Enron Fixes Their
Communication Problems

THOUGHTS ON WHEN TO JUST SAY NO—
LIKE WHEN YOUR COMPANY ASKS FOR A TRAINING COURSE

This sounds like an odd subject. And one to which I wouldn't
have given a moment’s thought if my company hadn’t built

an e-learning program for helping Enron employees commu-

nicate.
Many people who have written about Enron have com-

mented how communication seems to have been a major 1ssu¢

in its demise:

“Such a community requires collaboration and communics-

tion throughout the organization. Too many corporate
managers are well trained in ‘hard,’ quantifiable, tgcbmml
skills, but very poorly trained in ‘soft’ skills, such as empa-
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thy, communication, validation, conflict sy,
community building.”

(Lessons from the Enron Debacle: Corporate Culture Mas-
ters!, Paul T.P. Wong, WWW.meaning.ca/articles/
lessons_from_enron.htm)

agement, and

“Finally, we can’t ignore Enron’s communication snafus.
By now, all readers know what’s bappened to Enron, ome of
the country’s largest companies, now bankrupt. We main-
tain that their failure can be attributed to total contempt
for communication.”

(2001 “BIMBO OF THE YEAR” AWARDED,
www.spaethcom.com/bimbo_december2001.html)

“Some ways that corporate leaders and communications
gurus are adapting to the new post-Enron dimate: Corpo-
rate communications experts are urging more frequent
communications with employees, from face-to-face meetings
to Webcasts and satellite broadcasts. GE bas added a new
level of access and communication to regular meetings
between CEOQ Immelt and analysts: they are now broadcast
on GE’s Website. According to Immelt, ‘We want to be
touched and felt and viewed and discovered. I think that
Dlays o our strengths.”

(AFTER ENRON: More Employee Communication, More
Visible Leaders, www.jackmorton.com/360/
ind“su'}’_news/mar()Z_inZ.alsp)

As it h3‘PI)ened, Enron knew it had a communication pr?b-
fem, And, get thig; they thought we (by this I mean S e-lea::;g
OMpany | had founded) could solve it! They osked] S lto

e~leaming Program to fix their commlmicadon. prob ;.ntl:se q
Enron asked my company to build an interact” o loyees
¥Ogram 1o improve the communication skills of its empioY



ent levels. The program was supposed to “gjy,
al experience in communication,” and g,
ong communication skills could help thep,
goals.” One wonders who was issuing
Enron. The people we were deal-

at all managem
managers practic
«show them how str
achieve their business

these orders from on high in
presumably were not the ones who failed to commu-

ing with
h the public about the underhanded dealings at

nicate wit

Enron.
Enron, it turns o
Enron’s core values. One of these is Communication:

ut, had an ethics booklet that outlines

. o : :
Communication: We believe that information is

meant to move and that information moves people.”

’ Whatever that means. They didn’t even seem to be capa-
e of communication when they wrote about communication.

T'he issu
e her i
e, for me anyway, is the use of the term “com-

munication.”
And why is this a training problem, you ask? Because say-

1ng you . :
g you need to teach employees to communicate better is

nice way of missing the real problems in a company-

Dip ExroN HavE A COMMUNICATION PROBLEM?

gt : . :
0 better answer this question let’s consider what Enron actu-
ally thought that their communication problem was.

Their motivation in contacting us had to do with a survey

of their employees that they had conducted:
ecisions were not commu-

* 59 percent of employees said d
nicated well.

e 54 percent said they di
ions openly.

d not feel free to voice their opin-
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o 55 percent said the company didn’t act effective]
employee suggestions.

» 70 percent said communication was not good across
depal'tmental lines.

Yy on

» 61 percent said they were not encouraged to challenge
established procedures and policies.

Enron asked us to build computer simulations that would
train employees in situations meant to emulate the five trouble
spots in the survey. The people in my company interviewed 132
Enron employees in order to find real-life experiences and sto-
ties about communication breakdowns within the organization.
From this information they developed computer simulations

using the goal-based scenario approach I have been using for
years.

Saying you need to teach employees to communicate better

s & mice way of missing the real problems in a company.

