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The ART of  Responsible 
Communication
 Leading with Values Every Day   
 David L. Remund
Business leaders control information, data, and feed-

back. How should that power be managed in this digital 

age and fast-paced, globalized economy? That important 

question is at the heart of The ART of Responsible Commu-

nication. This book serves as a how-to guide for executives 

and emerging business leaders across multiple industries 

and a full spectrum of functional disciplines.

The ART of Responsible Communication examines multi-

faceted  corporate communication as a responsibility shared 

by leaders across the enterprise. You simply cannot delegate 

all communication responsibility to the corporate commu-

nications department or a public relations agency. It is  every 

leader’s responsibility to model and champion  effective 

communication, requiring an ongoing commitment to 

 Accessibility, Responsiveness and Transparency, or, in other 

words, The ART of Responsible Communication.

 David L. Remund, PhD, designed and managed corporate-

wide strategic communications programs for Bank of 

America, Principal Financial Group, and multiple divisions 

of Wells Fargo & Company. He served as an agency director 

of strategic planning, and continues to consult and coach 

independently, in addition to teaching full-time at the Uni-

versity of Oregon.

Remund is a past fellow of the Plank Center for Leader-

ship in Public Relations, and the Arthur W. Page Center 
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 doctorate from the University of North Carolina at 

 Chapel Hill, and has been nationally accredited by the 
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Introduction

Ever feel overwhelmed by the number of people clamoring for your at-
tention, and the many ways they do so in this digital age? You are not 
alone. Research suggests that most executives now spend at least half their 
time communicating (Silverman 2012). That communication may take 
the form of face-to-face meetings, conference calls, phone calls, e-mail 
messages, and other means. Meetings generally account for up to two full 
days of an executive’s work week, while managing electronic communica-
tions may account for up to one full day (Krauss 2014). We are drowning 
in communication, or so it seems. What’s a leader like you to do?

To be certain, technology, globalization, and economic pressures place 
incredible demands on executives and other business leaders these days. 
People at all levels of an organization need information, often  urgently, 
and, above all, they need expert insight and perspective to make well-
grounded decisions. As a leader, are you fully owning up to that respon-
sibility? Are you living your values each day, and communicating as 
efficiently and responsibly as possible with all of your key stakeholders, 
both inside and outside your organization? That is, are you communi-
cating in a way that is candid, clear, and consistent, and fully rooted in 
values-driven decisions, regardless of how busy you are, and how many 
people need your time?

If you said no, you are not alone. Communication is often a signifi-
cant challenge for leaders. The good news is that you now have some help-
ful answers right at your fingertips. Welcome to The ART of Responsible 
Communication.

About This Book

This book is a how-to communications guide for business executives and 
other leaders like you. The intent is to help you identify and understand 
some simple yet pivotal ways in which you can take greater responsi-
bility for communication, and substantially improve the vitality and 
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adaptability of your colleagues and your organization. You will learn to 
define and honor strong values and better streamline your thoughts and 
actions, in accordance with those values. Above all, you will learn how to 
consistently and efficiently communicate with all those who have a vested 
stake in your organization. You will become an expert at responsible com-
munication, and, in turn, relationship-building.

The primary chapters examine several key leadership principles—
namely Accessibility, Responsiveness and, Transparency (thus, the acro-
nym ART, from the book’s title)—and provide you with opportunities 
for self-reflection, as well as actionable ideas to implement immediately. 
These chapters are designed for quick reading, emphasizing why you 
should be more purposefully involved in communication, and how you 
can do so without adding to your already full plate. The final chapter—
comprising Part 3—organizes all of the key lessons from the book into an 
easy-to-skim action guide. Read the full book now for depth and full con-
text; use Part 3 as a handy go-to resource in the months and years ahead.

Why This Book?

This book came to be because, after two decades of working with execu-
tives and other leaders, I know many like you strongly and sincerely want 
to do better, communication-wise. Most who lead businesses and other 
organizations long to see both their enterprises and employees succeed. 
They want to keep people informed and engaged. They want to build a 
strong groundswell of support. But, the world is an increasingly tough 
place to do business, and even more so a tough place to communicate in 
a truly effective fashion. We are all so damn busy and pressed for time. 
Even the best intentions don’t always result in the most productive words 
or actions. To my knowledge, there hadn’t been an action-oriented com-
munication guide specifically addressing communication as a leadership 
responsibility, so I made it a point to write one.

By way of background, I came in and out of the mortgage industry 
during two separate booms, each prior to the financial collapse of 2008. 
There was so much money flying around in that industry during those 
times; normalcy was anything but the norm. I worked with teams of exec-
utives in back-to-back, all-day meetings that often stretched from sunrise 
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to well past sunset. That’s how work was nearly every weekday, regularly 
supplemented by weekend conference calls, business travel, and/or grind-
ing through hundreds of backlogged e-mail messages and action items. 
On at least one occasion that comes to memory, I worked nearly 42 hours 
straight with little more than a few catnaps here and there.  Balancing 
work demands and personal life was tough enough, let alone trying to 
champion personal values through solid communication. You have no 
doubt felt this same way, at least at times. Our desire to do good can easily 
get beat down by day-to-day pressures.

Let me share a story that became a touch point for me, and may be a 
wake-up call for you. There came a time in my corporate career when a 
mandate was put in place by a C-level executive, prohibiting presentations 
at senior-level project team meetings. All that would be allowed going for-
ward was a single-page dashboard handout listing measurable objectives 
and containing two or three small charts illustrating key metrics. Nirvana? 
Not  exactly. Twenty-minute, relatively straightforward presentations quickly 
 became  multihour, nonlinear debates full of sidebar conversations, misun-
derstandings, and misinterpretations. People walked in and out of the meet-
ings at will, and there was truly no focal point for dialogue. Takeaways were 
 unclear and inconsistent among project team members, and discord was 
high. Communication-wise, things simply got worse.

This story is not to defend presentations, which often fail to foster open 
dialogue and debate. Rather, this story illustrates that when we attempt to 
streamline and control communication, we often create even greater prob-
lems. Communicating effectively is rarely easy, nor is it ever a one-time, 
one-way action. Effective communication is a dynamic, ongoing, two-way 
process, and that process requires—no, that process  demands—strong lead-
ership principles of Accessibility, Responsiveness, and Transparency (ART), 
underpinned by an equally strong sense of commitment and enthusiasm.

How much or little to communicate isn’t necessarily what matters 
most, I have found. The answer lies in how you communicate with the 
intended audience, and the tone you set with people, especially those who 
must follow your lead, or at least who rely on your judgment and wisdom. 
Perpetuate a highly controlled, stifled, and ultimately suffocating com-
munications environment, and you’ll simply reap more of what you sow. 
Take a more conscious, open and dynamic approach to communication, 
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though, and you’ll soon find people adapting their behavior to mirror 
yours. This is, truly, the ART of responsible communication.

Defining “Responsibility”

There are many ways to define responsibility, so we need to be more spe-
cific. In business, we tend to associate the concept of responsibility with 
legal obligation—and perhaps moral and ethical obligation, too. Let’s 
focus in on the legal aspect, though, which underlies all business activity. 
The American Bar Association (1969) defines professional responsibility 
for its members, in a broad sense, as obeying the law, avoiding conflicts 
of interest, and consistently putting clients’ interests ahead of one’s own. 
 Applying this concept to the aspect of leadership examined in this book, 
we might say that a leader’s responsible communication is lawful, mutually 
beneficial, and other-focused. Could responsible communication  really be 
that simple? No. If it were, there would be no need for this book.

The following pages will shed light on the many considerations that 
fall within the domain of responsible communication. You will come to a 
clearer understanding of what it means to communicate responsibly, and 
what it means to lead with values every day. Let me be clear: this notion 
of responsible communication applies to all stakeholders, not just the 
employees and contractors within your span of control. That means you 
can and should also apply the principles contained in this book to your 
ongoing communication with fellow managers and supervisors; investors 
and regulators; editors and reporters; and customers and prospects, espe-
cially those who are active on social media.

You honestly can make a difference. In fact, as a leader, you may be the 
only person who can make a difference, given your position and channels 
of influence. This book will help you learn how.

Inspired by Giving Voice to Values

This title that you are now reading is absolutely a book about communica-
tion. But, to be honest, this is also a book about values-based leadership. The 
lessons contained in The ART of Responsible Communication are inspired by 
Giving Voice to Values: How to Speak Your Mind When You Know What’s Right, 
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by Gentile (2010), a senior research scholar at Babson College. That book in-
tegrates examples, methods, and guidelines into a playbook for how to imple-
ment values in times of ethical conflict. Giving Voice to Values is not about 
deciding what the right thing to do is, but rather about how to get the right 
things accomplished. In a similar way, The ART of Responsible  Communication 
is designed to help you implement values through day-to-day words and 
 actions. The difference is that this book is written specifically for leaders like 
you, and with a purposeful focus on communication.

Don’t worry if you have not read Giving Voice to Values. You will find 
that Gentile’s guiding philosophies, relative to communication, are refer-
enced at key points in this book. The driving intent of The ART of Respon-
sible Communication is to help you, as a leader, leverage your power, time, 
and resources in ways that most effectively champion values. The focus is 
not on decision making itself, but rather on how to communicate values-
based decisions as a means of sense-making and coalition-building, both 
within and outside of your company.

Structured to Challenge, Inspire, and Guide You

The book contains three sections: Part 1 addresses the principles of respon-
sible leadership and communication, Part 2 examines communication 
strategies for each of your key stakeholder groups, and Part 3 provides a 
succinct action plan for putting all of these ideas into immediate motion.

Part 1 is intended to challenge your thinking about what it means to 
lead and to communicate, particularly in today’s complex, global, tech-
nology-infused world. You will reflect on the three important leadership 
principles—Accessibility, Responsiveness, and Transparency—that con-
stitute the ART of responsible communication, and learn how to put 
these principles into motion.

Part 2 applies the ART principles to each of your key stakeholder 
groups. Chapters dive into how to best communicate with other leaders 
and managers in your organization; employees and contractors; investors 
and regulators; editors and reporters; and, finally, customers and pros-
pects, especially those who are active on social media. The purpose of Part 
2 is to inspire you about the many ways in which you can put responsible 
communication principles into daily action.
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Finally, Part 3 summarizes key takeaways from the prior two sections, 
in a step-by-step action plan. This brief closing section essentially serves 
as a clear guide for how to become a more responsible communicator and 
leader.

The book stays focused on your leadership role, and how that role can 
be more active and influential, thanks to consistent outreach with your 
many and diverse stakeholders. The sections and chapters allow you quick 
access to the areas of most interest or concern now, or as challenges shift 
in the future.

An Important Disclaimer

This book is not for every leader. Why? Many executives consider com-
munication the responsibility of an internal colleague or department, not 
something requiring their own active involvement. These leaders tend to 
focus almost exclusively on financials, key performance indicators, and 
other metrics. That is fine—except that these numbers are nearly always 
lagging measures. They reveal problems only after problems have already 
begun to bubble to the surface.

Inevitably, employees, customers, vendors, investors, policymakers, 
and consumers will become disgruntled with your organization and one 
of its offerings or initiatives. There is just no denying; things go wrong.

You are a leader, and it is your responsibility to proactively stay in 
touch with key stakeholders. You can play an indispensable role in help-
ing prevent or mediate issues, before a crisis develops and matters quickly 
escalate beyond organizational control via the immediacy of news media 
and social media.

Leaders who value efficiency and financials above all else, manage 
their days accordingly, and with blinders on as far as the importance of 
responsible communication. They see leadership as strictly science, and 
rarely as ART. They tend to be reactive rather than proactive when it 
comes to sharing information, gathering feedback, and managing issues. 
You? You’re likely much different.

Chances are you appreciate just how powerful—and vital—candid, 
clear, and consistent communication is to your organization and every-
one it touches, internally and externally. You are fully committed to, and 
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actively involved in, internal and external communication, or you at least 
you desire to be. You wouldn’t be reading this book, otherwise.

Truth be told, it isn’t easy to lead an organization or operational unit 
and play an active role in multiple forms of communication. This book 
is designed to help. The short, pointed chapters should prove invigorat-
ing and inspiring. You will take away actionable ideas for immediate 
implementation, integrating the science of your technical and functional 
 expertise with the ART of values-based leadership. These steps should 
result in meaningful, positive, and lasting impacts, both for the near- and 
long-term, as well as inside and outside of your organization.

Imagine a culture where all employees operate with values top-of-mind, 
and where communicating efficiently and effectively becomes the norm, 
rather than the exception. You can help make this kind of culture a reality 
for your organization.

Let’s get started.
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PART 1

Embracing the ART  
of Values-driven Leadership
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CHAPTER 1

Accessibility

One of the mid-level executives I had been mentoring for years reached 
out to me late one afternoon, and asked me to go for a walk together 
downtown. The invitation for a walk was not necessarily that unusual; 
more and more colleagues and peers, it seems, have discovered the simple 
pleasure of walking meetings, which have a unique way of invigorating 
body, mind, and spirit. No, the idea to go walking together wasn’t the 
surprising part; what caught me off-guard is that this had been a Sunday 
afternoon, a time traditionally protected from discussions of business and 
professional development. What did she want so urgently want to discuss, 
I wondered to myself? She had begun a new role with a new, nationwide 
organization earlier that month, but what could have already cropped up 
as a pressing issue? And did this conversation really need to happen on a 
Sunday afternoon?! To be honest, I had been contemplating a short nap 
on the couch after a long and trying six-day week of work. Alas, I slipped 
on a pair of Nikes, and set out to discover the answers.

Being a leader means being accessible, simple as that. You know how 
important and treasured your accessibility is, I’m certain, because people 
clamor for your attention every day, and likely often nearly every hour of 
the day. Were you not accessible to anyone, you would not be a leader. 
And you would not be needed.

We have to prioritize, of course, though. There is only so much time 
in a given day, and not every request is urgent or even important. That 
afternoon, though, the tone of the request sent a strong signal. I simply 
knew being there for a valued mentee at that particular moment was far 
more important than a self-indulgent siesta. My accessibility mattered.

When I met up with my protégé that Sunday afternoon, we walked for 
several miles, in and around downtown. The topics? How to develop deeper 
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technical expertise and establish more solid credibility within a new  industry. 
And how to deliver bottom-line value as a newcomer—and a woman—
within a conservative organization that has a mostly male leadership team.
Yet what was most on my mentee’s mind was how to deal with having so 
much access to C-suite executives and other key decision makers. What?!

Imagine if your colleagues, employees, and contractors became con-
cerned because they had too much access to you. Is it even possible to 
imagine such a scenario? I’m guessing not. Most of us have the exact oppo-
site problem; that is, people need or want our time, input, and guidance, 
and we simply cannot be there for everyone to the degree they would like.

In this situation, my mentee was just a few weeks into the new position. 
It’s that time in the onboarding cycle when the new hire, regardless of his 
or her level, feels inundated with information. We sometimes call this the 
“drinking out of a fire hose” stage. In her case, she was not only trying to 
tackle a new industry, but was having to build credibility and relationships 
with executives, most of whom were male and significantly older than her. 
She had more access to these leaders than she had ever imagined, and she 
was drowning in opportunity. Each new meeting or conversation left her 
feeling more exposed and less confident. She simply needed to talk through 
some strategies for navigating the onslaught of data and demands, and gain 
some reassurance that she would live up to the promise that came with her 
professional reputation and earned her this opportunity in the first place. 
Having too much access to leaders is not a problem, I told her. Having no 
access, or extremely limited access, is what would really set off the alarms.

Defining Accessibility

When we think of accessibility in business, we think of making our prod-
ucts and services available to people of varied backgrounds and abilities. In 
fact, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities generally 
defines accessibility as making products, devices, services, or environments 
available to as many people as possible (United Nations General Assem-
bly 2006). What if this same principle applied to leaders? How would 
you conduct yourself, in order to make yourself as available to as many 
people—and as many different types of stakeholders—as possible? Would 
this make a significant difference, in the end? It very well could. According 
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to research by global public relations firm, Ketchum, being seen and heard 
is one of the most essential elements to establishing credibility with the 
public, as a corporate spokesperson (Ketchum 2014). What if you applied 
that same approach to all key stakeholders for your organization, and be 
more visible and engaged, in all that you do. You would quickly realize that 
your leadership role provides you a unique, powerful platform, one that 
should not be squandered.

Imagine for a moment that you are not the leader of a business, but 
rather a brilliant systems analyst who just happens to be confined to home 
for a number of physical reasons. You are not mobile enough to leave 
home, even with a specially equipped vehicle, motorized wheelchair, 
building accommodations, and other assistive measures. Still, you are the 
perfect fit for a local startup’s need for a software coder and project man-
ager. What if you couldn’t attend an on-site interview? Your talent would 
go untapped, simply because of a lack of accessibility. Or, what if you 
somehow made the interview, got the offer, started the position, and then 
realized that your body simply cannot handle the extraordinary demands 
of commuting to an office each day? Without some flexibility on the part 
of the employer, your talent would again go to waste.

Think of each of your stakeholders, and especially each of your col-
leagues, as a person who requires access in order to make contributions to, 
and investments in, your organization’s long-term success. That vendor 
who needs a decision on a service contract? The television news reporter 
who seeks industry expertise for a special series airing next week? That 
customer who calls out your company on social media for mishandling 
an order? You can view situations like these as interruptions, annoyances, 
and distractions. Or, in the spirit of accessibility, you can view such situ-
ations as opportunities to engage with people who have a true passion 
for your business. Sharing a little of your time more broadly, and when 
appropriate, can reap rewards, both short-term and long-term.

Why Accessibility Matters

How do you treat new members of your team, or new vendors or investors? 
You cannot wall yourself off in your office, delegate  relationship-building to 
a colleague, and expect a fruitful outcome. If the new hire or new interest 

rem97548_ch01.indd   5 03/11/14   5:56 PM



6 THE ART OF RESPONSIBLE COMMUNICATION

# 155636   Cust: BEP   Au: Gerdes  Pg. No. 6 
Title: The Basics of Foreign Exchange Markets

K 
Short / Normal

DESIGN SERVICES OF

S4CARLISLE
Publishing Services

needs direct access to you, then you must provide that access—not just in 
the short-term, but in a reliable and consistent manner over the long-term. 
Accessibility breeds trust, and trust builds relationships.

Accessibility is often about information. You are in a powerful and 
controlling position. Information is power, as they say; so, too, is control 
of situations and information. Being inaccessible means trying to con-
trol situations and prevent access to information. Being accessible means 
staying adaptable to changing circumstances and sharing information as 
freely as possible, in order to help others maximize their contributions 
to the organization. Your accessibility helps others feel comfortable shar-
ing ideas and discussing situations (Quast 2013). In short, accessibility 
engenders trust.

