Communication

Oldest problem in the world, cause of world wars and much unhappiness

We have all been there, ‘must have mis understood, didn’t hear clearly, thought you meant something else, cant you understand plain English, why don’t you talk to me ‘

It is not for this article to say what works best, most of communication is situational specific, it depends who you are talking to, what the setting is, what the subject matter is, what language you are speaking, in fact a whole host of variables that can get in the way. Many books have been written on the subject so go and find one that works for you, my main comment here is be flexible, if the message is not getting across, don’t be the typical Brit abroad and shout the same thing only louder, find a different way of communicating that gets the message across and be flexible.

There are some basic rules at SME level.

Firstly visbility, there are some some non verbal ways of communication and generally behaviour and consistency with public utterances works best, 

Management should be about smiling, being confident, calm in a crisis and above all approachable. At the SME level approachability and openness works wonders especially when your door is open and Staff can feel free to wander in and out whilst at the same time respecting the inner thoughts and space of the CEO. 

In an ideal world all employees would have the luxury of face to face time with the CEO, but with homeworking becoming more popular and technology becoming more reliable, such face time is a luxury
Continually meeting stakeholders is probably the preferred and best method for starting the business..

Face time  is probably more common at the micro end of the SME spectrum, but once IT systems have been developed and Staff and the Company develop links with the Internet, the landscape changes.

There are some positives about the way the firm can interact with the outside world via the Internet, there are also potential negatives which have to be carefully managed.

Whilst Waldo Emerson may quote that ‘the best of life is conversation’, conversations via the internet have an air of permanence that needs to be taken into account in the SME style of communicating

Secondly managing the Social media

The latest trend is for the use of PC and Social networking, messages can be spread much more easily via technology and the use of podcasts, social networking sites and  twittering can all enhance ‘visibility ‘ and the ability to spread the message far and wide

SME’s need to be aware that marketing spend needs to be diverted into more effective ways of communicating with all stakeholders.

This includes being consistent within and without the firm.

Many staff may well blog the corporate site and care has to be taken to manage the content, indeed mischevious blogs are a bone of contention and strict editorial control requires to be exercised on corporate sites.  Communication to non corporate sites or Social networks put up by competitors or people who may have a grudge must also be reviewed, as unanswered blogs or false claims can damage a firms reputation very quickly.

Threads and  Wikis can take the place of email and lead to an undesirable undercurrent if not managed properly .

Teamsites are another recent phenomena and shared but restricted access can open up new channels of communication via letting selected individuals view common files without having access to the whole internal network.

What is the common thread to all these is that the written word is becoming more powerful, quite often in the past communication broke down through mis understood vocal exchanges, now the SME has to be aware that the preferred communication style is written and highly visible. Even if your preferred choice of interaction is a You Tube video, these have to be carefully scripted as there is a permanence that can be viewed over and over again for signs of inconsistency.
The SME has to be aware that the new workforce, or Generation Y has been brought up to receive education in these new formats, and so therefore the more traditional models of communication have to be adapted  and form part of the internal culture of communication. The watchword is Engagement, such IT driven interaction should be a dialogue, not a monologue so the SME has to have systems and procedures to assist in the provision of information and enhance communication, even to those dissatisfied customers.

This probably applies no matter what the size of company, but to an SME starting out, it is vital that it’s preferred communication style is carefully managed as the potential harm adverse word of mouth interaction can create to a fledgling brand can be quite disastrous.
To some degree this can be managed but there will come a time when handling Social media becomes someone’s full time job. When this happens the SME must be ready to literally take on the world, so having a defined strategy and direction which is concomitant with the values and culture of the business and achieving internal and external consistency in what is being said need to be at the forefront of the CEOs mind.