How GoaL-BaSED ScENARIOS WORK I each scenario, the
user is presented with an overview of the situation and then bas the
“Pportunity to do some background research by poring over
Scenario-specific resources. These resources include things like an
emiployee’s last performance review or notes about an idea an
employee bas come up with. The scenarios are much barder for

Peaple who bayen’s prepared themselves properly.

eo It
“OPle don’t yge the right medium for communicd
€.8., too many e-mails).
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2. People don’t always effectively get across what they’re
trying to say when they do talk face-to-face with

employees.
This is pretty funny stuff actually. Enron employees
believed that communications were shaky at Enron because to
. . °
many e-mails were being sent and because people couldn’t fig-

ure out how to say what they mean. Maybe so. Maybe so
Because of these results, each scenario we built featured two

different kinds of decisions. The first involved making a choice

about what medium to communicate in (e.g., phone, e-mail, or
in person). The user is asked to defend his or her reasons for

picking that course of action and receives tutoring on both

incorrect choices and faulty justifications.
The second type of decision consisted of interactions with

fictional peers, with the focus on how to communicate strate-
gic decisions (e.g., what to say). If the user failed to make the
correct choice, he or she received advice and tutoring, complete

with links to a small performance support system full of tps,
expert stories, and resources for effective communication.

FOR EXAMPLE

In “A Matter of Meetings,” the user plays the role of a new
lead on a project requiring collaboration from several differ-

ent departments. The user’s goal is to get the project team
back on track by addressing its communication problems.
The scenario begins when a team member complains to the

user about how the old project lead ran meetings. She gives

an example of a failed and unfocused meeting.

When the user has done enough research, he or she can
prepare for the meeting by sending out an e-mail, deciding
(1) Whom to invite to the meeting, (2) What to focus the
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meeting on, (3) The goals of the meeting, and (4) Action
items. For each, the user must select the response(s) he or she
feels are most appropriate; the system Provides brief tutor-
ing for incorrect or omitted choices.

After the user sends the e-mail, the simulation jumps
ahead to the meeting. Here the user must do and say the
right things to move the meeting forward and effectively
address the team’s communication problems. When the user
mouses over a strategy choice, “What this might sound like”
text appears in a box below, giving the user an idea of how
each potential choice could be articulated.

Each choice leads to a video response from the team
members at the meeting. If the user chooses to “Discuss past
communication problems with participants” at the outset of
the meeting, for example, an argument breaks out among the
team members. For incorrect responses, “What went
wrong?” tutoring details the action the user chose, why th;
team reacted the way it did, and what a bet.ter approa}cle
might be. After the user gets through the meeting, he ox('i:n
must then decide what strategic actions to take regar thg
team members who missed the meeting: For each step, the
user must choose an action and justify it ario, he

When the user successfully completes the scensro:

/ .1 where the user
or she goes to a reflection page that defalllsujing preparing
made mistakes in several key skill areas, In¢

e iciting
: ctives, solic
for the meeting, focusing on meeting objé

feedback, and following up on decisions:

cenarios like these on

someone
ways to get
ere. For

We have been building goal-baSed S
Computers for many years. They aré & eatu being th
to experience a situation without acn?a Imental Protection
€Xample, we built one for the U.S. Enviro

ublic meeting.
AgenCY to teach EPA officials how t0 handle 2P
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In the simulation they ran fictional meetings full of oddhy
characters with whom they had to interact. Each character djg
and said what people typically do and say in EPA meetings, an

aken responses were dealt with by having to now deal with

mist
terrupted to give advice

even angrier characters. EPA officials in

on what to do.

[ Goal-based scenarios belp people practice skills that are dif-

ficult to practice in real life without causing them (and
their organization) great difficulties.
]
were trying t0

It is obvious that the people in my company

atilize the same ideas for an Enron meeting.

Waatr WeNT WRONG?