Consider this possibility. You spend every Friday morning in a series 
of executive leadership meetings. This always puts you behind near the 
very end of the week. Because you value weekends and time with your 
family, you make it known to your staff not to interrupt you on Friday 
afternoons, while working in your office, unless there is an emergency. 
What tone are you setting? Imagine if your boss, who we will assume is 
the chief executive officer, told you that for one workday per week—a full 
20 percent of the week, in other words—she would either be in closed-
door meetings or not accessible? Is that the kind of leader you want? Is 
that the kind of leader you want to be for other?

Research studies across industries suggest that having access to 
 leaders—and, therefore, having access to information—is one of the key 
factors that drives individual performance and organizational develop-
ment (Arbab et al. 2014; Potter and Baum 2014; Waligo, Clarke, and 
Hawkins 2014). Do you share all that you can with your team after you 
have attended meetings or received executive updates? And, do you share 
that information in a timely fashion?

Reflect on your organization’s growth or decline, and on your employ-
ees’ individual contributions, or lack thereof, along the way. What role 
did their access to you, and their access to real-time information, play in 
those gains or losses? How might you have done things differently, or how 
might you do things differently, as you look ahead?

In her groundbreaking book, Giving Voice to Values, Gentile (2010) 
discusses further the critical importance of information to employees. The 
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information-gathering process helps people build confidence, identify 
competing concerns, and, ultimately, garner allies. What if internal road-
blocks impeded the gathering of information? What if your leadership 
style sent the signal that information is controlled at the top, and access 
to information is something to be granted, not pursued? Through her 
research and consulting, Gentile has found that the people who are able 
to confidently voice their values in the workplace are those who have the 
time and freedom to gather data and assess arguments. Do these sound 
like your employees, or not?

In research circles, there is a leadership model called leader-member 
exchange theory, or LMX, which speaks to this issue of leadership acces-
sibility. LMX suggests that the leadership process varies across a team, 
based on the leader’s relationship and interaction with each individual 
follower (Northouse 2010). In other words, not all leader-follower re-
lationships are equal; some subordinates have close relationships with 
the leaders, and others have only stiff, detached relationships with the 
leader. Over time, in-groups and out-groups form. Relationships with the 
in-group demonstrate high degrees of mutual trust, respect, admiration, 
and influence. By contrast, relationships with the out-group are focused 
mostly on formal communication and based largely on job descriptions.

Think about your immediate team, and perhaps even the next level or 
two below your position. Are you able to recognize the in-group mem-
bers? The out-group members? How does the access you provide to one 
group differ from the other? In what ways might you consciously address 
this gap? For example, you may simply make a point of investing more 
time with the out-group members—not necessarily developing more per-
sonal rapport, but at least demonstrating that you care about, and appre-
ciate, the work being accomplished. When employees understand how a 
business operates, can connect their work to the organization’s financial 
performance, and know what has to be done for the business to compete, 
they are more likely to be engaged (Herring 2008).

Of course, there are many challenges to breaking through with out-
groups, and simply in making yourself more accessible to employees and 
other stakeholders. You may not feel you have time to listen. You may 
not like to hear bad news or differing opinions. You may, as already dis-
cussed, like the power that information provides you. Or, you may not 
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simply like stakeholders who ask questions and, by default, question how 
you exercise authority and control. The bottom line is that companies 
can’t innovate,  respond to stakeholders, or run efficiently unless people 
have access to timely information (O’Toole and Bennis 2009). Be open, 
and be as candid as you can be. Seek and share information in more 
diverse ways.  Encourage lively, respectful discussion and debate. Honor 
truth. Reward or at least recognize people who think differently and 
challenge the status quo.

Accessibility: Easier Said Than Done

Above all, be realistic. The simple truth is that the more successful you 
are, the less accessible you are (Hyatt 2012). Protect your time and en-
ergy. Prioritize your daily contacts, giving time only to those who truly 
need that time. Rely upon others, and delegate effectively, even when it 
comes to responsiveness. For every request that comes your way, think: 
Who should be handling this? Being the leader does not mean doing it 
all yourself. Rather, the productive leader is the one who realizes other 
people’s strengths, and helps them help others and the organization 
move forward.

One of President Obama’s dubious legacies is how he suppressed jour-
nalists’ access to information, particularly interviews and investigations 
involving federal agencies. This trend began with the Bush administra-
tion, but escalated during the Obama years, ultimately driving the  Society 
of Professional Journalists and 37 other watchdog groups to file a direct 
complain with the President himself (Hazley 2014). Most federal agen-
cies began prohibiting direct interaction with editors and reporters, under 
President Obama’s watch, except in instances where a public relations 
professional would direct or supervise the interview process. And, even in 
those cases, journalists would be required to provide the interview ques-
tions in advance, or only receive information if a promise were made 
that there would be no direct attribution within the finished news piece. 
President Obama made matters worse, holding only a handful of news 
conferences per year, and becoming the first President to routinely refuse 
to answer questions during brief appearances at the White House or fol-
lowing meetings with formal leaders (Koffler 2012).
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What can you learn from President Obama’s communication legacy? 
At the surface level, the President set the tone that information is power, 
and that his leadership, and his team, were not to be questioned, at least 
not openly and freely by news reporters and editors. Is this the type of 
dynamic, two-way dialogue that builds trust and respect? No. Fundamen-
tally, is this responsible communication? Again, the answer is no.

Of course, we can’t possibly know or understand all of the sensitive 
factors at play in running a Presidential administration. We shouldn’t 
necessarily question leadership decisions, but we should question com-
munication style. Trying to control information and suppress dialogue? 
These are rarely effective communication styles, nor are they responsible 
communication practices.

The world will become increasingly dynamic, demanding a more 
open, collaborative approach to communication and work. Business 
scholars Georg Vielmetter and Yvonne Sell have examined trends that will 
shape the way we work over the next decade or two. These include glo-
balization, individualism, and digitization. Because of these factors and 
more, leadership will become increasingly uncomfortable in the future 
(Vielmetter and Sell 2014). You will increasingly work with technologies 
you don’t fully understand or control. You will need to work in flattened 
hierarchies, where employees have more power and external stakeholders 
have greater influence. You will have to further blend your professional 
and personal lives. You will need to check your ego at the door. Your lead-
ership role will truly be about motivating and empowering others—not 
trying to control them. Are you prepared for that responsibility?

This chapter and the next two focus on three essential leadership prin-
ciples for responsible communication—Accessibility, Responsiveness, 
and Transparency. Why use the acronym ART? Because there is truly an 
art to responsible communication, and you should never forget that. This 
is an intuitive process that requires more than the science of collecting 
data and calculating decisions. You will need to foster dialogue and em-
brace debate. You will need to stay adaptable and confident. You will need 
to be there for the people who need you. You will need to be responsive. 
And you will have to get comfortable with being transparent. Yes, there 
is an ART to responsible communication. The sooner you get started, the 
sooner you will master this ART.
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Reflection Questions

•	 Were you not accessible to anyone, you would not be a 
leader. And you would not be needed. Who needs you the 
most, professionally speaking? In what ways do they access 
you? Are you accessible as you possibly can be to them? How 
might you make yourself more accessible?

•	 We have to prioritize. There is only so much time in a given 
day, and not every request is urgent or even important. How 
do you know what is most important? Who most needs your 
attention today and in the weeks ahead? How will you make 
the time?

•	 You can view situations as interruptions, annoyances, and 
distractions. Or, in the spirit of accessibility, you can view 
them as opportunities to engage with people who have a 
true passion for your business. What situations have you 
recently considered annoyances? Would there have been 
benefit in treating such circumstances differently? How might 
you have made more of the moment?

•	 Being inaccessible means trying to control situations and 
prevent access to information. Being accessible means staying 
adaptable to changing circumstances and sharing information 
as freely as possible, in order to help others maximize their 
contributions to the organization. Do others generally see you 
as accessible or inaccessible? What specific behaviors might 
give them that impression of you? How could you do better?

•	 Having access to leaders—and, therefore, having access to 
information—is one of the key factors that drives individual 
performance and organizational development. How does 
your accessibility influence others’ individual performances, as 
well as the overall organizational performance? In what ways 
might you improve your accessibility, in order to help others 
improve themselves?

•	 Being the leader does not mean doing it all yourself. Do you 
trust others? With what? How often? Could you do better at 
delegating? How?
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Responsible Actions

•	 Were you not accessible to anyone, you would not be a 
leader. You have to prioritize, though. There is only so much 
time in a given day, and not every request is urgent or even 
important.

•	 Think of each of your stakeholders, and especially each 
of your colleagues, as a person who requires access in 
order to make contributions to, and investments in, your 
organization’s long-term success. In the spirit of accessibility, 
view such situations as opportunities to engage with people 
who have a true passion for your business. Sharing a little 
of your time more broadly, and when appropriate, can reap 
rewards, both short-term and long-term.

•	 You cannot wall yourself off in your office, delegate 
relationship-building to a colleague, and expect a fruitful 
outcome. If the new hire or new interest needs direct access to 
you, then you must provide that access—not just in the short-
term, but in a reliable and consistent manner over the long-
term. Accessibility breeds trust, and trust builds relationships.

•	 Being accessible means staying adaptable to changing 
circumstances and sharing information as freely as possible, 
in order to help others maximize their contributions to the 
organization. Being inaccessible means trying to control 
situations and prevent access to information.

•	 Companies can’t innovate, respond to stakeholders, or run 
efficiently unless people have access to timely information. 
Be open, and be as candid as you can be. Seek and share 
information in more diverse ways. Encourage lively, respectful 
discussion and debate. Honor truth. Reward or at least recognize 
people who think differently and challenge the status quo.

•	 Be realistic. Protect your time and energy. Prioritize your 
daily contacts, giving time only to those who truly need that 
time. Rely upon others, and delegate effectively, even when it 
comes to responsiveness. For every request that comes your 
way, think: Who should be handling this?
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CHAPTER 2

Responsiveness

My dad managed the local office of a regional Bell System operating com-
pany, and did so through the 1984 divestiture of AT&T and beyond. Being 
an involved parent, a telephone industry official and a communicator at 
heart, he had clear expectations with me and my siblings. He expected a 
phone call whenever we might be late getting home from an evening out 
with friends. Dad believed in communication and responsibility.

One summer night, my high school buddies and I were out well past 
sundown. They had picked me up at my house earlier in the evening. 
After driving out in the country, the guys shared with me that they had 
snuck booze out of their parents’ homes. I did not drink, and this was my 
first run-in with alcohol. I was confused, mad, and, to be honest, scared.

Had I driven myself that night, I would have just left immediately. 
But, I was at the mercy of these friends. Peer pressure at play, I didn’t have 
the guts to demand a ride home, or even to the nearest pay phone to call 
my parents. (This was long before the days of cell phones.) I successfully 
avoided drinking and eventually got home safely, apologizing profusely 
to Dad. He didn’t dress me down. Seeing that I was visibly upset, Dad 
listened and was empathetic. But then he simply said, “Next time, don’t 
be sorry. Be right.” With that advice, Dad was off to bed, leaving me 
standing alone in a darkened kitchen.

That simple lesson from long ago applies so well to leadership and 
responsible communication in business today. Don’t be sorry for allowing 
situations to get out of control, or that push you and those around you 
 toward trouble. Instead, be right. That means: do the right thing; stay 
laser-focused on your values, commitments, and responsibilities; remain 
fully engaged; monitor situations and respond immediately to issues as 
they develop; speak up firmly; and truly take ownership. Likewise, be 
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there for your team, just as my dad was for me that night. Listen. Be 
empathetic. Offer constructive feedback and advice. Then move on, giv-
ing your team members the time and space necessary to reflect upon and 
integrate key lessons from important coaching moments. In short, strive 
to be the kind of leader and communicator that Dad was for me.

Not communicating? Not taking responsibility? Not responding to 
changing situations? For you, and for any other leader, those are simply 
not options these days. We live and work in a fast-paced economy and 
technology-fueled society. You can’t sit meekly in the proverbial back seat, 
and still consider yourself a leader. You can’t be quiet when the voice of 
reason needs to be heard. You can’t sit idly as those around you take ac-
tions that may put themselves and others, especially the public, at risk. As 
Grossman (2010), a leading expert on communication inside organiza-
tions, so eloquently states: “You can’t not communicate.”

Step up and respond. That’s what leaders do.

Defining Responsible Communication  
and Responsiveness

Before we get too far along, let’s more fully define “responsible communi-
cation.” Sending a mass email is not responsible communication. Neither 
is simply attaching your name to a blog entry, news release, or social 
media post. Delivering a speech or hammering through an agenda with-
out adapting to the audience’s reaction? Hosting weekend conference calls 
because you couldn’t orchestrate effective conversations during the work 
week? These don’t really constitute responsible communication, either.

What, then, is responsible communication? Answering that question 
requires dissecting the phrase into its two foundational words: responsi-
bility, and communication.

Communication is an active process of two-way exchange. It’s as 
much, if not more, about listening, monitoring, and responding, than it 
is simply talking, sending, or posting. Communication is never just one-
way. If you think sending an e-mail message is communicating, you’re 
wrong. That’s nothing more than transmitting information. Likewise, 
telling someone what to do, or how to do their job, is not communicat-
ing. That’s essentially just dictating orders.

rem97548_ch02.indd   14 03/11/14   5:56 PM



 RESPONSIvENESS 15

# 155636   Cust: BEP   Au: Gerdes  Pg. No. 15 
Title: The Basics of Foreign Exchange Markets

K 
Short / Normal

DESIGN SERVICES OF

S4CARLISLE
Publishing Services

Remember this important point: Communication is dialogue, not 
monologue. You communicate when you listen to someone and respond 
to the information they have shared with you in return. That listening pro-
cess would ideally happen face-to-face, and in-person. But, you may also 
“listen” by carefully reading a report or message, by monitoring the body 
language of those attending a meeting or presentation, or paying attention 
to industry developments that are gaining attention with investors, in the 
news, or on social media. Responding involves clarifying your understand-
ing of that information, and providing the sender or another appropriate 
stakeholder with meaningful interpretation and purposeful insight.

Chances are good that you truly communicate for at least a good por-
tion of your day. But, it is not easy to focus, to stay tuned in, and to be 
fully responsive. There is so much information coming at us these days, 
and that is only compounded when you lead an organization, depart-
ment, or team.

What about responsible communication, though? How does responsi-
ble communication differ from our traditional understanding of commu-
nication, as outlined above? Responsible communication means taking 
ownership of, and accountability for clear, candid, and consistent dia-
logue about values-based decisions. In other words, demonstrating daily 
that you sincerely care about ethical, moral, and social values, and all of 
the internal and external stakeholders who have a vested interest in your 
organization, institution, jurisdiction, or cause.

Let’s say your company intentionally establishes some of its retail 
locations in urban neighborhoods that need gentrification. Doing so is 
not entirely consistent with your brand position, much of which is tar-
geted at suburban households. Yet, as a company you value community 
and feel some sense of utilitarian duty to support the greatest good for 
all, even if these retail locations are not profitable and drag down overall 
company performance. Responsible communication would mean talk-
ing openly and candidly about the values-driven reasons for being in 
nontraditional markets, and for justifying losses that might otherwise 
mean higher wages for company employees, greater returns for investors, 
and a more impressive bottom line for financial news reporters to trum-
pet. This process would also involve listening intently to constructive 
feedback, taking to heart the concerns being expressed, and addressing 
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them as honestly as possible, regardless of whether the decision will ulti-
mately be reversed or not.

Simply put, responsible communication means listening and respond-
ing to stakeholders, and truly living your values daily. This is the essence 
of solid leadership. Sounds easy enough, right? Not exactly, as you likely 
know from your own leadership experiences.

In business, we think of responsiveness as a competitive advantage, an 
approach we take to customer needs, in order to stay ahead of the com-
petition (Martin and Grbac 2003). Applied to your leadership role, think 
of responsiveness as an approach you take to stakeholder needs, in order 
to maintain their commitment and enthusiasm. Let’s consider a simple 
 example. It is easy to fire off a response to a subordinate’s e-mail, or dismiss 
an idea shared during a conference call or team meeting. When consider-
ing responsiveness as part of responsible communication and leadership, 
though, that’s not what should come to mind. Responsiveness, rather, 
means being accessible and affirmative in the moment, while acknowledg-
ing that a fully realized opinion or decision will likely take more time and 
input. Your primary job as a responsible communicator is not to plow 
through conversations and e-mails, but rather to provide access to infor-
mation, to acknowledge others’ contributions, and to motivate stakehold-
ers of all kinds to continue being advocates for your organization. Define 
for others how responsive you intend to be, given normal circumstances, 
and in times of escalation, emergency, or crisis; likewise, seek clarity about 
how responsive others can be to your needs (Hyatt 2011).

Why Responsiveness Matters

In the ART of responsible communication, responsiveness is just as im-
portant as accessibility or transparency. What good is it to be approach-
able and open, if you don’t respond to the needs coming your way? Yes, 
responsible communication is truly an ART, more than a science. You 
have to find courage in the moments, and to engage in a truly dynamic, 
two-way fashion.

The process of voicing and fostering moral-based values requires con-
siderable self-discipline and self-motivation (Gentile 2010). You can’t just 
react to a situation or opportunity from a technical or tactical view. You 
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are in a position of power and influence; you have to think things through 
end-to-end, and the beginning of that process should always be grounded 
in values. The trick is that the greater your responsibilities at work  become, 
the more difficult this process becomes. You may have moved into man-
agement with the very best of intentions. You may have been incredibly 
thoughtful and responsive in those early days. But, the demands escalate 
as the days go by, and soon you are stretched so thin that there seems no 
or little opportunity for reflection, or for truly conscious values-grounded 
leadership and responsible, responsive communication.

Reflect for a minute now, though. Just think how many people rely on 
you every day. They can’t do their best work, or even good work, without 
direction, approval, and/or a clear path. They also can’t work for a greater 
good without someone reminding them of the values underpinning their 
work tasks. You owe it to your employees, and to yourself, to be fully 
 engaged. That means giving voice to values, embracing criticism, address-
ing concerns, responding to pushback, and so much more. Yes, this kind 
of communication takes time and attention. But, the need for this invest-
ment is unquestionable. In a traditional examination of business success, 
responsiveness to customers is often identified as being essential (Martin 
and Grbac 2003). This book argues that responsiveness matters not only 
with customers and prospective customers, but with all of your internal 
and stakeholders. You must respond to those who have a vested interest 
in your organization. Fail to, and so, too, will your business likely fail, or, 
at the very least, seriously struggle.

