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BEING HEARD:  
hints and tips on running communication events 
 

1. Be clear why we are doing this communication. 

Ask yourself: “What do I expect to change as a result of this communication?” 

Communications can have all sorts of purposes.  Sometimes we simply feel that 
communication is A Good Thing.  We feel we have something Important to Say and 
we want to tell the world about it.  This is called ‘self-expression’, and is a fine reason 
to paint a picture, recite a poem, or dance in the street.  Beware of it in business. In 
business it’s necessary to think of the effect you want to create in the audience, and 
be really clear about that.  In business, it is communication we are after, not self-
expression.  The communication event is for the audience, not for the presenters. 
That’s not as obvious as it appears. 

“What do we expect to change as a result of this communication?”  Here are some 
examples: 

- ‘increase awareness’ of, say, the business condition in which we find ourselves. 
In this case our objective is to have people gain knowledge, to be able to 
answer certain questions after the meeting which they could not answer 
before. We might consider actually asking them those questions before and 
after the meeting, to gauge our success in communicating. The meeting is then 
a kind of education event. 

- ‘change behaviour’.  We might want people to do something different after 
our event. For example we might want them to stop complaining, or to treat 
customers with greater respect.  In this case we could offer them some 
practice in the new behaviour, and be sure that we model it ourselves. 

- ‘change sense of belonging’. Often a communication campaign is aimed at 
changing the groupings within companies.  We want to say ‘consider yourself 
part of this new team’. We are creating a new business unit structure. Our 
company has just been acquired, or we have just been outsourced or 
demerged. It is useful to be explicit about this objective, and ensure that the 
group invited to the event is a meaningful group in the new structure. 

- ‘get their input’. The group might have information or technical skill which is 
essential to the success of the overall effort.  For example they may be able to 
give direct quotations from customers, or they may be able to point to a 
similar effort in another company, or they might have some useful statistics 
which can help prioritise activities. 

Have a limited number of purposes, one or two, for the event and use them to direct 
the event design.  A meeting should be designed around its purpose, not around its 
agenda. The purpose comes first. The agenda is derived from the purpose. 

One way to make a meeting boring is to hold a meeting whose sole purpose is to 
“get through the agenda”. This sort of meeting happens far too often and gives 
meetings a bad name. 
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2. How you communicate is itself  a communication. 

Often the most interesting part of a memo is the circulation list.  There is 
significance in ‘who is invited’ to the event.  So, for example, if you communicate to 
‘everyone at Level 5 in the East Wing of the Solihull location’ as a group, those 
people will look around and start to consider themselves as a geographically based 
group.  You need to consider if this is what you want. You might prefer to 
communicate to ‘support services’, thus re-inforcing the functional nature of a new 
organisation.  The invitee list is much more powerful, and will endure longer in 
corporate memory, than any actual content of the presentation. People will remember 
who was there long after they’ve forgotton what was said.  So consider what message 
the inviation list is sending. 

Similarly, decisions such as whether to put the speaker on a platform or not, where to 
hold the event and which members of senior management are there, are profoundly 
significant and will send messages stronger than any powerpoint slide.  Holding 
events in people’s workplaces, or in the field rather than in the ‘centre’, or in the 
office rather than in a conference room, send a strong message that ‘this is real, this 
is for today, this means you’.  Offsite meetings are good for ‘let’s take a long-
distance, long-term view’ or ‘let’s put the past aside’. A meeting in a smart hotel 
might give the message “this is important” or it might communicate “we have plenty 
of money”. 

3. Label the event 

It’s worth saying ‘This is a communication event’.  Label it as ‘communication’. Put 
that on the front cover. Do this because otherwise people might miss the fact that 
they’ve been communicated with, and think it was ‘just a discussion’, or a ‘workshop’ 
or a ‘meeting’. It’s a common, and very frustrating, feeling, to be doing masses of 
communication and still people say ‘there isn’t any communication round here’.  
Communicate the fact that you’re communicating. 

4. Say that you don’t know it all 

If you show the organisation chart, people will ask for names in the boxes. If you put 
names in the boxes, they will want to know office locations.  If you know the office 
locations, people will want to know where they are sitting.  If you present a seating 
plan people will want to know where they are going to put their filing cabinet.  