The real issue is what the problem was in the first place. The
EPA knew what its problem was: new employees got clobbered
in public meetings. Did Enron know what its problems were!
Was their communication problem a matter of meetings’
Here are excerpts of an article I found at Effectivel™
tranets.Com (http://effectiveintranets.com/cgibin/wwwthf“dS/

Showthreaded.pl?Board=news&Number=l02):

JFerry Stevenson
Enron’s Top Notch Electronic Comms—4/01/2002

Shooting the (electronic) messenger
The fanciest communication tools are on

people using them.
Last fall, Enron CEO Kenneth Lay beld a comp

wide meeting to allay concerns that the company was in

ly as good as the

any-
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serious trouble. And what betsey

4y to assemble bis £77-
flung troops for a chat than tbrougb the company int]:anet?
“The third quarter is looking great, Lay told an |

Enron employee during the Sept. 26 “E-speak,” three

weeks before the company announced $63g million in
third-quarter losses.

Asked by another employee what would bappen when
Enron’s accounting practices “come home to roost” in the
next ten years, Lay said, “I would guess ten years from now
our net income will be four- to six-fold what it is today, and
our market cap will be eight to ten times what it is today.”

He went on to urge employees to invest further in
Enron, telling them the stock price was “an incredible bar-
gain” at the then-current price of about $25. |

A short time after that meeting, Enron publicly admit-
ted it bad kept hundreds of millions of dollars in debt off the
company books and misled its employees—tbfougb t'be comn-
pany intranet and other communication vehicles—into
thinking it was a sound business. Enron stock became.
worthless, and many employees lost their jobs and their

pensions. busi
. : ness
But the Enron debacle also raises quemomfo 4

leaders—and communicators—all over A’”in[;f:llizz::;f-
utives regain the implicit trust of employees . : __ever be
nicators—and electronic-wmm”"imtim? veblfl";on their
looked at the same again? Will compfznzes aban ye ot
use of the intranet and online executiveé .Cbatsfolrd bite them
whatever is stated in those internal veb icles cot
on the, well, bottom line? : unications
This much is clear: Your company > [0;”1: Enron bad a
tools are only as good as the people W8 t za;ioﬂ programs
Weekly online newspaper; upwa rd comm’z,mexecutivef and
where employees could pose questions 10 e

IR T——- e



68 | Lessonsin Learning, e-Learning, and Training

recetve @ response within three days, E-T
ys; and “E-Th;
’ bink,”

think tank that encouraged em
Pl‘)}'eef 10 come up
P with angd

bounce ideas off one anotber online.

And there’s the infamous “E-Speak,” wh
otbe7.' zjveek Ken Lay or an Enron board ;nemlf:: ol
participate in an e-mail forum. Employees worldw(');ld
would ask questions that would be answered on t/::zs'pi)t

Enron also used sophisticated plasma screens inside ele

vators and an in-house production team that created
“30-second spots” to k ; )

spots” to keep employees informed about com-
pany news.

But all of this communication goes for naught if a com-

pany uses those tools to deliver false messages.

) .
Let’s look at the list of Enron’s communication problems

again:

* 59 percent of employees sai
nicated well.

* 54 percent said they did not feel free to voic
ions openly.

* 55 percent said the company
employee suggestions.

e 70 percent said communication

departrnental lines.
d they wer

cedures an

didn’t act effectively on

® 61 percent sai e not lenF GUES
d policies:

established pro

What is WI
¢, ] used the SO o

this on¢- P

someone cam
things could be imP* over

d decisions were not commu-

e their opin-
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remedy.

Another problem that Enron identified—this one not in the
top five—was that its employees didn't feel that their suggestions
were being paid attention to. Is this a communication problem?

I don’t know about you, but ifI felt my company was unre-
ceptive to suggestions I wouldn’t concentrate on speed as 2
means of improving that receptivity. Unless, of course, I wasn’t
trying to do any more than make it appear that the company
was receptive to suggestions, knowing full well that there was
plenty of stuff to hide and it wasn’t all that much fun to hear
that someone had found an irregularity of some sort. |

One thing is clear. Defining inattention and ineffective
action as a communication problem lets a lot of people off the
hook. The solution to making employees feel that you are open
to suggestions, was, according to Enron, listening to what they

had to suggest right away.

' d
ANOTHER EXAMPLE 61 percent said they were not encourage

. ? Quel
to challenge established procedures and policies. R;ﬂf/g'” e’?t’;"fm
suprise! Now, in retrospect, this seems to 1’-’ an i d: sres and policies
but really, how many companies want their proce

challenged?