Are values like responsibility and responsiveness truly that important, 
at least on a day-to-day basis? Studies suggest yes. Seems that what really 
holds the pieces together today for organizations, despite ever-increasing 
diversity and differentiation among stakeholders, is rich dialogue grounded 
in moral, social, and cultural values (von Groddek 2011). Consider a phil-
anthropic gift by your company to a community organization that works 
with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered youth. There will be sup-
porters and critics of such a donation, both within your organization and 
in the broader community. Such a donation may not have been fathom-
able a decade or two ago, and may still be considered inappropriate or 
even offensive by socially conservative citizens today. The reality is that 
the world is a much more diverse and inclusive place these days. You may 
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even wonder how anyone could question such a charitable gift. Still, what’s 
important is to ground decisions and communication in important discus-
sions of moral, social, and/or cultural values. What does your company 
stand for today? How does this gift align with these values? How can you 
best share the news of this decision in a way that clarifies the values behind 
the decision, while keeping the door open to important dialogue with the 
community about these values and their relative importance? This does 
not mean making decisions by consensus, constantly bending to public 
criticism, or, worse yet, being unresponsive to stakeholders’ input. What 
it means is knowing where your organization stands, value-wise, and then 
standing proudly yet not defiantly.

As a leader, you must embrace dialogue and debate, and stay respon-
sive. Feedback from stakeholders is a sign they care. You want their pas-
sion, whether that’s positive in spirit or more negative and constructive in 
nature. What you don’t want in your stakeholders is apathy. Stakeholders 
must care about your organization, in order for growth to happen over 
time. Think of your company like a public school district; people invest 
their money and confidence in administrators and teachers, and they ex-
pect and deserve favorable outcomes in return. No matter the kind of 
organization you’re managing, fostering dynamic, daily dialogue is key; 
it’s also your responsibility as a values-based leader.

Act with Good Intent

It’s no secret that with leadership comes power and influence. Nearly 
 everything you do and say has some sort of impact. You may not think little 
things matter, particularly in day-to-day matters, but they absolutely do.

Let me share a story. Early in my career, I earned my first opportunity 
to write an executive speech for a chief executive officer. He was to deliver 
this speech to a national sales team, as part of an annual sales conference. 
This was his one chance per year to address all of the regional executives 
and their salespeople. The conference was roughly six weeks away, at the 
time the speechwriting process started.

To my surprise, the executive would not meet with me personally to 
discuss the speech or his expectations. I’m not sure whether he simply 
trusted me, or he felt this was a routine speech that did not require much 
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of his personal investment. Regardless, I had to operate off handwritten 
notes from the CEO, provided to me by his administrative assistant. In 
turn, the CEO would not review an outline of the research I had con-
ducted into how the sales team felt about certain pressing industry and 
organizational issues. What should have been a responsible communica-
tion process between a CEO and his speechwriter became nothing short 
of a communication breakdown.

Ultimately, the speech went through 16—yes, 16!—rounds of revi-
sions. Was my writing not yet mature enough? Likely. Could I have been 
more assertive about getting face time with the CEO to discuss this speech? 
Perhaps. Still, every relationship is a 50–50 street. Half of the blame fell 
on this executive, who didn’t ground in his behavior in the stated values 
of the organization, which included teamwork. He would not collaborate, 
and the process became so much more cumbersome than necessary. He 
selfishly cost the company an unnecessary amount of my time and, most 
importantly, put at risk his rapport with the sales team at this once-per-year 
opportunity to rally the troops.

The speech ultimately was delivered at the sales conference, and was 
met with positive response from those in attendance. The behind-the-
scenes struggles didn’t show through in the final delivery. It may come as 
no surprise, though, that this CEO is no longer a CEO. He wasn’t one to 
take responsibility regarding communication or respond appropriately to 
subordinates’ needs, and those were ultimately fatal flaws.

Even if you are not a CEO, you exercise considerable power and con-
trol every day—by what you share, how you share it, when you share it, 
and with whom. Never ever underestimate the power of your words and 
actions, as well as the power of your silence, distance, and unresponsive-
ness. How do you treat the people in your organization, especially those 
who are not anywhere near your rank in title? What values do you bring 
forth in how you conduct yourself at work?

Power can be used in subtle, yet highly impactful ways. Consider 
 tobacco company Philip Morris and its public outreach in the 1990s. As 
health concerns and anti-tobacco activism rose among the public, the com-
pany worked to redefine the way in which it wished to be judged. Philip 
Morris pulled back from conversations about health issues, and shifted 
focus, instead, to philanthropy (Meyer and Kirby 2010; Murphy 2005; 
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Oliveira 2009). This was, in essence, a power play. By appealing to social 
values such as community and partnership, Philip Morris worked to shift 
the public conversation away from the health concerns associated with 
smoking. Have you ever shifted attention to appease others? Worse yet, 
have you shifted values to make a broader appeal? A responsible leader is 
clear and consistent on values, and communicates consistent with values-
based decisions.

There have been instances when companies upload videotaped state-
ments from executive spokespersons to the Internet, for public viewing, 
regarding allegations of internal corruption, embezzlement, and the like, 
rather than being directly responsive to news reporters. There may be 
legal restrictions at play, of course. However, the underlying strategy is 
to make the organization seem transparent and responsive, without hav-
ing to answer reporters’ questions and risk going off-message. Thus, in 
the absence of information and answers that the public most wants and 
needs, people jump to their own conclusions. That resulting perception 
can often be far worse than the truth. Putting the organization ahead of 
the public, then, isn’t necessarily the right answer for anyone involved.

Do you ever try to avoid direct dialogue? Have there been situations 
in which you played up certain benefits or aspects, in turn drawing atten-
tion and focus away from perceived or real negative effects? That kind of 
leadership behavior is not inherently illegal or even necessarily unethical. 
However, there can be significant underlying concerns.

Your fundamental communication responsibility is not to protect 
ego, control messages, and dictate behavior. Rather, you should facilitate 
dialogue and help people feel safe speaking up and voicing their values. 
If members of your team feel strongly about what is right in a particular 
situation but don’t feel confident acting on their convictions, you are fail-
ing them as a leader (Gentile 2010, xii).

Pretend you lead a software development firm. There are a few known 
bugs in a newly released product. You want to do right by customers, 
but reissuing the product now would be so costly. If you can simply hold 
off until the next scheduled update release, you will save your company 
significant money. Meanwhile, your service team is receiving more and 
more complaints. The service representatives might even be sharing their 
concerns with one another. However, for some reason, they do not feel 
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confident recommending that a quick-fix update be released now, even 
though it seems obvious that customers are quickly growing disgruntled. 
What have you done, or not done, to create an environment where people 
do not feel confident raising their voices, especially when it comes to 
customers’ needs and wants? What sort of retribution might they fear, 
should they openly speak their minds? How have leaders handled their 
feedback in the past?

Responsible communication is, ultimately, an obligation. In fact, some 
even define such communication as a contract between individuals. The 
ground rules include sincerity, relevance, continuity, clarity, prudence, tol-
erance, openness, prompt resolution, balance, and optimal timing (Dresp-
Langley 2009). Can you fire on all of these cylinders all of the time? Likely 
not. However, you can make a concerted effort to respect as many of these 
guidelines as possible. A great one to start with is simply being open—open 
to conversation, open to feedback, open to ideas, open to criticisms.

What may happen if you violate the social contract between you 
and your employees and other stakeholders? Communication suffers, 
of course. However, there can be more serious and far-reaching poten-
tial impacts. You may impact or even abolish a broad sense of trust, and 
negatively affect individuals’ self-confidence, particularly junior employ-
ees who do not share your hierarchical status or decision-making power 
(Dresp-Langley 2009). Communication is not dictatorship, after all; 
communication, especially the responsible kind, is dialogue.

Foster Responsiveness in Others

Executives who excel at communication are exceptional storytellers. They 
identify anecdotes from their own professional and personal lives, and use 
these stories to reflect and reinforce the core values of their organization. Of 
course, these anecdotes help endear these leaders to others inside, and outside 
of, the organization, by making them seem more real and down-to-earth. 
 Stories often stoke a shared frame of reference, which makes it more comfort-
able for others to speak up and share their own experiences and insights.

But it’s not just charismatic stories that excellent communicators 
share. They also craft compelling arguments about the direction of the 
 organization, drawing on facts, industry analysis, and the link. Finally, these 
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executives are conversational, they listen, and they improvise,  responding 
to nonverbal cues such as signs of interest, boredom, confusion, and so on 
(Forman 2007). This means editing themselves as they speak, and adapt-
ing the story to the audience’s reaction and perceived needs.

How many times have you led a meeting during which people are 
playing with their mobile devices, staring out the window or into space, 
having side conversations, or doodling on a printed agenda or handout? 
Don’t feel bad. This happens to the best of us. But, what can you take 
from such experiences, looking at these situations from a lens of respon-
sible communication? Rather than jabbering away about whatever you 
planned to discuss, why not simply ask people what they would prefer to 
hear about, or what is not resonating with them thus far? Better to spend 
two minutes clarifying the audience’s needs than spending 20 minutes 
trying to fulfill your own.

What skills do you need to fashion yourself as a solid leader? Business 
executives consider integrity, communication, and responsibility among 
the 10 most important qualities or skills for today’s business climate 
 (Robles 2012). Integrity means having strong personal values, and con-
sistently doing what is right. Communication involves listening, not just 
talking. And, responsibility means being accountable, reliable, resource-
ful, self-disciplined, and conscientious.

What role do values play in all of this? Organizations typically 
champion values when defining organizational identity, discussing and 
promoting social responsibility initiatives, or plotting future strategies 
(Murphy 2005; von Groddeck 2011). As a leader, you should be helping 
driving value-based communication—not just in these three areas, but, 
truly, in all aspects of your operations. This kind of leadership requires 
a fundamental understanding of the fact that responsible communica-
tion is never finished. There may not be immediate results, and the steps 
that helped address or resolve an issue today may not necessarily work 
down the road (Marken 2001). Communication is dynamic, and, as a 
leader, you must remain equally dynamic. Together with your stakehold-
ers,  mutually focus on important issues and value-based decisions, for 
they are the stories that truly matter.

Organizational environment, technology, roles, and other factors all 
impact communication leadership (Werder and Holtzhausen 2011). Such 
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facets have an impact on adaptability and authority, especially when it 
comes to responsible communication. Research suggests that public rela-
tions leaders tend to serve as ethics counsel or corporate conscience within 
their organizations, but do so with little understanding or support from 
other executives (Bowen 2008). Before picking up this book, have you 
invested much time in better understanding the tenets of responsible com-
munication? Have you partnered effectively with your corporate commu-
nications team, or even thought about how to do so? Have you taken 
ownership for those aspects of communication clearly within your domain?

As a leader, you absolutely can make a difference when it comes to 
responsible communication with stakeholders inside and outside of your 
organization. The next few chapters will show you how.

Reflection Questions

•	 Step up and respond. That’s what leaders do. Think of a few 
recent times when you have stepped up, rather than stay quiet 
or passive. What kind of response did this engender from 
others? How might you be more responsive as a leader?

•	 Communication is dialogue, not monologue. You 
communicate when you listen to someone and respond 
to the information they have shared with you in return. 
Would others consider you a good listener? Why or what not? 
In what ways could you become a more active, thoughtful 
listener?

•	 Nearly everything you do and say has some sort of impact. 
You may not think little things matter, particularly in 
day-to-day matters, but they absolutely do. Think back on 
the past few weeks or months. Can you think of a moment 
or two when you wish you would have conducted yourself 
differently? How about a moment or two that make you 
particularly proud of how you acted? What did you do or 
say in that moment that lets you know, deep inside, that you 
handled the moment responsibly?

•	 Executives who excel at communication are exceptional 
storytellers. They identify anecdotes from their own 
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professional and personal lives, and use these stories to reflect 
and reinforce the core values of their organization. Can 
you call to mind a powerful story from your own career or 
personal life that would resonate with your employees? What 
is it about that story that makes it so meaningful to you? 
What’s the lesson in that story for others?

•	 Responsible communication is never finished. There may 
not be immediate results, and the steps that helped address 
or resolve an issue today may not necessarily work down the 
road. How well do you handle lack of closure? Uncertainty? 
Continual change? What might you do to modify your 
leadership style to help others navigate through some of these 
modern-day professional challenges?

Responsible Actions

•	 Understand “responsible communication”—Take 
accountability for clear, candid, and consistent exchange. 
Demonstrate daily that you care about all of the internal 
and external stakeholders who have a vested interest in your 
organization, institution, jurisdiction, or cause. Listen and 
respond to stakeholders, and truly live your values daily. This 
process of voicing and fostering moral-based values requires 
self-discipline and self-motivation.

•	 Use your power for good—Facilitate dialogue and help 
people feel safe speaking up and voicing their values. If 
members of your team feel strongly about what is right in a 
particular situation but don’t feel confident acting on their 
convictions, you are failing them as a leader.

•	 Foster stories that matter—Drive value-based communication 
in all aspects of your operations, with a fundamental 
understanding that responsible communication requires 
diligence and adaptiveness. There may not be immediate results, 
and the steps that helped address or resolve an issue today 
may not necessarily work down the road. Communication is 
dynamic, and, as a leader, you must remain equally dynamic.
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CHAPTER 3

Transparency

For several years, I worked independently and exclusively as a full-time 
consultant. If you have ever managed a similar business, or know some-
one who has, you understand the concept of transparency. Everything 
a consultant does and says is subject to scrutiny, and rightly so. Clients 
make a considerable investment when they affiliate with a consultant, and 
especially so when they share or hand over responsibilities to an indepen-
dent consultant who lacks the backing or established track record of a 
big-name firm. Business is at stake, and so, too, is reputation.

This isn’t really a story about me, though. This is a story about one of 
my friends, who is a serial entrepreneur. Her career is one series of high-
minded, high-risk adventures after another. She has often-brilliant ideas, 
pulls the right team and sufficient resources together, gets the plane off 
the ground, and then moves on to the next challenge. She would never 
join a consulting firm; she’s absolutely the captain of her ship, and happily 
and profitably so.

What does it take—beyond vision and a ton of hard work—to move 
so efficiently and effectively through the innovation process, like my 
friend does? Transparency. She’s fully confident in herself, in what her 
team can do, and in facing any challenge that might come their way. She 
freely admits she is not perfect, and that mistakes may be made along 
the way. But, through it all, my friend remains transparent to her clients 
and colleagues. She’s accessible and responsive, yes, but she’s also open 
and candid—about whatever strategy is on the table, about the structure 
within which the strategy is being employed, and about herself, as an 
individual inspiring and guiding people, through strategy and structure, 
toward measurable results. Back home in South Dakota, we’d call her a 
straight-shooter.
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There was a time, nearly a century ago, when the individual was seen as 
the center of business communication and corporate ethics. In the decades 
since, though, we have come to understand and appreciate that respon-
sible, value-based communication involves project teams, departments, 
executives, and really everyone who has a vested concern in outputs and 
outcomes (DeKay 2011). The leader of such efforts, like my entrepreneur-
ial friend, must proactively engage with stakeholders, being as fully acces-
sible and forthright as possible. Too much is at stake, otherwise. In these 
challenging times, we put our trust and faith in leaders whose values we 
know, and, therefore, whose words and actions we can believe.

The word “transparency” has become a cliché in business. Let’s look 
beyond that cliché, then, and examine specific leadership actions, in the 
spirit of transparency, that help build breed confidence and trust. First, 
though, we need to define transparency in the context of responsible 
communication.

Defining Transparency

Sharing information. Not having hidden agendas. Being forthright. These 
are some of the simple definitions that come to mind when we think of 
transparency. At an international conference on the subject, scholars pro-
posed that a more precise of transparency involves two dimensions: being 
visible and being inferable (Michener and Bersch 2011). In the example 
of information or data, being visible would mean being easily located and 
complete; being inferable, then, would mean being thorough enough to 
draw verifiable inferences. How do these concepts relate to leadership 
and responsible communication? For argument’s sake, let’s play with the 
concept. As a leader, are you as visible as possible, and are you sharing a 
complete picture with your team or stakeholders? Likewise, is that picture 
robust and multidimensional enough in order for others to draw solid 
conclusions? In other words, being transparent in your communication 
as a leader might simply mean being forthcoming, sharing as much as you 
possibly can, and making sure that what you’re sharing is infused with 
enough input in order to provide a complete picture.

Let’s say you have been asked to sit in on a town hall meeting with 
customer service employees. Rumors are circulating that the service staff 
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will soon be trimmed. There is some truth to that rumor, but there are 
several complexities and considerations that cannot yet be addressed with 
those who may be impacted. How do you approach such a conversation 
(and it should be a conversation, not a canned presentation)? First, you 
make the effort to attend that meeting, and to be fully engaged while 
there. You share as much information as you can, within legal and human 
resources constraints. And, as you answer questions and address concerns, 
you proactively remind those attending that the decision process is still in 
progress, and that nobody should yet draw any conclusions. You do your 
best to put people at ease, and to recognize that this is a difficult time. 
You are, in fact, there to listen to concerns and, to whatever degree you 
can, carry these concerns forward into the decision making. Will people 
get all the answers they want and need? No. But, they will get the sense 
that they are valued, that you take responsibility for what is happening, 
or what may happen, and that you understand or at least acknowledge the 
pain such a change might bring.

John Bernard, in his book Business at the Speed of Now, identifies seven 
rules for what he coins “total transparency.” All seven rules are important, 
but specific to responsible communication, four of them carry exceptional 
weight: seek facts, not blame; speak the truth and respect fully; think 
 organizationally, not departmentally; and engage fully  (Bernard 2011). As a 
leader and a responsible communicator, you will arrive at your own work-
ing definition of transparency, one that fits your role, your values, your or-
ganizational culture, and your competencies. Keep Bernard’s rules, and the 
principles from this chapter, in mind as you do; incorporate and integrate 
all that you can. The more transparent you can become, the more impactful 
your leadership will likely be.

Why Transparency Matters

Transparency can directly impact the bottom line. According to a 2011 
Corporate Executive Board survey, organizations that worked to elimi-
nate employees’ fear or retaliation for honest feedback earned, on average, 
total shareholder returns of 7.9 percent, versus 2.1 percent for those orga-
nizations that did not (Bock 2012). Is there a guarantee that transparency 
will improve profitability, or even performance? Of course not. But, think 
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of the good that may come, financially and otherwise, from improving 
your leadership transparency.

Conditions are tough for any organization, and seem to be getting 
tougher all the time. There is no doubt that organizations need transpar-
ent leaders who help build and manage reputation. In fact, when it comes 
to communicating about values-based issues like corporate social respon-
sibility initiatives, the credible, reliable involvement of leaders has shown 
to be essential to fostering a positive organizational reputation (Jadhi 
and Acikdilli 2009). Transparency for leaders like you, then,  involves 
being knowledgeable, engaged, and consistently involved or, at the very 
least, consistently open. Not making yourself transparent, especially with 
 values-driven strategies, casts a dark shadow over otherwise good work 
being executed by the organization.

