust with
your employees, and providing employees adequate facts and information. If a rumor does
start to spread, neutralize it by consistently and honestly communicating with employees

about the issue. Not making a comment is usually seen as confirmation of a rumor. *

Informal communication plays a powerful role in most organizations. These two co-
workers, for example, have gone out to lunch and are now returning to work. They may be
discussing their boss, another colleague, or a major business decision. Alternatively, they
may be talking about the weather or social activities. The power of informal
communication, whether inside or outside the organization, should not be overlooked.
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94 Social Networking

A social network is the set of relationships among people connected through friendship,
family, work, or other ties. People form social networks in organizations that allow for an
exchange of information from one employee to another, or even to people outside the
company. These informal networks can be helpful—they give employees access to people
who can help solve problems and get work done. It is often recommended that new

employees try to tap into existing social networks to learn how to successfully do their work.
*

Our social networks consist of both formal and informal ties. Formal ties refer to
relationships with coworkers, bosses, and others we know because of the roles we hold.
Employees have formal ties with their bosses and subordinates. Informal ties are
relationships based on friendship and choice. If an accounting employee and a production
employee create a tie between them because they want to discuss work issues or develop a

friendship, and not because they have to, this tie is an informal one.

Some people's social networks have many ties, making them central in an organization's
social network. The employee who everyone goes to with a question, or who seems to know

everything about everyone else, is central to that company's social network.

The pattern of relationships in a company influences its communication patterns and
information flow. If employees tend to be connected to many other employees
communication is more open and information flows more freely. If employees tend to be
connected to very few other employees, or if employees tend to be connected only to their
managers, the network is more closed and information tends to flow only to the central

person.

Personal contacts are essential to the success of salespeople and managers alike. Social
networking Internet sites take these personal relationships online. Hundreds of companies
worldwide, including Saturn and Smart Car, use internal social networks to boost
productivity and encourage collaboration. LinkedIn's service, Company Groups, digitally
gathers all of a company's employees into a single, private web forum where they can talk,
share ideas, and ask company-related questions. More than 1,000 companies have signed
up for the service. * Facebook also has a service that lets people sharing company email

addresses join the same group.
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Social networking also has a potential downside. If employees and customers are satisfied,
these networks can help build loyalty. If not, employees and customers will communicate
and amplify every complaint through these networks. Both employees and managers need
to be careful about what they post on Internet social networking sites like Facebook,
LinkedIn, and Instagram. This information will be available for others to view for many
years, and many hiring managers look at Facebook and other sites to learn more about job
candidates. ® You can use this to your advantage by posting information that reinforces
and further explains your qualifications and accomplishments, rather than photos and other

information that might frame you in a negative light. *
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Organizational Communication

Organizational communication is the exchange of information among two or more
individuals or groups in an organization that creates a common basis of understanding and
feeling. Organizational communication can move in a variety of directions, and be formal or
informal in nature. Figure 9.3 illustrates downward, upward, horizontal, and diagonal

communication paths in organizations.

Figure 9.3 Communication Paths in Organizations

Organizational communication can follow a variety of paths. As illustrated here, these
paths can be downward, upward, horizontal, or diagonal.
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94a Downward Communication

Downward communication occurs when higher-level employees communicate to those at
lower levels the organization—for example, from a manager to a subordinate. Downward
communication typically consists of messages about how to do a job, performance goals, the

firm's policies, and how the company is performing.

Technology now gives many executives real-time feedback on employees' and the
company's performance, but getting those executives' decisions communicated to
employees often takes longer. Setting up procedures and creating a culture that enables the
uninhibited flow of information is the foundation of effective communication. * Asa
senior leader of Tata Consultancy Services in Mumbai, India, says, “From communicating
key organizational policies and initiatives to establishing a direct connection between the
CEO, senior management and the employees, technology can help dissolve geographic and

hierarchical barriers.” *

Management by wandering around is a face-to-face management technique in which
managers get out of their offices and spend time talking informally to employees throughout
the organization. ® Being actively engaged in the day-to-day operations of the business
gives managers a feel for what is really going on in the company. For example, in the first
six months after Gary Kusin became CEO of Kinko's, he went into each of Kinko's twenty-
four markets in the United States, visited more than 200 stores, and met with more than

2,500 team members to learn what the company needed to do to continue evolving. *




image4.png
Senior managers can learn a lot about what is going on in their company by visiting
facilities and talking to employees. This executive, for instance, is visiting one of his firm's
distribution centers to better educate himself on what goes on there.
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Information technology and the Internet have given managers more choices in how to
communicate downward, including email, instant messaging, intranets, portals, wikis,
blogs, and webcasts in addition to traditional verbal and written communication. Lucent
uses a variety of technologies to communicate with employees around the world and
gathers employee feedback to identify what is and is not working. Through this feedback
Lucent has learned how to use satellite broadcasts, email messages, and Internet
publications to share information with employees. A Lucent executive says, “Global
communication becomes almost instantaneous when posted to the website. We can send
out an internal press release and ensure that employees are getting accurate information as
quickly as possible.” * When big news hits, Lucent quickly posts audio files on its intranet

so that employees can listen to the leader's message.
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94b Upward Communication

Upward communication occurs when lower-level employees communicate with those at
higher levels—for example, when a subordinate tells a manager about a problem employees
are having meeting a customer's request. Encouraging upward communication can help
‘managers check that subordinates understand their goals and instructions, keep managers
informed of employee challenges and complaints, and cultivate acceptance and

commitment by giving employees the opportunity to express ideas and suggestions. *

Despite its potential benefits, getting subordinates to give upward feedback can be
challenging. Subordinates often filter bad news, fearing that their boss does not really want
to hear it. Being approachable, accessible, and creating a culture of trust and openness can
help subordinates feel more comfortable giving upward feedback. Managers should avoid
overreacting, becoming defensive, or acting blameful, and should respect confidentiality
when a subordinate shares potentially controversial or negative information. Attitude
surveys, an open-door policy, and regular face-to-face meetings with subordinates can also
foster upward communication. One of the best ways to make subordinates comfortable
sharing information may be sympathetically listening to them during your daily informal
contacts with them in and outside of the workplace. ® This can build the trust required for

subordinates to share their ideas and honestly communicate negative information.

Technology tools such as wikis can enhance bottom-up communication in organizations. By
creating an open-source workspace, all employees can be part of the brainstorming and
problem-solving process. For example, when a manager at an investment bank wanted an
analysis of how to double profits on a particular trade, he put the problem on a wiki page
where other employees could comment, brainstorm, and edit in real time. In two days, the

‘manager had analytics that otherwise would have taken two weeks to acquire. *
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94c Horizontal Communication

Horizontal communication occurs when someone in an organization communicates with
others at the same organizational level. Managers often depend on each other to help get the
job done, and communication is necessary for them to coordinate resources and workflow.
Although horizontal communication occurs between peers, as in all organizational
communications, it is best to stay professional and avoid confrontational words and

negative body language.

Managers can facilitate horizontal or interdepartmental communication by appointing
liaison personnel or creating interdepartmental committees or task forces to facilitate
communication and coordination and solve common problems. Technology also can help.
Kraft Foods gives employees many communication tools to use in communicating with each
other. KraftCast is a quarterly podcast featuring an interview with a company executive or
newsmaker. On Ask the KET (short for Kraft executive team), employees ask questions about
anything from recipe changes to how the financial crisis is affecting Kraft. Online videos,
blogs, wikis, and discussion boards can be made available to all employees or to a particular
workgroup. An online notice board even lets employees congratulate each other or thank

coworkers for their help. *