?
OuRr E- LEARNING SOLUTION!

ning to pO]lC}’ sug-
great idea and it
tional (and thus

You guessed it. Managers role play liste )
Bestions and are coached to say; FEhe wa:ic
will certainly get discussed.” This for a
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presumably non-great) idea. So now all ideas are great. What,
solution to being receptive to new ideas. Our communication
module was actually an obfuscation model. It taught employ-
ees how to fake listening.

Of course, you are thinking: then why were you part of building
this stuff? Well, actually, 1 wasn’t. It was dome during a period of
time where I was not involved in the training part of our business,
But even so, I included a description of the Enron module in my
book Designing World Class e-Learning, so I must have
thought it was okay. I just thought what we were doing at my
company was better than the junk other companies were putting
out, which was really the point of the book. That's not a particulary
good answer 1 know, but while I was writing that book I began to
see that there were some serious problems in everyone’s approach to
training, which is, in part, why I am writing this one.

I had wearied of much of what I was asked to work onin
the training business precisely because of this kind of problem-
What kind of problem is that, you ask?

The real problem was . . .

THINKING ALL PROBLEMS
ARE TRAINING PROBLEMS

Trainers have the idea that all problems are really training prob-
lems. I must confess that as an educational reformer I have 3 lot
of sympathy with that point of view. Whenever I see an il'l n
society I always think that it could have been remedied with just

a little more education or a little better education for dle peOPle |
involved. You don’t grow up to do dumb things if you have ,bee_ni
taught how to do reasonable things. s
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Trainers bave the idea thy \

t all problems gy, veally training
p,oblems.

But when dealing with fully formed adults, while you can
teach new skills easily enough, remediating old habits is 5 gif.
ferent story altogether. Enron employees felt just a bit fright-
ened to express themselves, did they? That’s what get out of
the survey results. Well then, how about getting rid of the cul-
ture of fear? How do we do that? Certainly not by labeling the
problem a communication problem. In fact, it is obvious, hind-
sight being twenty-twenty, that there was a reason that.a cul-
ture of fear was prevalent. There was something to hide. When
people are afraid of being found out for the dark thing they are
engaged in, they tend be less than open. That culture perme-
ates all the way down so that people at Enron who were hiding
nothing were probably fearful just because that’s the way things

were done at Enron.

Our communication module was actually an obfuscation

model. It taught employees how to fake listening.

TuE SoruTION TO ALL THis?

Well, f | : : alling it a communications issue
om a PR point of view, caling ko ¢ pcachy ides.

and startin ication training seems
g communication g blem is. You

. ro
But sometimes you have to ask what the real p
™3y not like what you see.

o gk o
How do we teach communication: Thc munication
L . S 1 g Om
legltlmate training issue, but it 31mpl}’ isn t.

is sounds like a

PSS — _—
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skills seem like something one can teach. Simply focus oy, th }
. . o :
problems if communication and provide training for each One
With that in mind let’s look at what the Enron survey says, .

more time:

o 59 percent of employees said decisions were not comy,.
nicated well.

o 54 percent said they did not feel free to voice their Opiﬁ.
ions openly.

e 55 percent said the company didn’t act effectively on
employee suggestions.

e 70 percent said communication was not good across
departmental lines.

* 61 percent said they were not encouraged to challenge
established procedures and policies.

“How do we teach communication?” sounds like a legiti-

mate training issue, but it simply isn’t.

Now let’s suppose that we were not allowed to use the word

communication to describe these problems. What words could

we use? I suggest these five:

Clarity
Freedom
Listening
Silos
Fear

Which of these things can be taught in a training session
(electronic or otherwise)? Would you like to attend training o0
|1~ howtobe less fearful that your company will not react well to

& what you say and think?



minds? Well, no.
Why not?

Because training and real life are different things. We can
teach people to say some words aboyt how they should treat
people, but the issue is the reward System after all. If the com-
pany rewards people who are tough on their employees (or run
a tight ship, to put a positive Spin on it), then it cannot simul-
taneously reward people for being touchy feely with their
employees. In fact this is a hiring issue not a training issue. A
company that hires tough guys isn’t one that hires nice guys.
We are talking about different cultures here. Now I never met
anyone at Enron, so I have no personal take on what kind of
people they hired. But I can guess, given the employee survey
and the ensuing debacle at Enron, that openness wasn’t
rewarded because openness wasn’t valued.