This book argues that the dynamic, ongoing dialogue you should be 
having with stakeholders is how corporate values and ethics will truly 
come to life. This give-and-take is the stuff of authentic relationship-
building, true problem-solving, and tangible performance improvement 
(Llopis 2012). Failing to communicate and stay transparent may result in 
your employees taking unethical actions or changing their reporting stan-
dards (Halter and de Arruda 2009). Beyond the organization, your lack of 
transparency can send mixed or faulty signals to investors, policymakers, 
news reporters, and the general public. As a leader, you must sincerely put 
your values into action, and put your strengths to work.

Let’s pretend your organization intends to exit a particular geographic 
market. You know customers in that area will be unhappy, and that the 
news media will be critical. If you have shareholders or other  investors, 
they may get jittery. And, if you’re in a regulated industry, you also have 
that consideration, too. This sort of exit process takes considerable time 
and fairly involved strategy. How do you maintain a spirit of leadership 
transparency when you know full well that the time will soon come to 
announce an end to that part of the business? You have to put your faith 
and trust in other leaders in your team. Be as transparent as you can with 
them, and, when you’re finally at liberty to announce plans, notify and 
engage stakeholders as quickly and consistently as you can. Why? Be-
cause being transparent means stepping up, being visible, and providing 
multidimensional information so that people can draw solid conclusions. 

rem97548_ch03.indd   28 03/11/14   5:57 PM



 TRANSPARENCy 29

# 155636   Cust: BEP   Au: Gerdes  Pg. No. 29 
Title: The Basics of Foreign Exchange Markets

K 
Short / Normal

DESIGN SERVICES OF

S4CARLISLE
Publishing Services

Transparency is about showing respect for very real human concerns and 
needs. Transparency is about leading with dignity and character.

Put Your Strengths to Work

How do you best put your strengths to work, though, in terms of trans-
parency and responsible communication? It’s a tricky challenge, to be 
certain. One approach is simply to keep four considerations forefront in 
your mind: ethical intent of what is being considered, ethical means for 
realizing that objective, the responsible ways to communicate about the 
initiative, and, ultimately, the ethical outcomes (Tilley 2005). This model, 
the ethics pyramid, is how those who work in public relations incorpo-
rate ongoing ethical reflection and evaluation in their work. They think 
about the intent of decisions being made, they scrutinize the methods and 
processes by which certain decisions will be fulfilled, they determine the 
most consistent and fair way to communicate, and keep a watchful eye 
on end results, gauging whether values-based objectives were truly met or 
not. This process is not always linear, nor necessarily conscious. But, we 
know from corporate communication and public relations practice that 
this pyramid model is constantly in play.

You are not a full-time communicator, though. You have other pri-
orities, other demands on your time, and certainly other skill sets. What 
should you do regarding responsible communication, and how can you 
help? More importantly, why should you care, when you have so many 
other obligations to fulfill?

Crises are often what draw leaders into communication. That is not 
leadership. Real leadership is acknowledging that, even in the most routine 
of times, you are often the most powerful person in a room or situation. 
Whatever you do and say—or don’t do and say—sets the tone for everyone 
else involved in the situation, or who may ultimately be impacted by the 
situation. People take their cues from leaders.

In your aspiration to be a responsible communicator, the best move 
you can make is to start with your strengths top-of-mind. Are you a 
 relationship-builder? A motivator? A pragmatist? Whatever your leadership 
style, be conscious of your underlying competencies. Perhaps your strength 
is industry knowledge. Or analytical thinking. Or emotional intelligence. 
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Whatever strengths define you, those are the strengths you should play on, 
and play up, as you communicate. They are the authentic you.

Granted, your communication style may not necessarily be the most 
effective for every situation. However, merely stepping up and being a 
solid, consistent leader—regardless of circumstances—is vital (Gentile 
2010). Imagine that a colleague at work passes away unexpectedly, caus-
ing emotional ripples in the office and a very real hole, talent-wise, within 
the organization. The situation might make you uncomfortable; after all, 
you are human, just like your employees. But, you cannot ignore the 
situation or brush it off with disregard. You may not be one who is com-
fortable expressing emotions, but do the best you can. Be the person you 
are, and be that person consistently, in good times and bad. Lean on your 
personal values and those of your organization; look to them for inspira-
tion in those times when the words don’t come easily.

People need to know who you are and what you stand for, and they 
need to see you consistently live those values at work, and throughout 
diverse challenges.  Being yourself, and being consistently active and 
responsive as a communicator, is the kind of authentic leadership that 
brings meaning to a tired word like “transparency.”

Advocating Honesty 24/7

Of course, more communication doesn’t necessarily generate or guarantee 
greater levels of trust among stakeholders. Corporations and other orga-
nizations have increasingly disclosed more information about social, ethi-
cal, and environmental performance, for example, but public trust has 
not grown accordingly (Dando and Swift 2003). At a corporate level, the 
link between transparency and accountability has to do with responsive-
ness and consistent improvement. That is, actions tend to speak louder 
than words. The same can be said of individual leaders. The more that 
leaders like you are consistently involved in communication, the better. 
Likewise, the more responsive you can be when issues arise, the better.

Let’s imagine you manage emissions for a large factory located in a 
populated valley. Your business might make quarterly or even monthly 
reports about these emissions available to the public. Simply releasing 
this information will not necessarily win the public’s support. The truth 
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is that emissions are still happening, and no amount of communication is 
going to change that fact. What would really win the public’s confidence 
is being as honest as possible about the environmental impacts, being re-
sponsive to the public’s concerns, and making concerted efforts to reduce 
emissions, even in small increments, over time. This dynamic good faith 
effort will likely be more powerful, in terms of winning public support, 
than any amount of static reporting.

As a leader, you can apply this same approach to your own words and 
actions. Simply managing to the numbers, and rewarding or penalizing 
based on performance, will not significantly improve employee buy-in 
and spur organizational growth. What is more likely to drive morale and 
positive change is honesty about economic challenges and organizational 
circumstances, and responsiveness to employees’ concerns and suggestions.

Just like organizations, their individual leaders must be seen as having 
integrity, respecting stakeholders, and being open and responsive in their 
communication efforts (Rawlins 2009). Being proactive, rather than reac-
tive, helps prevent concerns the public might have about legitimacy and 
intent. Additionally, a proactive spirit help demonstrate an unwavering 
commitment to values (Arvidsson 2010).

Stay Accessible and Responsive

Remember that responsible communication is an ART—stay Accessible 
and Responsive while amping up your Transparency.  Being consistent 
in your communication is, indeed, important for establishing legitimacy 
(Massey 2001). That’s not just from a corporate perspective, but from the 
perspective of individual leadership, too. For example, Airbnb founder 
Brian Chesky handled all aspects of his business, including communica-
tion, in the startup’s early days. He did so, admittedly, in order to manage 
consistency and make maximum impact (Carr 2014). But, even despite 
the best intentions, no leader can control things indefinitely, and that is 
especially true when it comes to communication.  The leaders who prac-
tice responsible communication know that being consistent is far more 
important than trying to control or contain the communication process.

Indeed, change is continual in business. What is paramount to re-
sponsible communication is a solid understanding of issues management. 
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Any smart leader monitors issues and trends, and moves quickly to action 
as necessary. The problem comes when a leader assumes an issue or crisis 
has been resolved, because honestly, the “resolution” of an issue or crisis 
is really just the beginning of whatever the next phase might be (Jaques 
2009). Managing issues, and advocating for responsible communication, 
comes with an acceptance that few issues are ever fully resolved. You must 
take a long view while staying responsive and decisive in the moment.

Take the case of a large-scale distribution center. Suppose an approved 
path for drivers to bring trucks to your facility may prove inefficient over 
time, for whatever reason. You could make a rerouting decision that’s in 
your company’s best interest, and disregard others’ concerns. Ultimately, 
that decision you make in isolation will come back to bite you, assuming 
the new path has ramifications on traffic volume and movement, not to 
mention neighboring businesses, residences, and/or local laws or policies. 
A responsible communicator would monitor traffic issues and public com-
plaints in the area, what competitors are doing in other markets to stream-
line deliveries, and other information that would help inform a values-based 
decision. There would also be considerable value in floating the proposed 
new route by stakeholders before moving ahead with implementation.

You absolutely should not wait for an issue to develop, or a crisis to 
unfold, to get involved in communication. As a leader, you should contin-
uously monitor issues and trends, such as economic conditions, competi-
tor performance, demographic trends, customer satisfaction, employee 
engagement, shareholder sentiment, or whatever might ultimately impact 
your business. As a responsible communicator, you should help identify 
and proactively address possible counter-arguments to your organization’s 
performance or stance on important issues and indicators. Doing so can 
help curb perceived hypocrisy and negative attitudes ( Wagner, Lutz, and 
Weitz 2009).

Where should you have learned the communication skills you need? 
Most business schools teach the competencies necessary for leaders like 
you to foster values and facilitate mutually beneficial activities with the 
community (Pies, Beckmann, and Hielscher 2010). It is your responsibil-
ity, though, to take these lessons to heart, and to live your values daily. 
Being a responsive and decisive leader is perhaps the ultimate contribu-
tion you can make to your business—and to society, as a whole.
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Reflection Questions

•	 In these challenging times, we put our trust and faith in 
leaders whose values we know, and, therefore, whose words 
and actions we can believe. Who do you believe in? Who 
believes in you? What qualities and behaviors instill a solid 
sense of trust and confidence?

•	 Being transparent in your communication as a leader 
might simply mean being forthcoming, sharing as much 
as you possibly can, and making sure that what you’re 
sharing is infused with enough input in order to provide 
a complete picture. How do you know when you’re being 
transparent? And when you’re not? What might you do to 
keep yourself in better check, so that you’re staying as open 
and candid as you can possibly be?

•	 Being proactive, rather than reactive, helps prevent 
concerns people might have about your legitimacy and 
intent. What nags at you, as far as a situation or consideration 
that you haven’t yet brought to the table with others? What’s 
holding you back? How might you overcome those hurdles?

•	 As a responsible communicator, you should help identify 
and proactively address possible counter-arguments to 
your organization’s performance or stance on important 
issues and indicators. What ventures or circumstances might 
cause your organization some problems? How can you bring 
different viewpoints to the table, in order to help affirm where 
your organization stands?

Responsible Actions

•	 Put your strengths to work—Real leadership is 
acknowledging that you are often the most powerful person 
in a room or situation. Whatever you do and say—or don’t 
do and say—sets the tone for everyone else involved in 
the situation, or who may ultimately be impacted by the 
situation. Your best move is to start from your strengths. Your 
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communication style may not necessarily be the most effective 
for every situation, but stepping up and being a solid, 
consistent leader regardless of circumstances is vital.

•	 Advocate honesty 24/7—Simply managing to the numbers, 
and rewarding or penalizing based on performance, will 
not significantly improve employee buy-in and spur 
organizational growth. What is more likely to drive morale 
and positive change is honesty about economic challenges 
and organizational circumstances, and responsiveness to 
employees’ concerns and suggestions.

•	 Be responsive and decisive—You absolutely should not wait 
for an issue to develop, or a crisis to unfold, to get involved. 
As a responsible communicator, you should help identify 
and proactively address possible counter-arguments to your 
organization’s performance or stance on important issues and 
indicators. Managing issues, and advocating for responsible 
communication, comes with an acceptance that few issues are 
ever fully resolved. You must take a long view, while staying 
responsive and decisive in the moment.
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PART 2

Communicating Responsibly 
with Key Stakeholders
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CHAPTER 4

Managers and Supervisors

The bulk of my professional experience stems from working within 
 Fortune 250 corporations, and from collaborating directly with execu-
tives and the other leaders and employees within their respective business 
or support units. Administration, finance, human resources, legal, infor-
mation technology, marketing, sales, service—my teams supported all of 
these areas, and more.

What proved most challenging, communication-wise, when working 
cross-functionally? You might have guessed: mergers, acquisitions, and 
joint ventures. Sure, rolling out new products or services was sometimes 
tough. But, most of those efforts involve leaders and teams who already 
know and trust one another. The sense of relationship that’s already in 
place helps provide some degree of mutual trust and cooperation. That’s 
not at all the case when it comes to merger, acquisition, or joint venture.

Want to witness people being really on-edge? Start working on a 
merger, acquisition, or joint venture behind closed doors, and observe 
how your fellow leaders, and especially those of the other organization, 
respond. Change rattles even the best of leaders, especially when that 
change might impact them personally. Negotiating for power, control, 
and longevity only exacerbates these nerves.

Having spent so many years in the financial industry, I have worked 
on more mergers, acquisitions, and joint ventures than I can recall. One 
particular experience sticks out more than any other memory, though. 
You will quickly appreciate the leadership lesson.

The acquisition in question was to be announced later in the week, and 
had been in a confidential planning process for months. Less than 48 hours 
before the internal and external announcements, which were to be closely 
synchronized, an urgent conference call for the members of the project 
leadership team was held. The senior sales and marketing executives within 
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the company to be acquired were threatening to inform key vendors and 
mid-level managers on their side in advance of the announcement, or even 
convince their chief executive to pull their company out of the deal alto-
gether. They used this leverage to force a midnight-hour renegotiation of 
compensation terms for themselves and their management teams, which 
inevitably opened the door to a host of further short- and long-term ripple 
effects, some of which had been planned for as contingencies, but many 
of which could not be remediated on such short order. Literally tens of 
thousands of dollars were burned in the final hours, as both parties scram-
bled to protect turf. Meanwhile, suspicion grew among employees in both 
 organizations, and among members of the trade media and the investment 
community. Ultimately, the deal came together, but not without signifi-
cant financial and reputational impact.

The reality is that this unnecessary situation was an ego play by a 
few irresponsible leaders of the company to be acquired. They were not 
leading with values. Key leaders from both companies had been involved 
in the due diligence and change management processes for months, all 
under signed confidentiality agreements. Values and principles had been 
clearly articulated at the outset. What changed in those final hours had 
nothing to do with value-based concerns.

From a communication perspective, we managed through this dif-
ficult situation as best we could, striving to be as accessible, responsive, 
and transparent as possible with managers, supervisors, employees, con-
tractors, and other key stakeholders. The lesson, though, is that commu-
nication can only be as effective and responsible as the leaders involved. 
They set the tone. Likewise, you set the tone within your organization. 
Be upfront. Don’t have hidden agendas. Never let power go to your head; 
people’s lives and livelihood are at stake.

Take ART to heart: stay Accessible, Responsive, and Transparent. 
Your role, as a leader and a responsible communicator, is to empower oth-
ers to help lead, regardless of their rank or title. Pontefract (2013), author 
of Flat Army: Creating a Connected and Engaged Organization, explains 
the modern leadership role this way: “Asking questions, involving people, 
connecting them to each other, creating a platform for their insights and 
ideas to make real impact—in other words, unleashing leadership behav-
ior everywhere.”
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Commit to Shared Principles

As a leader, you have a responsibility to voice your values early and 
often—and every right to speak up when things don’t seem fair or right. 
But, how much your personal wallet will be padded isn’t a question of 
organizational values. There should be a higher calling, or at least a more 
altruistic purpose.

Most companies these days have clearly defined codes of ethics and/
or principles (Murphy 2005). These documents mean nothing, though, 
if leaders do not take ownership and take these values to heart, through 
their daily words and actions. As a leader, you sign on to be involved in 
tough decisions, and to understand that your role is to move the organiza-
tion, and not your personal agenda, forward.

What you do and how you act, particularly on issues and initiatives 
that are not yet employee or public knowledge, is pivotal. Gentile (2010) 
makes note in her book, Giving Voice to Values, of many things within our 
control that make it easier to speak and act on our values. Consider a few 
of these key factors:

•	 Start	with	questions	rather	than	assertions.
•	 Secure	more	information	to	better	inform	your	viewpoint.
•	 Appeal	to	shared	purpose	and	values.
•	 Accept	that	managing	conflict	is	simply	part	of	a	leader’s	job.
•	 Take	difficult	conversations	offline,	one-on-one,	at	a	mutually	

convenient time and place.
•	 Enlist	allies.
•	 Find	win-win	solutions.

What I know from the acquisition described earlier is that there would 
have been a much better way for the sales and marketing executives to 
conduct themselves. They could have asked more questions, rather than 
make assertions. They could have appealed to a shared purpose and val-
ues. They could have proposed a win-win solution, instead of making 
a selfish threat. They likely should have enlisted allies before making a 
midnight-hour bargaining threat. Waiting until the final hours like these 
two did, then making a power play out of the blue, is simply not values-
based leadership, nor is it responsible communication.
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Model Desired Behavior

Imagine that managing communication is your full-time job and your num-
ber-one responsibility. What competencies would find to be most impor-
tant? Mid- to senior-level executives who work in public relations consider 
excellent leadership in their profession to involve strategic decision-making 
capability, problem-solving ability, and communication knowledge and ex-
pertise (Meng et al., 2012). They must have a compelling vision for com-
munication, understand diverse forms of media and information systems, 
and develop and implement strategic communication plans.

Nobody expects you to act just like a corporate communications 
 executive. However, you can model behavior that you desire to see in your 
peers, in your direct reports, and in all of the employees of your organiza-
tion. The more you care about communication, the more people will care 
about communicating with you. It’s really that simple.

First, you can develop a compelling vision by drawing on your experi-
ences in decision making and problem-solving, and carrying those stories 
through in your various communications. Help others understand how 
and why you make certain decisions, and the values which inform those 
important choices. Second, you can and should communicate effectively 
in multiple ways. Face-to-face is the most powerful and meaningful, but 
that’s not always possible, especially for a busy leader. Become adept at 
videoconferencing, hosting town halls, meeting with small groups, blog-
ging on the company intranet and Internet, and so on. There are surely 
communication experts in your organization who can help expand your 
skills and reach, while connecting with stakeholders in the ways that are 
the	most	meaningful	and	efficient.	Finally,	take	an	active	interest	in	com-
munication plans, and/or how communication challenges are addressed 
as part of larger strategic plans. You should care, because in this digital 
age, any issue can spiral out-of-control very quickly.

Charismatic, human-oriented leaders tend to be perceived as the 
most communicative (De Vries, Bakker-Pieper, and Oostenveld 2010). 
Whether you consider yourself charismatic is not that important, though. 
What matters is that you make a real and human attempt to be actively 
engaged with stakeholders. Be supportive, assured, and precise, and you’ll 
find that people will respond.
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Hold Peers Accountable

Unless you are a sole proprietor, you are not alone in leading your orga-
nization. You need the support of your leadership peers, and all of you 
must share and promote fundamental values and principles. That’s non-
negotiable for long-term organizational success and viability.