Don’t let this make you feel inadequate.  Above all, don’t let it stop you telling people 
what you DO know, however incomplete that might be.  You will never have all the 
answers, as the above example illustrates.  The part that you do know must be 
communicated clearly (‘giving facts’).  Then say very clearly that you don’t know it all.  
‘We know we must reduce costs by £2M next year. £1M of that is coming from staff 
reductions and voluntary redundancies. I don’t know where the other £1M is coming 
from, but I’ve got some ideas.’   

The part you don’t know is a potential area for consultation. 
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5. Distinguish ‘giving facts’ from ‘consultation’. 

Get clear about those things which are ‘facts to be communicated’, and distinguish 
them from ‘things that are open to discussion’. 

A well-intentioned attempt to ‘involve’ people in a decision that has already been 
made is a waste of time and somewhat patronising. People will think: ‘Why are you 
asking me if you already know the answer? Is this a test?’. 

Giving facts 

‘Giving facts’ includes:  

• giving definitions (a definition of vocabulary: ‘Asset Management is…’); 

•  communicating decisions (‘The new structure will be…’); and  

• informing people about the outside world (‘Overseas companies are entering 
our market…’). 

It is part of a manager’s job to make decisions and communicate them.  Managers are 
not obliged to ‘involve’ everybody at every stage.  So don’t be ashamed of getting out 
there and telling people what’s been decided, however incomplete or unpopular it 
may be.  They probably know it all anyway. 

Giving facts without discussion is one way of establishing a credible leadership.  It 
provides a strong basis on which others can build and make their contribution. 

Discussion is not the only way to involve people and grab their attention. Take 
lessons from the tabloid newspapers, theatre, the advertising industry or rock stars. 
Use direct messages, short sentences and a large type-face. Relate the decision, fact, 
or definition to your own personal experience or the audience’s personal futures.  
Use stories about real people, including yourself. 

In the part of the meeting devoted to ‘giving facts’ there can still be questions and 
discussion. The important characteristic of the questions is that they are questions to 
clarify understanding. We are not brainstorming solutions, nor are we entering a ‘review 
and challenge’ session at this stage. We are also not revisiting the decision-making 
process.  

It’s a good idea to have some kind of check or feedback to find out how well your 
message is being received and understood.  Inviting questions is one way to do this. 
In my view, it’s not the best way.  A better way is to have a break and then use the 
informal discussions over coffee to discover what people are getting out of the 
presentation. Sometimes it’s possible to ask directly “What did you hear?” or “What 
was new to you in my presentation?” .  Note that this is a different question from 
“What did you think about what you heard?” Your aim is to find out if they heard 
what you thought you said. In some situations it’s even possible to run a “quiz” after 
the presentation, to see if the messages got across. This is a test of the presenter’s 
skill, and not a test of the audience. Such feedback is useful to the presenter. 
Sometimes what people hear is surprisingly different from what the presenter said. 
Make sure that the facts you intend to communicate have “landed”, accurately and 
intact, with your audience. 
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If the aim is to allay fears and provide re-assurance, then be sure to establish a 
consistent set of words and keep using them.  Repeat yourself. Use the same slides 
that were used at a previous meeting. Use the same words that the Operations 
Director used last week. Use the same slide several times in the same presentation.  
Don’t refine it, or ‘say the same thing with different words’. That can be upsetting in 
an environment where people are already in turmoil. Say the same thing with the 
same words. Your model is the nursery rhyme: even when somebody hasn’t yet 
assimilated all the words, they will still receive the re-assurance that ‘the message 
hasn’t changed’. 

Asking for information 

When the facts have been communicated and understood, and only then, you can 
point out those areas where you want to get people’s ideas and opinions. You can use 
standard techniques with flip charts or bits of sticky yellow paper to make the 
suggestions and issues visible.  Tell people what will happen to their suggestions, and 
what will be the next steps. Is this a one-off meeting or are we to be engaged in a 
dialogue? Am I to do something different on Monday morning? Who can I hold 
accountable? Who will get back to me on this? 

6. Try new techniques 

Use techniques from presentation courses 

- have people in the audience say why they are there (so the presenter can know 
what they are listening for) 

- set up the listening (‘listen for commonality’ ‘for difference’ ‘for personal 
relevance’ ‘for actions’) 

- check what the audience heard – ask them. It’s highly educational to check out 
the widely idiosyncratic collection of messages that are heard after a single 
presentation or discussion.  

- make use of objects and pictures as well as words. Different techniques work for 
different people. 

- use stories, images, and tone of voice to convey your message 

If there is a useful vocabulary and common techniques in use from a company-wide 
training programme then take the opportunity to practice them. 