Al too often training people (me included) allow themselves
to get sucked into the baloney that a company is selling.

All too often training people (me included) allo‘w d“-am-
selves to get sucked into the baloney that a company ls:elhndg.
“We have a communication problem” turn EOiORtES -e ,:0 lil:
for: We realize that this is an uptight and sereene P[l:“ ’ b;‘::: would
that because we are doing some pretty underbanded 1h7E
be nice ifyou could just make it seem like we reab i et s
issues by teaching people to bebave in a WAy tZat : ,,311 1o everything
bly learn to bebave from training. Be W ? ciiling to change the
We can to undermine the training you prov ide by f

Workplace one bit.
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Th '
- ; lr)llr'loollllem is .twofold. First, there are some th
€arn 1n training. S g
a ruse to hide a dee By,
e o e per I.)robl.em, it won’t work (even if that ?ﬂy
g could work in principle if it wasn’t done as 5 ml:l;d
€).

So
CaN You TeacH CoMMUNICATION?

Is communicati ' is i
uaimng?uzcgil;ng?aitlcl;;i;t; t:;t is in principle unteachable jy
| swer to the “unteachableness”
.questlon would seem to be “no.” After all one can get a degree
in .comr?n.mications—it is a legitimate field of inquiry in many
universities, and it comprises a set of skills we all want to

improve upon. So the answer must be “yes.”

There are some things you simply cannot learn in training.
Plus, when training is really a ruse to hide a deeper prob-
Jem, it won’t work (even if that kind of training could

work in principle if it wasn’t done as a ruse). y

For years I have been preaching that the big three issues in
and human relations.

able stu-
t in daily

education are reasoning, communication,
I have said many times that schools must strive to en

dents to learn these skills, that they are more importan
life by far than physics, mathematics, or ancient history. So

obviously, I think communication can be taught, right?

Well, no.

on Skills Can Be Learned,

Communicati
ent

But ThatIsa Different Statem

When I have talked about how those subjects constitute the big

also pointed out that none of them can be

three in education, I
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raught directly. Imagine a course in reason:
cangeasily imagine that a school’s cour(s)zl;grfor exa‘mple, o
. o €asoning would
come d.own to lear@g the six principles of reasoning, or dia-
gramming the reasomng extant in a piece of text, or identify-
ing the types of reasoning that were being employed in an
argument. When school teaches a subject, jt usually boils it
down into something analytical (and irrelevant) that people
need to learn, avoiding the skill itself altogether.

The communication schools that teach communication teach
the theory of communication, or how to deal with communica-
tive disorders, or perhaps they include a journalism program as
some sort of practical implementation of communication theory.
The actual skills we need for communication we learn as a
result of having a goal and seeing its realization (or lack thereof)
by our communicative methods. We speak, we write, we com-
municate, about something, with some end in mind other than
the communication itself. We don’t try to communicate, we
try to be understood or agreed with, or we try to convince

somebody of something or get someone to do something we

want done.

S a
The actual skills we need for communication we learn as

result of baving a goal and seeing 15 realization (or lack

thereof) by our communicative methods.
ned only by practice. We

Communication skills are lear utter. We know
Practice communication with every sentence " ur listener says
how well those sentences have worked When';) that” or some-
“huh?” or “really?” or “I am sO hapPpy youfSal for better or

inforces,
., : world rein ;
thmg in between. The outside (or even minut

’ e-by-
. : al
Worse, our communication skills on 2 datly



. 1

minute) basis.
) basis. So we really don’t need courses in COmmyp; ‘
ca‘

tion; we need opportunities for communication.
Well, no, I don’t really believe that either. Commun;
umcaﬁ()n

that is observed by someone else whom we trust who ca

ment on how well we expressed ourselves or whet;:ecom.
seemed to be listening or whether what we said was whartwe
meant, can be quite valuable. In other words we can all 1‘::
some tutoring with respect to the communicative efforts w:,

engage in. (Perhaps someone could help me make this para-

graph better, for example.)
But did my company do that in its Enron course? No.