Why should you hold your peers accountable for responsible commu-
nication? Organizations must evolve over time, and change is exception-
ally	difficult	for	individuals.	Effective	change	is	more	likely	when	people	
believe a change initiative is needed, has been designed appropriately, 
that organizational capability exists, that leaders believe in the change, 
and that the change will ultimately benefit them personally in some way 
(Torppa and Smith 2011).

Kotter (2005), the retired guru of change leadership, championed eight 
steps necessary for transformational change to happen effectively. The first 
three of these steps—establish a sense of urgency, form a guiding coalition, 
and create a vision—are essential elements of responsible communication. 
People need a burning platform in order to be moved to action. They need 
to see disparate leaders coalescing around an issue, to believe there is a con-
certed effort. And, finally, people need a clear vision in order to understand 
where change is headed, and what that change is necessary.

Kotter (2005) found that organizations could not skip or rush through 
steps and still hope to realize necessary change. The process takes consid-
erable time, patience, and a sense of discipline. Similarly, organizations 
that make mistakes along the way lose momentum, and run the risk of 
never realizing the intended change.

Think about restructuring an organization. There must be an urgent 
and compelling need for such dramatic change. The right leaders have to 
get on board with the idea. And before any of the other change-related 
steps take place, there must be a clear vision, one that’s values-based and 
truly compelling for people. Have you seen such a process bungled? What 
would have made such a transitional time unfold more smoothly?

What you should take from this chapter, is that if you do not voice your 
values	and	help	drive	communication,	change	will	be	exceptionally	difficult	
for the organization and for all of the individuals who look to you for lead-
ership. Commit to being a more responsible communicator, and hold your 
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peers accountable for doing so, too. The organization will function more 
effectively	and	efficiently,	and,	ultimately,	each	of	you	should,	too.

Reflection Questions

•	 Accessibility—Charismatic, human-oriented leaders tend 
to be perceived as the most communicative. Would you 
consider yourself charismatic? How might you bring more 
charisma to your approach? Charisma aside, in what ways can 
you make more real and human attempts to actively engage 
with stakeholders?

•	 Responsiveness—As a leader, you have a responsibility 
to voice your values early and often—and every right to 
speak up when things don’t seem fair or right. How are you 
voicing your values at work? What specific examples could 
you cite as evidence?

•	 Transparency—Help others understand how and why 
you make certain decisions, and the values which 
inform those importance choices. Then, you can and 
should communicate effectively in multiple ways. How are 
you doing on both of these fronts? Do you regularly and 
explicitly discuss the values that factor into your decisions? 
Do you consciously strive to communicate in different 
methods, to ensure a consistent message reaches multiple 
stakeholders? How might you do better?

Responsible Actions

•	 Commit to shared principles—As a leader, you sign on to 
be involved in tough decisions, and to understand that your 
role is to move the organization, not our personal agenda, 
forward. What you do and how you act, particularly on issues 
and initiatives that are not yet employee or public knowledge, 
is pivotal.

•	 Model desired behavior—Help others understand how 
and why you make certain decisions, and the values which 
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inform those important choices. Communicate effectively 
in multiple ways; become adept at adapting your approach 
with stakeholders, as necessary. Take an active interest in 
communication plans, and/or how communication challenges 
are addressed as part of larger strategic plans.

•	 Hold peers accountable—Organizations must evolve over 
time,	and	change	is	exceptionally	difficult	for	individuals.	
Effective	change	is	more	likely	when	people	believe	a	change	
initiative is needed, has been designed appropriately, that 
organizational capability exists, that leaders believe in the 
change, and that the change will ultimately benefit them 
personally in some way.
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CHAPTER 5

Employees and Contractors

It wasn’t long into my managerial career before I faced the need to de-
liver news about layoffs. Granted, this  situation only impacted a 
few employees, but even one layoff can be difficult for a leader, and his or 
her team, to handle. The narrative can turn negative quickly, and, if the 
layoffs are not managed swiftly and carefully, the side effects can become 
grave and systemic.

How would you handle telling someone they have lost their job? And 
how would you tell the rest of the team? Maybe you have already been in 
these shoes. Or, if you are lucky, you have not yet had to face this possi-
bility. The economy swings up and down, and, given enough time in one 
industry, proverbial blood will one day be on your hands, too, whether 
you want that responsibility or not. This is all part of leadership and busi-
ness, for better or worse.

Chances are I will never forget the morning I had to personally deliver 
layoffs for the first time. Driving to work, I made a point of thinking 
through the decisions I had made in partnership with my executive team 
and with human resources. I thought about the values that factored into 
the decision-making process, and how I would best highlight these values 
in each conversation while giving each individual his or her deserved re-
spect. Repeatedly, I practiced the words in my head while fighting back 
the heaviness in my heart.

The individual conversations went as well as possible. Gratefully,  
I had done the right amount of sifting through the options, justifying the 
decision with values clearly in mind, and preparing for the face-to-face 
notifications.

What did not seem to go as well were the days following those indi-
vidual notifications. Yes, I had met with the other members of the team 
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shortly after the individual notifications, to make sure everyone was aware 
of what was happening, and to address concerns as best I could. But there 
is only so much that can be said about how and why one individual’s 
employment is terminated, while another’s is not. And, in the absence of 
clear, candid, and consistent communication, the rumor mill runs ram-
pant. That’s exactly what happened in this situation. Rumors flew. But 
then, a week or so after the layoffs, several team members approached me 
individually, and in confidence, to thank me for being accessible, respon-
sive, and as transparent as possible during this challenging time. I drove 
home at the end of that week with a smile on my face, knowing that my 
words and actions do matter and do make a difference.

To this day, I find layoffs among the most difficult form of communica-
tion a leader must handle. You are handcuffed by all of the necessary restric-
tions governing employment law. Keeping morale and engagement afloat 
among employees, despite these very real hurdles, can be incredibly tough.

Leaders do the best they can in these situations, or at least they should. 
And that’s not just with layoffs, of course, but with all sorts of changes and 
challenges within an organization. For, without change, there would be no 
growth—and perhaps no survival, either. It is imperative for the organization 
that you personally embrace change, and know how to leverage the ART of 
responsible communication to keep employees engaged and productive.

Listen and Respond in Person

If you’re a parent or guardian, aunt or uncle, or simply know someone 
with children of their own, you know that there is no problem getting 
kids to talk. In fact, getting children to be quiet is usually the difficult 
task! Children are usually uninhibited and outspoken; they are usually 
very clear about what they need and want. What happens to us, then, 
between childhood and adulthood? Why is it so hard to have candid con-
versations at work, and in other aspects of our lives?

Of course, adults are not children. We have taken on demanding 
responsibilities, have assumed emotional burdens, and have gathered 
years of experience with being misunderstood, judged, offended, hurt, 
ashamed, ridiculed, ostracized, and ignored by others. The path from 
childhood teaches us much about ourselves, and perhaps even more about 
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others. We learn to temper our thoughts and feelings, we learn to muffle 
our voices, we learn to keep our ideas and emotions largely to ourselves. 
This process happens socially and emotionally at the playground, day care 
center, school, house of worship, and, ultimately, at work.

As a leader, how can you go about undoing years of psychological 
and emotional conditioning? In her book Giving Voice to Values,  Gentile 
(2010) notes that there can be great value in simply talking at work about 
topics that are traditionally difficult to talk about in the workplace. For 
example, has someone on your team battled cancer? With that individu-
al’s permission, did you then talk openly with the team about what was 
happening? How the treatment might affect the individual and the work 
unit? What you all could do collaboratively to make this process as pain-
less as possible for everyone involved?

As a leader, you have the power to open up natural dialogue, without 
having to make blanket decisions, declarations, or judgments (Gentile 
2010). Simply by sparking conversation, you put others at ease, and help 
them feel more willing to raise their own voices. You demonstrate that you 
value hearing diverse thoughts and opinions, and that, regardless of the 
situation at hand, there is always time and space for candid conversation.

Of course, there is a time and place for group discussion, and for pri-
vate conversation. Confidential, personal, and/or sensitive information is 
best handled face-to-face and one-on-one. Face-to-face communication is 
not always feasible, of course, but one-on-one communication usually is. A 
discreet phone call, when necessary, can be as personal and meaningful as a 
face-to-face conversation, especially when time and/or distance don’t allow 
for a personal meeting. Use your best judgment, but always, always, always 
try to personalize your approach when the message is of a sensitive nature.

Other information—especially straightforward information about proj-
ect updates, meeting details, policy changes, systems issues, and so on—is 
usually most productive and even imperative to deliver via e-mail, to en-
sure everyone receives the same details and at the same time (Kupritz and 
Cowell 2011). Be careful, though. What you consider benign, someone else 
might consider controversial. A good rule of thumb is to rarely rely on send-
ing e-mail as your only form of communication. Bundle that with personal 
interaction, group discussion in a regularly scheduled team meeting, and/
or a presentation to a department or project team. Your goal is always to 
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ensure that there’s an invitation for open dialogue, and that you have the 
opportunity to listen to feedback and respond in real-time. Your colleagues 
are people, not robots. They have very real and very human thoughts and 
feelings. As their leader, you owe them your time and attention.

Let’s imagine, for illustrative purposes, that there is a business reason 
to move people among cubicles, or perhaps even among buildings. This 
is a simple decision that could be communicated via e-mail, right? Yes. 
However, think of yourself and your own attachment to your office space. 
There’s a comfort and assuredness that comes with knowing those who 
surround you, and with being in a location that’s familiar. How about 
posting the same details to the company intranet, to make sure everyone 
knows what is happening, and is receiving the same message. That’s bet-
ter, right? Perhaps. Still, there is a better way: tap your front-line managers 
to deliver the message, and to talk through concerns with those involved, 
either as a group and/or with individuals. The idea, of course, is to cre-
ate time and space for dialogue. You want employees to stay engaged; 
therefore, you want their feedback, whether that’s positive or construc-
tive. Either way, you are going to eventually need to address people’s con-
cerns. Do that before the grapevine goes to work, or grumbling begins in 
earnest. Be responsible, and open up fruitful dialogue as early as possible.

Moving employees is a relatively easy challenge. There isn’t a great deal 
of sensitivity, nor is there much room for debate. What if your business 
fails an audit, though? How about if an employee is accused of sexual 
harassment? What if one of your company’s delivery drivers accidentally 
runs over and critically injures a small child while on his or her route? 
What if a violent storm damages one of your operations centers, as well 
as the homes of several employees who live near that center? Unfortu-
nately, crises of all sorts can and do develop. Some crises may be addressed 
openly; others, like the audit or harassment case, typically come with legal 
constraints that prohibit open communication. It is your responsibility 
as a leader to know and understand what issues you can address openly, 
and then to foster responsible communication. If you don’t know your 
organization’s policies, or you can’t recall some of them, reach out to your 
human resources partner.

Rarely can you clam up altogether about a crisis. For most crises, in 
fact, the advice is to communicate quickly, accurately, and repeatedly with 
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all stakeholders, including both internal audience and external audience, 
which encompasses news reporters (David 2011). You never want em-
ployees, vendors, or investors to find out about a crisis from news media, 
social media, or off-line word-of-mouth. You want employees to hear the 
news directly from you, or from another leader in your organization.

Is it always possible to prevent employees from hearing news from 
outside sources? No, not in this day of rapid-fire dissemination via digital 
technology. You and your leadership peers should do your best, though, 
to keep a clear, consistent dialogue going, both within the organization 
and outside of the organization. “No comment” is not acceptable. People 
have questions and concerns; they deserve answers. And, with employees, 
the more aware and engaged they are, the better ambassadors they can 
be for the organization. Arm them with information, and they can help 
spread the word, so that you don’t have to carry the burden all alone.

Suppose you are a senior executive for a holding company of enter-
tainment properties, including a large and popular amusement park that 
draws visitors from across the nation and around the world. Your prop-
erty offers a unique thrill ride similar to that of a competing park, yet 
the rides were designed and installed by different engineering firms. A 
tragedy happens at the competing park, but you and your fellow leaders 
determine there is no risk to your patrons, and continue to keep your 
own, similar ride in operation. Naturally, visitors and prospective visitors 
to your park have concerns, and questions escalate. Is it enough to post a 
short notice on your website, and perhaps push a similar message out to 
the public, via news media and social media? Absolutely not.  Provide all 
of your colleagues with ample information, and offer guidance on how 
they should respond to visitors’ concerns and questions. One-on-one 
communication is the most powerful and meaningful form of commu-
nication, particularly in the face of tragedy. Treat your employees with 
respect, so that they, in turn, can demonstrate that same level of caring 
and attention to customers.

Foster a Dynamic Culture

We tend to think of employee engagement when a change or crisis un-
folds. Whether we have paid employees sufficient attention before is not 
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the question most leaders ask themselves. Their concern is this: What can 
I do right now to make sure people stay on task? That’s an awfully selfish 
approach to leadership.

One of the most important roles you play within your organization 
is that of cultural champion. You should be doing something, or per-
haps even many things, every day to help shape the kind of culture your 
organization needs to survive and thrive long-term. Heading straight to 
your office, jumping in and out of meetings, keeping your eyes focused 
on a computer monitor, tablet, or smart phone? Those are not leadership 
behaviors; they are task-oriented actions that selfishly focus on your day 
and your own needs.

A cultural champion tries to make the work environment as dynamic 
as possible for everyone involved. This means actively engaging with peo-
ple, to understand what they need and want in order to do their jobs 
better, and to feel more satisfied and valued at work. There is rarely a 
one-size-fits-all solution. You will need to use different types of commu-
nication methods with different people; remain open and authentic when 
doing so; and report back to them on progress made in specific areas of 
concern or interest (Tucker 2013).

You may or may not be familiar with leader-member exchange (LMX) 
theory. Traditionally, we have looked at leadership from the point-of-view 
of the leader, or of the follower and the environmental context. LMX 
theory, though, acknowledges that a leader has different relationships 
with different followers (Northouse 2010). Some followers are the out-
group, or the ones whose relationships with the leader are based on little 
more than the employment contract. Others are the in-group, or the 
ones whose relationships with the leader have become more personal and 
 dynamic. Your responsibility isn’t to ensure that every one of your follow-
ers becomes part of the in-group; in fact, that’s not even feasible. There 
will likely always be some out-group members.

You do have a responsibility, though, to avoid creating an environ-
ment where followers, especially those in the out-group, feel apprehension 
about raising their voices. The reality is that this sense of apprehension 
among followers has greater impact on LMX quality than your com-
munication style or your communication competence (Madlock et al. 
2007). What can you do to ease apprehension? Get to know each of your 
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followers as a person, as best you can and understanding that for some 
workers, developing a more personal relationship with one’s leader is not 
at all desired. Still, you can work to become more aware of how each of 
your followers like to operate and communicate, and then stay mindful of 
these differences as you communicate. You may need to adapt your deliv-
ery in certain situations, or you may need to try a mix of communication 
methods to make certain that everyone in your team feels at least some 
degree of comfort with raising their voice.

LMX quality has a strong impact on employees’ satisfaction with 
interpersonal, group, and organizational/enterprise-wide communica-
tion (Mueller and Lee 2002). That means how you conduct yourself as 
a leader, day-in and day-out, impacts how employees perceive personal 
feedback, supervisory communication, co-worker communication, orga-
nizational integration, corporate communication, and the overall orga-
nizational climate. Their perception of you shapes their reality of nearly 
every aspect of interaction and information-sharing at work. What you 
do, and especially what you don’t do, does make a difference.

Consider this simple example. You like to exercise, and roughly one-
third of your team likes to workout, as well. You may all take advantage 
of a corporate gym, or perhaps belong to nearby facilities. Regardless, 
being active is important to you, and to them. Naturally, conversations 
will happen about fitness regimen, nutrition, treating sore muscles, com-
peting in local races, and so on. These simple, human connections start 
to create a special connection between you and certain employees. Other 
employees who do not enjoy exercise, or simply prefer not to talk about 
such parts of their life at work, don’t get to share these moments with 
you. They may seem small and insignificant, but over time they create a 
human bond. Some of your followers will feel more connected to you, 
and special; others simply will not.

Take to heart another example. You have children, and most of your 
employees do, as well. A few of the people on your team, though, do not. 
You can imagine what happens each time a baby shower is announced, or 
details of a youth soccer match are discussed. Most employees feel part 
of the in-group, but a few do not. Now, what happens when those with 
children regularly leave the office at or before the end of the day, to shut-
tle kids to and from day care, school, activities, and so on? And what if 
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those employees without children are quietly expected to cover for those 
who are parents? Does your company have a work-from-home policy 
for parents with sick children? Or, are those parents required to take 
vacation time? These are just some of the many questions and  issues that 
arise when we start to pay attention to the very real and very meaningful 
differences between employees. What if one of the employees without 
children happened to be primary caregiver to an elderly parent? Would 
that change things?

You no doubt have support from human resources and other areas to 
work through policy and policy implementation issues. Still, you should 
strive to responsibly communicate with all of your employees. That 
means making a concerted effort to keep an open dialogue flowing with 
each employee, regardless of differences. Acknowledge what each person 
values and enjoys, the responsibilities he or she has outside of the office, 
and the like. As Gentile suggested, just starting the dialogue is often the 
sparkplug for engagement.

This may come as no surprise but the energy and motivation you 
put into employee relationships has proven to have a positive, significant 
impact on work attendance (Mayfield and Mayfield 2009). Over time, 
the responsible communication you foster with each individual employee 
may also help improve productivity, performance, and retention, as well.

As you proactively work to foster a dynamic culture, you must also 
appreciate generational differences. We often talk about Millennials, for 
example, as having an attitude of entitlement, because they place high 
value on leisure time and personal rewards. Does this mean Millennials 
are lazy? Not necessarily. As a generation, they truly want work to be 
meaningful, and part of this sense of meaning involves being in a culture 
that is rewarding and fun (Schullery 2013). Does this mean you need to 
offer more incentive bonuses to employees, or host wheelbarrow races 
down the aisles of your office? However, you should again be in tune with 
differences—be they generational or otherwise. Adapt your communica-
tion approach and your leadership style as best you can. Most impor-
tantly, have honest dialogue with each employee about what is important 
to him or her. Generational, cultural, and other differences do not apply 
universally, after all. Don’t assume you know and understand; ask, or at 
least invite a conversation.
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Finally, understand that employees may not appreciate your efforts to 
communicate more intently. They may find your behavior to be insincere 
or uncertain. In the case of corporate philanthropy, for example, employ-
ees tend to view corporate giving from a values-based foundation, but tend 
to resist corporate rationalization of strategic philanthropy (Smith 2012). 
What you might take from this example, should there be any linkages, 
is the importance of demonstrating a commitment to values. You might 
simply remind employees that you value honesty, and that honest conver-
sation will not be met with resistance or retribution. They may not believe 
you at first, especially if this is not the kind of communicator you have 
been in the past. Assuming your actions stay consistent with your words, 
though, you should win more traction with employees over time.

Drive True Organizational Change

Keeping employees engaged is one challenge. Quite a different challenge 
is leading employees through organizational change, and truly driving 
that process. As noted earlier in this chapter, that leadership process 
begins by having employee conversations, especially ones with difficult 
topics or messages, in a one-on-one setting if you can, remaining calm, 
addressing the issues in question without passing judgment, and listening 
closely to feedback (Gentile 2010).

Indeed, the more you can do now to foster a dynamic, supportive 
climate should help dramatically when the time comes for organizational 
change, or when a crisis inevitably occurs. Continuous efforts by leaders 
to improve communication and ease employees’ apprehension have been 
shown to  result in more positive employee behaviors and less negative 
employee feedback during times of corporate crisis (Mazzei, Kim, and 
Dell’Oro 2012).

Moreover, a culture with leaders that model and encourage positive 
behavior can influence how employees interpret traditionally “bad news” 
messages. Employees in this kind of culture are resilient and optimistic 
when “bad news” hits, and they tend to focus on organizational strengths, 
rather than whatever threat is at hand (French and Holden 2012). This 
positive mindset starts with positive, values-based leadership, and respon-
sible communication.
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You have learned a bit about how to foster a healthier climate for em-
ployee communication and engagement, even during times of crisis. But, 
what about actually driving organizational change? How does responsible 
communication play into this process?

Just knowing your personal values, and the organization’s values, isn’t 
enough. Nor is staying true to those values, and being clear, candid, and 
consistent in your communications. The reality is that, in order to truly 
drive change, you may need to orchestrate a series of conversations with 
particular allies and audiences, in order to secure buy-in and support 
(Gentile 2010).

Let’s say that your company, which has nationwide distribution, has 
decided to focus on its most profitable markets, and pull out of markets 
in the Upper Plains and the Southwest. All impacted employees will have 
the option to relocate, or to take a severance package. Sales, systems, ser-
vice, and shipping teams will all need to revise workflows. You manage 
logistics for the company, and your job is to drive this change. It’s not just 
the two geographic markets, and the employees within those markets, 
who will be affected. Nearly every employee in the company will feel the 
changes, in one way or another. Can you simply work with a small cross-
functional team to implement the change? No. In fact, you will need to 
talk candidly and confidentially first with leaders of each functional area, 
to ensure their support, hear their concerns, and develop plans that miti-
gate those concerns. Only then will you be able to ask for support, and for 
a dedicated colleague to serve on your project team. And, all of that has to 
happen long before you hold the first project team meeting.

As always, your responsibility is to foster responsible communication. 
That means keep values first and foremost in your mind, and the minds 
of those from whom you are trying to garner support. That means talk-
ing honestly about the values that are driving this decision, and how this 
large-scale organizational change will help bolster organizational values 
for the long-term. That also means making sure each step in the commu-
nication and change process involves dialogue, and not simply dictating 
of orders. You may have a very clear end game in mind, and you may not 
be able to waver from that end game. How you and the organization get 
there, though, is certainly open for interpretation. You have a responsibil-
ity to ask questions, to listen, and to remain adaptive.
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Reflection Questions

•	 Accessibility—Simply by sparking conversation, you put 
others at ease, and help them feel more willing to raise 
their own voices. You demonstrate that you value hearing 
diverse thoughts and opinions, and that, regardless of the 
situation at hand, there is always time and space for candid 
conversation. How have you demonstrated this kind of 
accessibility? What kind of reaction did that evoke?

•	 Responsiveness—Making a continual effort to improve 
communication and ease employees’ apprehension tends 
to result in more positive employee behaviors and less 
negative employee feedback. Have you found this to be 
true in your own experience? What specific instance(s) do 
you recall? What lessons can you carry forward to future 
challenges within your organization?

•	 Transparency—Responsible communication involves 
talking honestly about the values that are driving 
decisions, and how organizational changes will help bolster 
organizational values for the long-term. Do you make it a 
habit to bring values into discussions with colleagues? How 
can you help people better understand how a particular change 
will help the organization better live its values?

Responsible Actions

•	 Listen and respond in person—By sparking conversation, 
you put others at ease, and help them feel more willing 
to raise their own voices. You demonstrate that you value 
hearing thoughts and opinions, and that, regardless of the 
situation, there is always time and space for conversation. 
Of course, confidential, private, personal, and/or sensitive 
information is best handled face-to-face and one-on-one. 
While face-to-face communication is not always feasible, one-
on-one communication usually is. A discreet phone call, when 
necessary, can be as personal and meaningful as a face-to-face 
conversation, especially when time and/or distance don’t allow 
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for a personal meeting. Use your best judgment, but always, 
always try to personalize your approach when the message is 
of a sensitive nature.

•	 Foster a dynamic culture—You should be doing something, 
or perhaps even many things, every day to help shape the 
kind of culture your organization needs to survive and thrive 
long-term. A cultural champion tries to make the work 
environment as dynamic as possible for everyone involved. 
This means actively engaging with people, to understand 
what they need and want in order to do their jobs better, 
and to feel more satisfied and valued at work. This is rarely a 
one-size-fits-all conversation, though. Make accommodations 
to tailor communication to individuals and their unique 
differences and preferences.

•	 Drive true organizational change—The more you can do 
now to foster a dynamic, supportive climate should help 
dramatically when the time comes for organizational change, 
or when a crisis inevitably occurs. Continuous efforts by 
leaders to improve communication and ease employees’ 
apprehension have been shown to result in more positive 
employee behaviors and less negative employee feedback 
during times of corporate crisis. Moreover, a culture with 
leaders that model and encourage positive behavior can 
influence how employees interpret traditionally “bad news” 
messages. Employees in this kind of culture are resilient and 
optimistic when “bad news” hits, and they tend to focus on 
organizational strengths, rather than whatever threat is at 
hand. As always, your responsibility is to foster responsible 
communication. That means keep values first and foremost in 
your mind, and the minds of those from whom you are trying 
to garner support. That means talking honestly about the 
values that are driving this decision, and how this large-scale 
organizational change will help bolster organizational values 
for the long-term. That also means making sure each step in 
the communication and change process involves dialogue, and 
not simply dictating of orders.
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CHAPTER 6

Investors and Regulators

One of the most rewarding assignments of my career involved promoting 
homeownership among Native Americans, and, more specifically, the first-
ever financing of tribal land in the United States, by a financial institution. 
Until that point, such a financing arrangement had not been legally pos-
sible. This initiative involved the federal government, state governments, 
tribal nations, individual homeowners, my employer, and a host of other 
partners. There was profit potential, of course, but underlying this effort 
was a clear corporate commitment to strong moral, social, and cultural 
values. We were helping tribal members borrow money to build and own 
property on tribal lands, for the first time in American history.

Certainly, I learned a lot about tribal heritage, government regula-
tions, and alternative financing models during this project. What I also 
learned, though, is the power of such a story to investors and policymak-
ers. A media relations manager and I had traveled to remote areas, meet-
ing with tribal  officials, bank representatives, federal and state officials, 
and, of course, the borrowers. We had developed a fairly straightforward 
strategic communication plan, with a focus on generating news coverage 
and informing our  employees. What I had not expected was for this story 
to ultimately make its way, along with a full-color, full-page photograph, 
in the corporate annual report.

As a leader, you have an opportunity—and, yes, a responsibility—to 
capture and share meaningful stories that will help your organization, your 
investors, your community or communities, and the public. My mind had 
originally been solely on news releases, a press conference, media inter-
views, and a few write-ups for internal newsletters and intranet sites. I had 
not thought at all how this story so strongly reflected corporate values, 
as well as a corporate push to find untapped and potentially profitable 
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markets. There really was a good story here, not only for tribal nations and 
Main Street, but for government officials and Wall Street, too.

Your primary responsibility is likely not investor relations or public 
affairs. In fact, due to strict regulations, you should not be communicat-
ing directly with investors or analysts, unless that is a defined part of your 
responsibility, and you have been trained how to do so (Murrey 2013). 
But, you can still contribute to investor communications indirectly. What 
are you and your team working on that might make a story that resonates 
with investors or policymakers? Do some of your initiatives and results 
reflect particularly strongly corporate values, as well as social, moral, and 
cultural values? Who can you engage to help capture and share these sto-
ries for your corporate communications team? After all, the more your 
organization can attract investor and regulator support, the more your 
business can expand and do even more good.

Responsible communication, when it comes to investor relations 
and public affairs, involves staying mindful about the work your team 
is doing, and how that supports corporate, social, moral, and/or cultural 
values. And, while you will likely not be handling analyst calls or lobby-
ing duties yourself, you can become a partner in these efforts, funneling 
stories and metrics to the appropriate teams.

Let’s look at a few ways to get involved.

Keep Pace with the Market

Whatever your functional area, you should be paying attention to industry 
trends and particularly analysts’ and policymakers’ opinions. Let the Internet 
do the work for you. Multiple different browsers, news sites, investment sites, 
and government sites allow you to subscribe to RSS feeds or, better yet, set 
up customizable alerts that automatically push headlines and stories to you, 
via email, however frequently you desire. You can set up alerts for multiple 
different issues and topics, and at the very least those alerts should cover your 
industry, your organization, and/or your functional area within the organiza-
tion. It takes just a few minutes to scan these alerts; doing so is a rudimentary, 
yet helpful, method of environmental scanning and issues monitoring.

When it comes to the market, be aware that investors tend to react 
most enthusiastically to news items regarding new customers, completion 
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of acquisitions, strategic long-term decisions, and nontechnological 
 alliances (Cuellar-Fernandez, Fuertes-Callen, and Lainez-Gadca 2010). 
News about new or upgraded products is generally of less interest. In my 
example, the financing of property on tribal land involved new custom-
ers, a strategic long-term decision, and nontechnological alliances. This 
story had the elements that told a strong story of confidence, innovation, 
and growth to investors and policymakers.

Investor relations and public affairs are claimed as specializations of 
public relations, but they are not always perceived as such. The Public 
Relations Society of America and the National Investor Relations Insti-
tute surveyed their respective members, though, and found that investor 
relations executives conduct their work in very much the same way as 
corporate communication executives, with a consistent tendency toward 
two-way, symmetrical communication (Kelley, Laskin, and Rosenstein 
2010). The takeaway is that basic tenet of responsible communication: 
we should be creating and encouraging mutually helpful discussions with 
investors and policymakers about values-based issues and decisions.

You see more and more of this mindset when it comes to Fortune 500 
websites. Their online newsrooms have increased their presence over time, 
and more dialogue-generating stories and components are available now, 
to stimulate journalists’ interest and use in news stories (Pettigrew and 
Reber 2010). What initiatives do you lead that might make good fodder 
for the corporate website, annual report, analyst calls, or lobbying?

Answer the Tough Questions

A mistake you might make is to assume that capturing and/or relaying a 
story is enough, when it comes to helping investor relations and public 
affairs efforts. The public and investors have grown increasingly skepti-
cal and cynical. This has been particularly true when it comes to corpo-
rate social responsibility. Investor relations experts have been increasingly 
moving from a “broadcast” approach to much more of an interactive, 
two-way, relationship management process (Hockerts and Moir 2004). 
Analysts and policymakers are increasingly asking tough questions, as 
they should. What you should do is think about how you might help 
answer those tough questions.
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Why is this important? Increasingly, at least from an investor relations 
perspective, corporate-driven communication is perceived as having as much, 
if not more, value than information conveyed via news media or other means 
(Penning 2011). Presumably, the direct method of communication, and the 
promise of two-way dialogue between analysts/investors and the corporation, 
fosters a sense of real value to those who want to know more.

Your subject matter expertise could prove particularly valuable. Are 
you funneling information for analyst calls, quarterly and annual reports, 
and lobbying efforts? Does that information include quantitative metrics, 
informative graphics, and/or digital images, along with meaningful an-
ecdotes, direct quotations, and other narrative? Are there questions you 
 frequently face? Could you or your team develop these into an FAQ? 
Have you thought of offering to sit in on an analyst call or be part of a 
lobbying effort? Remember, you have important stories to share, but you 
also could benefit from valuable feedback, criticism, and dialogue.

Look Ahead, Mitigate Risk

The old coaching adage applies to your role as a responsible commu-
nicator: defense is the best offense. That means anticipating counter-
arguments to the stories and successes you wish to share inside your 
organization and with the public. Your personal values, or those of 
your corporation, may not necessarily be values shared or respected 
by your stakeholders, including investors, analysts, and policymakers. 
More specifically, the decisions your organization chooses to put forth 
may not be perceived as being in line with your stated values, and/or 
with the moral, social, or cultural values of the people and communi-
ties you serve.

As you set up online alerts and keep an eye on industry trends and 
issues, pay particular attention to criticisms and pushback. What pain 
points might your business face, if it pursues a certain path? How does 
perception differ from what you know is reality? How are values being 
lost in the message, or misunderstood in translation?

Thinking proactively, in this case, means you’ll want to think more 
defensively—at least in your head, if not yet verbally. Every decision you 
make or help champion comes with trade-offs and downsides. Be honest 
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about these concessions; their human, financial, and environmental im-
pacts; and the perceptions they may generate from those who are not 
involved in the decision-making process.

Smart lawyers think ahead and mitigate risks. You should do the 
same, as often as you possibly can.

Reflection Questions

•	 Accessibility—Responsible leaders stay mindful about the 
work their teams are doing, and how that work supports 
corporate, social, moral, and/or cultural values. They 
engage themselves, however they can, and they champion 
these efforts. What projects are you personally getting 
behind? Do the teams involved know you’re a champion 
for them? How? What can you do to help their efforts, and 
leverage their good for the greater good of the organization or 
industry?

•	 Responsiveness—Leaders shouldn’t be on the sidelines, 
especially when it comes to matters of company ownership 
and regulation. You should be creating and encouraging 
mutually helpful discussions with investors and policymakers 
about values-based issues and decisions. What comes to 
mind when you think of issues and decisions that should 
be proactively discussed with investors and regulators? How 
do values play into these decisions and discussions? What 
would the ultimate benefit be of providing more values-based 
context to investors and regulators, and to other stakeholders, 
as well?

•	 Transparency—The decisions your organization chooses to 
put forth may not be perceived as being in line with your 
stated values, and/or with the moral, social, or cultural 
values of the people and communities you serve. How will 
you handle such a situation, or how have you handled similar 
situations in the past? How might you help prepare others in 
your organization, especially managers and supervisors, for 
such difficult conversations?
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Responsible Actions

•	 Keep pace with the market—Whatever your functional 
area, you should be paying attention to industry trends and 
particularly analysts’ and policymakers’ opinions. When it 
comes to the market, be aware that investors tend to react 
most enthusiastically to news items regarding new customers, 
completion of acquisitions, strategic long-term decisions, 
and nontechnological alliances. You should be creating and 
encouraging mutually helpful discussions with investors and 
policymakers about values-based issues and decisions.

•	 Answer the tough questions—Analysts and policymakers 
are increasingly asking tough questions, as they should. Think 
about how you might help answer those tough questions. 
Your subject matter expertise could prove particularly 
valuable. Have you thought of offering to sit in on an analyst 
call or be part of a lobbying effort? Remember, you have 
important stories to share, but you also could benefit from 
valuable feedback, criticism, and dialogue.

•	 Look ahead, mitigate risk—Anticipate counter-arguments 
to the stories and successes you wish to share inside your 
organization and with the public. Your personal values, or 
those of your corporation, may not necessarily be values 
shared or respected by your stakeholders, including investors, 
analysts, and policymakers. Every decision you make or 
help champion comes with trade-offs and downsides. Be 
honest about these concessions; their human, financial, 
and environmental impacts; and the perceptions they may 
generate from those who are not involved in the decision-
making process.
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CHAPTER 7

Reporters and Editors

On the first day of my first corporate internship, which was with an 
 industry-leading manufacturer, the media relations director handed me 
a news release and a list of trade media. My task was to call each of the 
editors and reporters on the list—more than 300 of them, from New York 
City to Los Angeles—and pitch them on a new product being launched 
across the United States. Before that day, I had not ever talked one-on-one 
with a news reporter.

Has your introduction to media relations been similar? I certainly 
hope not. However, few executives receive the background, briefing, and 
coaching they need to be truly successful as spokespeople. There can be an 
assumption that, given your title, you can talk to anyone effectively about 
any topic. That may be true in most situations, but working with editors 
and reporters brings with it unique challenges. Their agenda is usually not 
the same as yours, and a power struggle can ensue. Since they own the 
distribution channel, you are typically without much leverage. You have 
to really know what you are doing, and how to get the kind of coverage 
that’s both accurate and fair.

My initial experience with pitching a news story—or “smiling and 
dialing” as we called it back in the day—did not go particularly well.  
I had a news release in front of me for reference. I had the right contacts 
at my fingertips. And, I had the faith and confidence of my supervisor. 
What I did not have was industry expertise or spokesperson training. The 
product launch was actually more of a product relaunch, with just a few 
minor technical tweaks. The media relations director knew this when giv-
ing me the assignment. If I could gain any media coverage, that would be 
a win. If I could not gain any coverage, no harm would be done—except 
to my ego. That assignment, as you can imagine, had one clear outcome: 
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a bruised ego for a university student who thought he could conquer the 
world. You sometimes don’t succeed in business, I learned, even when 
you’re trying.

Trying isn’t enough when it comes to working with the news media. 
Talking to a reporter can be stressful and tenuous, even when you are well 
prepared. Regardless, a big part of responsible communication is owning 
the role of company spokesperson, and addressing the public’s need for 
information. It helps to know the basics of media relations, and to keep 
in mind the values you wish to espouse through media relations efforts.

See Reporters as Partners, not Enemies

First, leaders should acknowledge that the news media do not necessarily 
carry the weight that they once did. Yes, people still read, watch, and lis-
ten to the news, though increasingly in digestible bites while on a mobile 
device. The news cycle is 24/7, and people do not need to wait for the 
morning newspaper or the evening television newscast to catch up on 
the day’s news. As well, people have more media outlets at their disposal, 
allowing them to consume the kind of news that appeals to their sensibil-
ity—local, national, international, liberal, moderate, conservative, and so 
on. All of this means news coverage is more fractured and less linear than 
it was prior to the Internet, and the rise of digital and social media.

Still, the news media are powerful. They exist to serve as an objective 
conscience, on behalf of public good. More pragmatically, news media 
provide third-party validation that certain issues, topics, announcements, 
developments, and the like are, indeed, newsworthy and of importance 
to the public. You can use your corporate website and social media plat-
forms to disseminate your message, but there will never be the same type 
of credibility that comes with garnering the attention of, and coverage 
from, news media.