What it did was give people some right and wrong answers to
select from that would demonstrate that they were being sym-
pathetic to the speaker. Now I ask you, who is going to say ina
simulated scenario in a course on being open to employess, that
they are “too busy for a meeting right now and could you come

back in a week?” No one is to0 busy in a simulation. People are
which is exactly what a simulation isn’t
d at this pointis. .-

too busy in real life,
The question that might be on your min

NCE BETWEEN STUFF

How To TELL THE DIFFERE
STUFF THAT CAN'T

TaaT CAN BE TAUGHT AND

those on high who have

e they should work on
ght that

.. so that you know when to tell

ordered training to be built that mayb
some other subject area that the company needs tau

might actually work.
Here is my rule of

ask the following questions:
comprise this subject?

+humb. Take the subject 0 be taught and

1. Are there skills that
2. Can you name them?
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3. Can you practice them?

4. Would you be able to tell if someone was doing them right?

5. Are mistakes honestly made and recoverable?

For Example

To take an obvious case, let’s consider training to be a fire-
fighter.

1. Are there skills? You have to do things like hold the
hose, break windows, crawl under fire, and all kinds of
other good stuff.

2. Can you name them? I can’t, but firefighters can.

3. Can you practice them? It takes much training on real
burning houses used for practice.

4. Would you be able to tell if someone were doing them right?
Putting the fire out without getting hurt is a clear and
good result.

5. Are mistakes honestly made and recoverable? I would
assume so. One imagines that some of the best fire-
fighters made some serious mistakes at first but got
better over time.

So there you have it. A real subject for training. Training

firefighters is definitely a good idea. Any other plan seems
insane,

Another Example

Now let’s look at one that isn’t really a subject f(.)r tr;imng. es
I'will choose “thinking out of the box,” a subject that com

anies need to
Up a great deal in conversations about what comp
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do. So let’s imagine you have been asked to teach , “th

out of the box” course by your company. Answer my f;
tions first: Ve Queg.

1. Are there skills? I have no idea what the skills are i,
“out of the box thinking.” I can identify the product
of creative thinking when I see it, but I don’t know
what produces that product. (Well, I have some ides
actually. I once wrote a book on creativity, but my
view was that it was an attitude rather than a set of

skills.)
2. Can you name them? No, we can’t name the skills.

3. Can you practice being creative? You can try, but I doubt
that that is what creative people do in order to
become creative. They may, as children, continually
be creative and then get better at it, but they are not

trying to be creative—they are trying to do things
that happen to be considered creative by others,

which is a different thing altogether.

4. Can you tell when someone is being creative? Sort of. But
a lot depends on context and what has come before
and whether the person involved heard about those

new ideas from someone else.

Can you fix someone’s creativity mistakes? I am not sure
what this would mean exactly, so I guess not.

This is simple, no? Some subjects are good candidates fof

some are not.

the training department and |
2 Can it be taught? T don'

Then what about COMMUNICALION

\ think so. e
| The good news is that communication can be seenasas

of skills (like writing, public speaking, listening, and so on)and :
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each of these can be taught. But you wi]] notice Enrop did
ask for a writing course (in fact we had ope available~descrjl::dt
in that same book—that I would have beep, Proud to recom-
mend).

So what was the problem at Enron? They got the skills

wrong because they tried to design them baseq on a survey of
problem areas which, in case you forgot, were

Clarity
Freedom
Listening
Silos

Fear

Try my five questions on those areas. Only “listening”
seems like an actual skill, but I was just writing a kind of short-
hand there. Really the survey said “listening and acting on what
you heard” was the problem. In other words, no one did any-
thing when employees at Enron complained. And no training
course was ever going to fix that. Nor was training going to
make people less fearful in an environment that had plenty
to hide.

Bottom line: Be careful when your bosses ask you to build

ini . U ?
training. Sometimes you should just say "1

A

Jump StarT Your TRAINING
. . ce between things
Here’s a checklist for knowing the differen

that can be taught and things that cannot
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CaN'T BE TAUGHT CAN BE TaugHT
Aptitudes People Skills

Attitudes Particular Skills

Wisdom Decision Making

Good Judgment Cases of Bad Judgment
Experience Simulated Cases
Openness Handling Customer Problems
Friendliness Courtesy

Physical Principles Physical Skills (by Practice)
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