With that concept in mind, you should view the news media as a 
partner, or at least a neutral contact, rather than an enemy. You presum-
ably are committed to moral, social, and cultural values, and journalism 
stands for many, if not, all of the same values and principles. Both parties 
want to shed light on the truth, and to bring into clearer focus the issues 
that are of real impact and importance to the public.
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As a spokesperson, how can you communicate responsibility and 
build relationships with reporters, rather than brew animosity? You 
should strive to remain calm, clear, concise, and consistent.

Above all, stay calm. Don’t let a reporter’s aggressive questioning or 
dismissive tone set you off emotionally. Remain in control. Maintain your 
composure, and you maintain as much control as you will ever have with 
a reporter.

Likewise, remain clear in what you are saying. Don’t let a reporter de-
rail you. What helps is having two or three talking points in mind, before 
you talk with the reporter. Each of these points should be supported by a 
few facts or statistics, to help add punch and weight to what you are say-
ing. As a reporter asks you questions, keep bringing your answers back to 
one of the talking points. This technique is called bridging. For example, 
let’s say a reporter asks you during an unrelated interview whether your 
company would ever consider closing its local factory. You are not pre-
pared to discuss that topic publicly, nor is that the focus of the interview. 
The reporter might just be digging for dirt, or trying to substantiate a 
rumor. In your response you might say, “Our local factory serves us well, 
but what we want people to know right now is . . .” and bridge to whatever 
that topic may be, that is, a new customer service initiative, the expansion 
of product distribution to a new market, etc. You are acknowledging that 
you have listened to the reporter’s question, but you are maintaining some 
degree of control over the information you share.

Third, you must remain concise. The average sound bite or quotation 
is generally not more than 10 seconds long, or a sentence or two of text at 
most. That’s not much. There’s an absolute art to speaking concisely and 
clearly. This can take practice, which is something you should do with a 
member of your corporate communications team, or an outside agency 
experienced in media training (Hayes 2011).

Finally, a spokesperson should remain consistent. Your answers in 
today’s interview should be consistent with what you share and discuss 
internally, and with what you share and discuss externally, with vendors, 
community representatives, customers, and the like. And, it should go 
without saying that your communication with reporters should be con-
sistent, as well. The talking points should stay consistent, your delivery 
should remain consistent, and your accessibility should stay consistent, 
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as well. Reporters like working with sources who are consistent in word, 
thought, and behavior. This is no different than employees who seek these 
same qualities in their leader. These traits are all signs of values-based 
leadership and responsible communication.

Research affirms that spokespersons should strive to work with reporters 
as partners rather than adversaries (Ulmer et al., 2007; Veil and Ojeda 2010). 
This is certainly true not only for crisis situations, but also for general public 
relations efforts. Build relationships with reporters, by reaffirming values and 
remaining accessible. The working dynamic will improve over time, as should 
media coverage.

Help Drive the News Agenda

The old adage asserts that any publicity is good publicity. Nothing could 
be further from the truth.

You also can’t claim success by the total amount of news coverage 
earned. In the end, not all news media coverage is equal. At a high level, 
you can look at the amount of news coverage obtained, and compare that 
with coverage earned by your competitors. That’s still too basic, though. 
To really understand the impact of media coverage, you have to examine 
tone of the mentions of your organization—positive, neutral, or nega-
tive—and whether the direct quotations and/or examples used are from 
your company. You also need to consider what part of the total story 
focused on your organization, and again compare that with any competi-
tors mentioned.

You likely have a corporate communications team or public relations 
agency who can do media tracking and reporting. That shouldn’t be your 
primary concern when it comes to analyzing, understanding, and help-
ing drive media coverage. What matters most is getting positive coverage 
in the media outlets. This would be the ones that reach the right audi-
ence, and who have the greatest credibility with that audience. Given your 
 industry, trade media might be more important than consumer media, for 
example. Or, if your business is more consumer-oriented, in-depth cover-
age in certain markets might be more important than general mentions in 
national media outlets. Again, you likely have a team or agency to do this 
analysis and strategizing. However, as a responsible communicator, you 
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should take a vested interest in understanding your company’s media rela-
tions strategy, and contributing valuable insight as appropriate.

Now, on to how to help drive the news agenda. You absolutely do not 
have to sit back and wait for reporters to come to you. Even the news release 
is becoming outdated. The coverage that matters these days is typically gar-
nered by building relationships with key reporters over time, and pitching 
them story ideas and news leads, as valuable developments begin to unfold. 
A pitch usually takes the form of a phone call, or a brief message delivered 
via e-mail or private message within social media platforms like Twitter.

What stories should be pitched? Bring to mind the values your or-
ganization espouses, and think of ideas, initiatives, or successes that il-
lustrate these values. Your communications team or counsel will usually 
drive this process, but they do not have to do the legwork on their own. 
As a leader, you often have the broadest view of the organization, and, as 
well, often the deepest knowledge of particular functional areas and cross-
functional initiatives. You can serve your organization well by thinking 
of ways to build relationships with key reporters, so that the stories that 
affirm your organizational vision receive that important third-party vali-
dation through news media coverage.

You may be concerned about reporters and how they tend to punch 
holes in story ideas. Remember, this scrutinizing is their job and their 
social responsibility. If you anticipate concerns and think through your 
responses, you will be fine.

What can become challenging is national coverage of multinational 
operations, or local coverage of national or regional operations. The 
moral, social, or cultural values of a certain nation or locality might 
differ somewhat from the organizational values as understood in the 
headquarters location. In these instances, the values differences and sim-
ilarities must be clearly articulated. You and your fellow leaders must 
have thought through these potential conflicts, and made values-based 
decisions with the greatest good and the least impact for all concerned. 
Addressing these values differences head-on can diffuse the concerns and 
build effective argumentation for media interviews and other purposes 
(Lehtimaki, Kujala, and Heikkinen  2011).

If you work in a labor-driven industry, you should pay particu-
lar  attention to how the news media cover your industry and its labor 
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practices. Media coverage pertaining to public reporting about labor stan-
dards has been found to be limited and generally favorable, across mul-
tiple different types of potential issues. Any violations receive the most 
extensive coverage, of course. Still, reporters provide little insight as to 
why certain issues exist or how those issues might be resolved (Dickson 
and Eckman 2008). This is where you might proactively help reporters—
and, therefore, the public—understand the circumstances in which your 
business operates, and the values-based decisions your organization has 
made, or will be making.

We know that helping drive the news agenda is a viable communica-
tion strategy across many industries. In one study, for example, researchers 
analyzed public relations content, news media coverage, public opinion, 
and corporate financial performance for more than two-dozen US-based 
companies considered to have strong reputations. Evidence that agenda-
building and agenda-setting strategies are in play, and do, in fact, help 
influence public opinion (Keousis, Popescu, and Mitrook  2007).

In public relations practice, most businesses focus on investors as the 
primary stakeholder (Moon and Hyun 2009). Businesses tend to strive, 
in their public relations content and news media coverage, to establish 
legitimacy with shareholders, rather than demonstrate some degree of 
power or urgency, which may come more into play with a public affairs 
program. People criticize business news and corporate communications 
for focusing too much on investors, and the evidence exists that these 
complaints are warranted. As a leader, you can challenge your organi-
zation to communicate more responsibly, which would be fulfilling the 
obligation to all stakeholders, not just investors.

Stay Accessible and Responsive

This chapter has covered considerable ground, especially if you do not 
currently work with the news media as a company spokesperson. The 
best advice may simply be to stay accessible to reporters, and responsive 
to their questions and concerns. Nothing good has ever been gained by 
ignoring a reporter, or by stating, “No comment.” The public deserves 
better, and keep in mind that reporters are simply advocates working on 
behalf of the public.
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Treat reporters like partners, not enemies. That means maintaining 
dialogue, and staying in touch. Build those relationships gradually over 
time, and when you really need the help of reporters who understand 
your organization and its values, you will be well-positioned.

Reflection Questions

•	 Accessibility—Talking to a reporter can be stressful and 
tenuous, even when you are well prepared. Regardless, a 
big part of responsible communication is owning the role 
of company spokesperson, and addressing the public’s need 
for information. How confident are you, or will you be, in 
serving as a spokesperson? What would make you even more 
confident? What could you start doing now to help you better 
prepare for those responsibilities?

•	 Responsiveness—You may be concerned about reporters 
and how they tend to punch holes in story ideas. 
Remember, this scrutinizing is their job and their social 
responsibility. How might you anticipate reporters’ questions 
and concerns? Who can help you think through appropriate 
responses, before you’re on the spot?

•	 Transparency—People criticize business news and 
corporate communications for focusing too much on 
investors. As a leader, you can challenge your organization to 
communicate more responsibly, which would be fulfilling the 
obligation to all stakeholders, not just investors. How much 
of your communication agenda is driven by investors? By the 
news media? Should you be devoting more time to employee 
communications, community outreach, and other forms of 
responsible communication?

Responsible Actions

•	 See reporters as partners, not enemies—You presumably 
are committed to moral, social, and cultural values, and 
journalism stands for many, if not, all of the same values and 
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principles. Both parties want to shed light on the truth, and 
to bring into clearer focus the issues that are of real impact 
and importance to the public. As a spokesperson, how can 
you communicate responsibility and build relationships with 
reporters, rather than brew animosity? You should strive to 
remain calm, clear, concise, and consistent.

•	 Help drive the news agenda—What matters most is getting 
positive coverage in the media outlets that matter the most. 
This would be the ones that reach the right audience, and 
who have the greatest credibility with that audience. As a 
leader, you often have the broadest view of the organization, 
and, as well, often the deepest knowledge of particular 
functional areas and cross-functional initiatives. You can 
serve your organization well by thinking of ways to build 
relationships with key reporters, so that the stories that affirm 
your organizational vision receive that important third-party 
validation through news media coverage.

•	 Stay accessible and responsive—Treat reporters like partners, 
not enemies. That means maintaining dialogue, and staying in 
touch. Build those relationships gradually over time.
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CHAPTER 8

Customers and Prospects

Social media took off just prior to my transitioning to higher education. I 
was still doing strategy work full-time for clients, ranging from local startups 
and family-owned operations to Fortune 250, multinational corporations. 
In the span of a decade, social media went from being a novel curiosity to a 
nearly indispensable communication tactic, when used appropriately.

When I first started talking with clients about social media, we looked 
at the few platforms available as merely ways to reach young people and 
the tech-savvy. Most business people had little clue what social media en-
tailed, why anyone would “waste” time using them, and what advantage 
there could possibly be from such an odd way to communicate. To be 
honest, I wasn’t entirely sure, either.

If you have ever been to a trade show, you know that the challenge 
each year is coming up with a novel way to generate buzz and attract 
people to your booth. Nothing is more defeating, or costly, than invest-
ing tens of thousands of dollars on a trade show presence, only to stand 
around for several days, meeting few new prospects.

With a few clients, we used social media as a trade show strategy, very 
early on in the days of these platforms. This was long before people started 
thinking so intently about content strategy, and how to post the kind of in-
formation that would be both valuable and enticing to social media followers. 
This was also before people understood social media as a relationship- building 
tool, not just a way to transmit information. So, with a particular client, we 
would get active on Foursquare, Twitter,  Facebook, and the like, but only just 
prior to the trade shows. We would then blast information that seemed stra-
tegic at the time, but, in hindsight, truly wasn’t. By pushing out information, 
we thought we would attract whoever might be paying attention.

Keep in mind that this was before smart phones. So, you had peo-
ple walking around a trade show, carrying their laptops in shoulder bags. 
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Or, worse yet, you had people getting ready for the day in their hotel rooms, 
or staying up late working at night, with laptops logged into the Internet, 
but very rarely visiting social media sites. Very few people were socially net-
worked at that time, and even for those who were, following posts and 
tweets throughout the day wasn’t really feasible, at least not while on the go.

We recognized these limitations, of course. And, using some old-fash-
ioned word-of-mouth strategy, we made a point of pulling people over to 
our booth, and showing them what we were publishing on social media. 
But, you get the problem, right? We were spending a good amount of 
time and energy drawing people to our booth who were already near our 
booth, anyway. We were wasting our time telling them about our use of 
social media, rather than about our products and services. Even worse, we 
were not drawing new visitors to the booth, because so few people were 
social media followers at the time, and those who were did not have the 
convenient luxury of hand-held smart phones.

The world of social media has come a long, long, long way. In the first 
decade of popular usage, social media exploded. Statistics vary over time, 
but well more than half of online American adults participate regularly in 
at least one social media platform. Many are regularly active on multiple 
social media sites, using various platforms for different needs, both per-
sonal and professional.

You can’t escape social media. As a leader, you must acknowledge that so-
cial media have simply become an extension of the real world. In fact, there 
isn’t really a virtual world, anymore. What is happening on social media is 
real—that is, real dialogue, real debate, and real conversation. And all of that 
activity is happening in real-time, 24 hours a day, seven days per week. You 
cannot stop what is happening online, just as you cannot stop what is happen-
ing offline. However, with social media, you can monitor, respond, and track 
progress. That isn’t always easy with what might be happening offline.

Whether you personally enjoy social media or not, you cannot ignore 
or disregard their power. You can help your organization leverage social 
media, through your leadership role.

Respect Digital Dialogue

What people are doing on social media matters. What they are saying 
about your organization, on social media, matters even more.
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Consider this scenario. You own a number of small, upscale groceries 
serving several thriving neighborhoods in a large city. Your customers are 
largely affluent, highly opinionated, and active on multiple social media 
platforms. They might like your Facebook page, or follow your Twitter 
feed. That’s great, but without active engagement, their likes and follows 
mean very little. What you want are brand advocates who engage with 
your team, both offline and online.

Now, imagine that your upscale groceries carry free-range eggs from 
an area farm, and the distribution agreement is exclusive. That means the 
farm can sell its eggs only through your stores. When the agreement is 
working well, all is good. You might even pick up some positive buzz via 
your social media accounts. But, let’s pretend that a large batch of eggs is 
sold that carries salmonella. Some customers escape harm, but others don’t 
cook their eggs fully, or use them raw, and get sick. If social media did not 
exist, you might be able to contain the issue, take care of the customers 
and situation, and hope that traditional word-of-mouth doesn’t spread too 
far or too quickly. In a world with social media, though, all of that hoping 
is wasted energy. People will absolutely use the technology to broadcast 
their concerns and complaints, just as they do their praise and admiration.

As a leader, you must respect digital dialogue. That means not placing 
higher value on praise received than on the criticism coming your way, 
especially in times of crisis. All feedback—whether positive or negative—
should matter to you and your organization. With clients, I tell them to 
think of social media relationships as being no different than offline rela-
tionships. Social media are simply an extension of the traditional offline 
reality, but amped up by the speed, power, and immediacy that comes 
with the technology.

More than 90 percent of the Inc. 500 have been using at least one 
social media tool for years, and at least half of those businesses have long 
considered social media as very important to their business and/or mar-
keting strategy (Barnes and Mattson 2009). These numbers continue 
trending up over time, meaning social media keep becoming more and 
more influential to growing businesses. There is an important lesson to 
learn from that fact. A responsible communicator acknowledges that so-
cial media have very real value—to socially-active customers, to business 
growth, to the end goal of staying as responsive as possible to the public’s 
needs, wants, and concerns.
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Be an advocate for social media. These platforms can be a powerful way 
to put organizational values into action. Just as your goal is to open up dia-
logue offline, so too should you want to open up dialogue offline; in fact, 
two-way, real-time communication is what makes social media such an 
important and powerful tool (Chaturvedi 2013). Help your  organization 
be confident, diligent, and caring enough to become and stay active on 
social media.

Embrace Criticism; Respond Maturely

With social media activity inevitably comes highly visible, and sometimes 
painfully raw, public criticism. You can help your organization instill the 
fortitude necessary to manage through these challenges.

Solid social media management involves having clearly defined guide-
lines and processes for how to handle criticism. As a leader, you likely 
already serve as a subject matter expert for internal communications and/
or news media interviews. Likewise, you should be identified and active 
as someone who can help diffuse social media criticism.

Guidelines would typically spell out three types of criticism to an-
ticipate. First, there are the fairly benign remarks that can be briefly 
acknowledged online, then quickly and easily be moved to an offline 
conversation. An example might be someone whose order arrived late, 
and who chose to voice that complaint online rather than via a phone 
call or e-mail message. Your company’s social media management team 
can quickly acknowledge the error, and direct the customer to get in 
contact directly for resolution, a rebate, a discount toward future pur-
chases, or whatever.

A second category of criticisms involves highly inflammatory com-
ments that are offensive, harassing, or blatantly false, or that make un-
substantiated allegations. Legal counsel would typically tell you never to 
allow such comments to fester on your social media pages, and certainly 
not allow yourself to be drawn into an online conversation, which could 
open up significant risk or liability. In these often-rare instances, the 
 inflammatory comments are removed from the site as quickly as possible, 
and direct follow-up is made with the individual via a private messaging 
tool on that same social media platform, explaining why the comment 
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was removed. Your responsibility as a leader is to help the social media 
team understand and identify the types of comments that are offensive, 
harassing, or blatantly false, and to defend the team’s decision to police 
such comments when they appear.

The third category is the most troublesome. These are generally criti-
cisms about an issue or crisis that is developing, and about which your 
organization is typically at fault. An example would be an airline that 
keeps passengers in a plane, on a tarmac, for an unreasonable amount of 
time. With each passing minute, more and more of these passengers, and 
their friends and family members, might post complaints to social media. 
They do this, of course, because they want—and need—to be heard. They 
are generally upset, and often deservedly so.

It’s in these gray areas where a social media manager has to make a judg-
ment call. Are these benign complaints, inflammatory allegations, or some-
thing in between? In the “in between” moments, this is where leaders like you 
can be of tremendous help. If an issue is escalating, and someone tells you 
that customer service call volume is spiking, you and your peers do whatever 
necessary to appease callers while simultaneously resolving the issue. With 
social media, it is no different. You may not be responsible for social media, 
or communication, at all. But, ultimately, your part of the organization may 
become part of an issue that goes public. As a responsible communicator, 
demonstrate leadership, and take social media criticism seriously.

The public can see what’s happening on social media. I may not be 
a customer of your business, but perhaps my friend who lives four states 
away is. An issue boils up, she hops on social media, and quickly her rant 
gets seen by hundreds of friends and family members scattered around 
the nation and possibly the world. They might pass the message on, and, 
exponentially, the message takes hold. Inevitably, a savvy journalist will 
come across the posts, and investigate. Shortly thereafter, what seemed 
like an isolated topic becomes a full-blown crisis. And, in today’s digital 
world, that escalation can happen in as little as a few minutes.

Become and Remain Socially Active

Of course, there is some degree of inauthenticity in becoming active on 
social media only when negative issues arise. A values-driven organization 
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would view social media platforms as relationship-building tools, and ac-
knowledge that relationships are usually healthy and enjoyable, but also 
occasionally troublesome and mutually frustrating. That’s simply a fact of 
life, and in business.

Many organizations have begun to master social media as a form of 
 responsible communication. Early pioneers included direct marketer 
Zappos, that has a commitment to “talk to customers every way that 
want to talk to us,” including via social media (Clay 2012). Likewise, 
Marty St. George, senior vice president of marketing and commercial for 
upscale airline JetBlue, affirms his company’s passion for social media, 
because the technology “. . . facilitates that one-on-one brand connection 
that marketers have wanted for so long” (Gianatasio 2013).

Posting to social media is, in many ways, an updated variation on 
old-school blogging. Does your chief executive blog, on behalf of the 
organization? Do you? Regardless, a blog’s credibility depends on trust, 
and the building blocks of trust are forthrightness, openness, consistency, 
timeliness, truthfulness, and candor (Smudde 2005). Blogging in the 
traditional sense is a way of demonstrating an ongoing commitment to 
open, forthright communication, and shining light on what the organiza-
tion values—ethically, morally, socially, and culturally.

Blogging is long-form and narrative. Micro-blogging, which is much 
of what happens on social media, is short-form and often actionable. You 
are giving people short bits that convey what you feel is important, then 
typically directing them to a website or infographic for more details. You 
might also invite opinions. All of this helps with relationship-building, 
but only when there is consistency, through the good times and the trou-
bling times, as well. If your organization is not very active on social media 
during the good times, you are not building trust. To spike your social 
media activity only when bad things happen, suggests that you are defen-
sive and largely self-oriented.

Take a cue from those who lead online discussion groups; in other 
words, the people perceived as the ones who foster dialogue and actively 
engage with others. Research shows that influencing others online comes 
from being active on the platform, being a credible expert, and being 
adaptive and responsive when it comes to posting replies and engaging in 
dialogue (Huffaker 2010).
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Do you personally need to be on social media, representing your orga-
nization? There is a growing expectation, it seems. In fact, a recent world-
wide survey revealed that more than three of every four global executives 
believe it is a good idea for their chief executive officer to be regularly 
active on social media, on behalf of the organization (Weber 2012). That 
does not mean, though, that being on social media for your organization 
is the right move. There are many considerations, not the least of which 
is the investment of your time, and the potential risks associated with 
having you communicate so visibly, and in real-time. These are matters 
to discuss with your communications counsel, be that an in-house com-
munications executive or an outside consulting firm or agency.

In the end, the best role you will likely play is that of an advocate, 
supporting your company’s social media team as needed, rather than play-
ing the role of a direct social media personality. Be mindful that chief 
financial officers generally aren’t as supportive of digital initiatives as chief 
executive officers, chief information officers, and chief marketing officers; 
plus, board members are generally even less supportive than the finance 
officers (McKinsey 2014). Digital technology, and certainly digital com-
munication, is only going to keep exploding. The more you can advocate 
in this arena, the better.

Give some careful thought to how your organization uses digital com-
munication, especially social media. How might you help infuse more of 
a values-driven approach? How might your expertise and ideas build more 
honest and meaningful relationships with stakeholders who are  active on 
social media platforms? How can you champion digital communication 
with other leaders and with your team, as you strive to promote values-
based decisions and initiatives?

Reflection Questions

•	 Accessibility—Whether you personally enjoy social 
media or not, you cannot ignore or disregard their power. 
You can help your organization leverage social media, 
through your leadership role. Are you engaged at all with 
your organization’s social media manager or team? If so, 
how? If not, why not? What area of your company should 
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have social media oversight—that is, marketing, corporate 
communications, customer service, information technology, 
etc., or some combination of these areas? Why? How can you 
make yourself accessible to help guide their important work?

•	 Responsiveness—As a responsible communicator, 
demonstrate leadership, and take social media criticism 
seriously. A rant seen by hundreds of friends and family 
members scattered around the nation and possibly the world. 
They might pass the message on, and, exponentially, the 
message takes hold. Inevitably, a savvy journalist will come 
across the posts, and investigate. Shortly thereafter, what 
seemed like an isolated topic becomes a full-blown crisis. 
And, in today’s digital world, that escalation can happen in 
as little as a few minutes. How does it make you feel to see 
your company or its products or services criticized online? 
Knowing you can’t control what people say about your brand 
on social media, how can you help address these kinds of 
situations? What can you do, at a higher and broader level, to 
try to reduce the number of instance when the public might 
hop on social media to complain?

•	 Transparency—More than three of every four global 
executives believe it is a good idea for their chief executive 
officer to be regularly active on social media, on behalf of the 
organization. Whether you are a CEO or not, are you active 
on social media, representing your organization? Why or why 
not? What signal might this send to the public?

Responsible Actions

•	 Respect digital dialogue—A responsible communicator 
acknowledges that social media have very real value—to 
socially active customers, to business growth, to the end 
goal of staying as responsive as possible to the public’s needs, 
wants, and concerns. Be an advocate for social media. These 
platforms can be a powerful way to put organizational values 
into action.
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•	 Embrace criticism; respond maturely—As a leader, you 
likely already serve as a subject matter expert for internal 
communications and/or news media interviews. Likewise, 
you should be identified and active as someone who can help 
diffuse social media criticism. Ultimately, your part of the 
organization may become part of an issue that goes public. 
As a responsible communicator, demonstrate leadership, 
take social media criticism seriously, and help respond 
appropriately to criticisms.

•	 Become and remain socially active—A values-driven 
organization would view social media platforms as 
relationship-building tools, and acknowledge that 
relationships are usually healthy and enjoyable, but sometimes 
troublesome and mutually frustrating. Influencing others 
online comes from being active on the platform, being a 
credible expert, and being adaptive and responsive when it 
comes to posting replies and engaging in dialogue.
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PART 3

Leading with Values Daily—
The ART Action Plan

This book had an important disclaimer upfront: it’s not easy to lead an 
organization or operational unit and play an active role in multiple forms 
of communication. But, easy or not, communication is your leadership 
responsibility. The sooner you fully embrace this duty, the more quickly 
your team and your organization will benefit.

The next few pages contain a step-by-step summary of responsible 
actions. The first table recaps Part 1, the ART principles (i.e., accessibil-
ity, responsiveness, transparency). The remaining tables draw from each 
chapter of Part 2, grounded in the key principles from Part 1.

Check off the items you have already integrated, then prioritize the 
others. Select a new action or set of actions to incorporate each week. 
Soon, you will have mastered the ART of being a truly responsible com-
municator—committed to, actively involved in and fully responsible for 
robust and meaningful dialogue with all of your key stakeholders, internal 
and external.

Best of luck!
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Key Principles: A Snapshot Refresher

Principle Responsible Actions
Accessibility •	 Being a leader means being accessible, simple as that. Were you 

not accessible to anyone, you would not be a leader. And you 
would not be needed.

•	 Think of each of your stakeholders, and especially each of your 
colleagues, as a person who requires access in order to make 
contributions to, and investments in, your organization’s long-
term success. In the spirit of accessibility, view such situations as 
opportunities to engage with people who have a true passion for 
your business.

•	 You cannot wall yourself off in your office, delegate 
relationship-building to a colleague, and expect a fruitful 
outcome. If the new hire or new interest needs direct access to 
you, then you must provide that access—not just in the short-
term, but in a reliable and consistent manner over the long-term. 
Accessibility breeds trust, and trust builds relationships.

•	 Being accessible means staying adaptable to changing 
circumstances and sharing information as freely as possible, 
in order to help others maximize their contributions to the 
organization. Being inaccessible, on the other hand, means trying to 
control situations and prevent access to information. Stay accessible; 
strive to continually put the team’s needs, and not your own, first.

•	 Companies can’t innovate, respond to stakeholders, or run 
efficiently unless people have access to timely information. Be 
open, and be as candid as you can be. Seek and share information 
in more diverse ways. Encourage lively, respectful discussion and 
debate. Honor truth. Reward or at least recognize people who 
think differently and challenge the status quo.

•	 Be realistic. Protect your time and energy. Prioritize your daily 
contacts, giving time only to those who truly need that time. 
Rely upon others, and delegate effectively, even when it comes 
to responsiveness. For every request that comes your way, think: 
Who should be handling this?

Responsiveness •	 Understand “responsible communication” 
•	 Take	accountability	for	clear,	candid,	and	consistent	exchange.	

Demonstrate daily that you care about all of the internal 
and	external	stakeholders	who	have	a	vested	interest	in	your	
organization, institution, jurisdiction, or cause.

•	 Listen	and	respond	to	stakeholders,	and	truly	live	your	values	
daily. This process of voicing and fostering moral-based values 
requires self-discipline and self-motivation.

•	 Act with good intent
•	 Facilitate	dialogue	and	help	people	feel	safe	speaking	up	and	

voicing their values.
•	 If	members	of	your	team	feel	strongly	about	what	is	right	in	

a particular situation but don’t feel confident acting on their 
convictions, you are failing them as a leader.
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•	 Foster responsiveness in others
•	 Drive	value-based	communication	in	all	aspects	of	your	

operations, with a fundamental understanding that responsible 
communication requires diligence and adaptability.

•	 There	may	not	be	immediate	results,	and	the	steps	that	helped	
address or resolve an issue today may not necessarily work 
down the road. Communication is dynamic, and, as a leader, 
you must remain equally dynamic.

•	 Stay accessible and responsive
•	 You	absolutely	should	not	wait	for	an	issue	to	develop,	

or a crisis to unfold, to get involved. As a responsible 
communicator, you should help identify and proactively 
address possible counter-arguments to your organization’s 
performance or stance on important issues and indicators.

•	 Managing	issues,	and	advocating	for	responsible	
communication, comes with an acceptance that few issues are 
ever fully resolved. you must take a long view while staying 
responsive and decisive in the moment.

Transparency Put your strengths to work
•	 Real	leadership	is	acknowledging	that	you	are	often	the	most	

powerful person in a room or situation. Whatever you do and 
say—or don’t do and say—sets the tone for everyone else 
involved in the situation, or who may ultimately be impacted 
by the situation.

•	 Start	from	your	strengths.	Your	communication	style	may	
not necessarily be the most effective for every situation, but 
stepping up and being a solid, consistent leader regardless of 
circumstances is crucial

•	 Advocate honesty 24/7
•	 Simply	managing	to	the	numbers,	and	rewarding	or	penalizing	

based on performance, will not significantly improve employee 
buy-in and spur organizational growth.

•	 What	is	more	likely	to	drive	morale	and	positive	change	
is honesty about economic challenges and organizational 
circumstances, and responsiveness to employees’ concerns and 
suggestions.
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Stakeholder Group: Managers and Supervisors

Principle Responsible Actions
Accessibility •	 Model desired behavior

•	 Help	others	understand	how	and	why	you	make	certain	
decisions, and the values which inform those important choices.

•	 Communicate	effectively	in	multiple	ways;	become	adept	at	
adapting your approach with stakeholders, as necessary.

•	 Take	an	active	interest	in	communication	plans,	and/or	how	
communication challenges are addressed as part of larger 
strategic plans.

Responsiveness •	 Commit to shared principles
•	 As	a	leader,	you	sign	on	to	be	involved	in	tough	decisions,	and	

to understand that your role is to move the organization, not 
your personal agenda, forward.

•	 What	you	do	and	how	you	act,	particularly	on	issues	and	
initiatives that are not yet employee or public knowledge, is 
pivotal.

Transparency •	 Hold peers accountable
•	 Organizations	must	evolve	over	time,	and	change	is	exceptionally	

difficult for individuals. Be the leader that people need.
•	 Effective	change	is	more	likely	when	people	believe	a	change	

initiative is needed, has been designed appropriately, that 
organizational	capability	exists,	that	leaders	believe	in	the	
change, and that the change will ultimately benefit them 
personally in some way.

Stakeholder Group: Employees and Contractors

Principle Responsible Actions
Accessibility •	 Foster a dynamic culture

•	 You	should	be	doing	something,	or	perhaps	even	many	things,	
every day to help shape the kind of culture your organization 
needs to survive and thrive long-term.

•	 A	cultural	champion	tries	to	make	the	work	environment	as	
dynamic as possible for everyone involved. This means actively 
engaging with people, to understand what they need and want 
in order to do their jobs better, and to feel more satisfied and 
valued at work.

•	 This	is	rarely	a	one-size-fits-all	conversation,	though.	Make	
accommodations to tailor communication to individuals and 
their unique differences and preferences.
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Responsiveness •	 Listen and respond in person
•	 By	sparking	conversation,	you	put	others	at	ease,	and	

help them feel more willing to raise their own voices. you 
demonstrate that you value hearing thoughts and opinions, and 
that, regardless of the situation, there is always time and space 
for conversation.

•	 Of	course,	confidential,	private,	personal,	and/or	sensitive	
information is best handled face-to-face and one-on-one. 
While face-to-face communication is not always feasible, one-
on-one communication usually is. A discreet phone call, when 
necessary, can be as personal and meaningful as a face-to-face 
conversation,	especially	when	time	and/or	distance	don’t	allow	
for a personal meeting.

•	 Use	your	best	judgment,	but	always,	always	try	to	personalize	
your approach when the message is of a sensitive nature.

Transparency •	 Drive true organizational change
•	 The	more	you	can	do	now	to	foster	a	dynamic,	supportive	

climate should help dramatically when the time comes for 
organizational change, or when a crisis inevitably occurs. 
Continuous efforts by leaders to improve communication and 
ease employees’ apprehension have been shown to result in 
more positive employee behaviors and less negative employee 
feedback during times of corporate crisis.

•	 A	culture	with	leaders	who	model	and	encourage	positive	
behavior can influence how employees interpret traditionally 
“bad news” messages. Employees in this kind of culture are 
resilient and optimistic when “bad news” hits, and they tend to 
focus on organizational strengths, rather than whatever threat 
is at hand.

•	 As	always,	your	responsibility	is	to	foster	responsible	
communication. That means keep values first and foremost in 
your mind, and the minds of those from whom you are trying 
to garner support. That means talking honestly about the 
values that are driving this decision, and how this large-scale 
organizational change will help bolster organizational values 
for the long-term. That also means making sure each step in 
the communication and change process involves dialogue, and 
not simply dictating of orders.
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Stakeholder Group: Investors and Regulators

Principle Responsible Actions
Accessibility •	 Keep pace with the market

•	 Whatever	your	functional	area,	you	should	be	paying	attention	
to industry trends and particularly analysts’ and policymakers’ 
opinions.

•	 When	it	comes	to	the	market,	be	aware	that	investors	tend	
to react most enthusiastically to news items regarding new 
customers, completion of acquisitions, strategic long-term 
decisions, and nontechnological alliances.

•	 You	should	be	creating	and	encouraging	mutually	helpful	
discussions with investors and policymakers about values-based 
issues and decisions.

Responsiveness •	 Answer the tough questions
•	 Analysts	and	policymakers	are	increasingly	asking	tough	

questions, as they should. Think about how you might help 
answer	those	tough	questions.	Your	subject	matter	expertise	
could prove particularly valuable.

•	 Have	you	thought	of	offering	to	sit	in	on	an	analyst	call	or	
be part of a lobbying effort? Remember, you have important 
stories to share, but you also could benefit from valuable 
feedback, criticism, and dialogue.

Transparency •	 Look ahead, mitigate risk
•	 Anticipate	counter-arguments	to	the	stories	and	successes	you	

wish to share inside your organization and with the public.
•	 Your	personal	values,	or	those	of	your	corporation,	may	not	

necessarily be values shared or respected by your stakeholders, 
including investors, analysts, and policymakers.

•	 Every	decision	you	make	or	help	champion	comes	with	
trade-offs and downsides. Be honest about these concessions; 
their human, financial, and environmental impacts; and the 
perceptions they may generate from those who not involved in 
the decision-making process.

Stakeholder Group: Editors and Reporters

Principle Responsible Actions
Accessibility  •	Help drive the news agenda

•	 What	matters	most	is	getting	positive	coverage	in	the	media	
outlets that matter the most. This would be the ones that reach 
the right audience, and who have the greatest credibility with 
that audience.

•	 As	a	leader,	you	often	have	the	broadest	view	of	the	
organization, and, as well, often the deepest knowledge of 
particular functional areas and cross-functional initiatives. you 
can serve your organization well by thinking of ways to build 
relationships with key reporters, so that the stories that affirm 
your organizational vision receive that important third-party 
validation through news media coverage.
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Responsiveness •	 Stay accessible and responsive
•	 Treat	reporters	like	partners,	not	enemies.	That	means	

maintaining dialogue, and staying in touch. Build those 
relationships gradually over time.

Transparency •	 See reporters as partners, not enemies
•	 You	presumably	are	committed	to	moral,	social	and	cultural	

values, and journalism stands for many, if not, all of the same 
values and principles. Both parties want to shed light on the 
truth, and to bring into clearer focus the issues that are of real 
impact and importance to the public.

•	 As	a	spokesperson,	how	can	you	communicate	responsibility	
and build relationships with reporters, rather than brew 
animosity? you should strive to remain calm, clear, concise, 
and consistent.

Stakeholder Group: Customers and Prospects

Principle Responsible Actions
Accessibility •	 Respect digital dialogue

•	 A	responsible	communicator	acknowledges	that	social	media	
have very real value—to socially active customers, to business 
growth, to the end goal of staying as responsive as possible to 
the public’s needs, wants and concerns.

•	 Be	an	advocate	for	social	media.	These	platforms	can	be	a	
powerful way to put organizational values into action.

Responsiveness •	 Embrace criticism; respond maturely
•	 As	a	leader,	you	likely	already	serve	as	a	subject	matter	expert	

for	internal	communications	and/or	news	media	interviews.	
Likewise, you should be identified and active as someone who 
can help diffuse social media criticism.

•	 Ultimately,	your	part	of	the	organization	may	become	part	
of an issue that goes public. As a responsible communicator, 
demonstrate leadership, take social media criticism seriously, 
and help respond appropriately to criticisms.

Transparency •	 Become and remain socially active
•	 A	values-driven	organization	would	view	social	media	

platforms as relationship-building tools. Acknowledge that 
relationships are usually healthy and enjoyable, but sometimes 
troublesome and mutually frustrating.

•	 Influencing	others	online	comes	from	being	active	on	the	
platform,	being	a	credible	expert,	and	being	adaptive	and	
responsive when it comes to posting replies and engaging in 
dialogue.
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