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A recent survey shows that “improving digital 
channels” is the second-highest priority for inter-
nal communications executives this year. Now, after 
reading that you might say, it’s no surprise. And we 
would agree. After all, with the advent of enterprise 
collaboration technologies, mobile computing, 
smart devices and social media – it appears that 
everything has gone digital.

What might not be so obvious however, are the  
implications a digital-centric internal communications 
strategy can have on your culture, employee  
engagement and the financial performance of the  
business. 

In fact, the implications of digital communications may 
already be surfacing. A study on the future of employee  
engagement recently revealed that 75% of today’s 

workers do not feel connected to their CEOs, leadership 
teams or managing directors. That same survey found 
that 52% of employees complain that their leaders do 
not take time to meet with them or speak with them  
in person. 

In this digitally connected world that we live in today,  
we have to remember that culture is still rooted in the 
quality of direct interaction that takes place between 
leaders and employees, managers and employees … 
and, of course, employees and employees.

Yet, internal communications trends seem to be going 
in the opposite direction. Today, internal communications  
leaders state that email (79%), video (78%) and electronic  
newsletters (75%) are the primary methods for sharing 
information across the organization. And while these  
vehicles are appropriate for certain internal communications, 
they are not ideal for others. 

Has Digital Dehumanized 
Internal Communications? 

CULTURE
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For instance, communication that relates to vision, 
purpose, strategy, business priorities, etc. – has always 
been more impactful when it takes place face-to-face. 
That’s because people are able to connect not only with 
the message – but also the emotion and energy that can 
only be sensed through direct interaction. Obviously, 
after direct interaction between leaders, managers and 
employees has taken place, the message can be  
supplemented through digital channels. But, a digital- 
only delivery model will always fall short and deliver  
less than stellar results.

Maybe that’s why the old management by walking 
around (MBWA) approach became so famous in  
the 80s. Because it worked. It fulfilled a dimension  
of communication that can never be replaced through 
digital channels: eye-to-eye, human-to-human authentic 
communication. 

Yet, it seems that many internal communications lead-
ers are looking at digital as the holy grail. Why? Because 
the human communication channel is hard to activate 

and manage. It is labor-intensive and time-consuming. 
That is true, but the benefits far outweigh the time, 
effort and cost.

Without a doubt, digital has its place in 
corporate communications, but if it is 
allowed to replace strategic, intention-
al human-to-human communication –  
a price will be paid. 

And that price will come in the form of less-than- 
acceptable employee engagement, retention and loyalty 
as well as overall organizational performance.

So, as you formulate your internal communications 
strategy – make sure “leader to manager” and “manager  
to employee” communication is front and center. Your 
employees need it and your business will most definitely 
benefit from it. 
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With the rapid pace of business today, it is easy to lose sight of 
how much things have changed. Especially when it comes to  
communication, buying behavior and our overall mental makeup.

However, if you sit back for just a few minutes and  
reflect, you’ll quickly see that how we communicate, 
where we spend our time and how we make buying  
decisions is fundamentally different today than it was 
just a few short years ago. Think about it …

> How we get from point A to B has changed thanks  
 to Uber. 
> How we purchase gifts and essentials has changed  
 thanks to Amazon. 
> How we watch TV has changed thanks to Netflix. 
> How we access and consume content has changed  
 thanks to Google.
> The list goes on and on.

These dramatic shifts along with the internet, on- 
demand content, texting, social media, mobile apps — 
and other advancements have fundamentally changed 
the way we consume and connect with stories and 
content. More specifically, they have rewired our brains. 
Creating the need for humans (buyers) to rapidly turn on 
and off streams of thought, filter information and, at the 
end of the day, decide what they will and will not allocate 
their precious time and attention to.

Look at Your  
Corporate Story 
Through the Lens  
of Today’s Buyer.

STORY
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The reality is, our attention span and patience continues  
to decrease while the volume of content, messages and 
information we are asked to consume exponentially 
increases. I don’t know about you, but if you are  
anything like me, you can’t even wait in line at the  
grocery store, sit at a traffic light, or even watch a  
30-second commercial, without getting frustrated or  
reaching for your iPhone.

What does all of this mean? Well, for business leaders 
who are tasked with developing and delivering a clear, 
compelling and consistent corporate story — our jobs 
just got a whole lot harder. Buyers have limited attention  
spans. They are constantly multi-tasking. And that 
makes it much more difficult to capture and hold an 
individual’s attention for any amount of time.

In fact, researchers in Canada studied the brain  
activity of 2,000 people and discovered that the  
average human attention span has fallen from 12 
seconds in 2000, about the time the mobile revolution 
started, to 8 seconds today. Having a lower attention 
span does not mean that we are consuming less —  
in fact, we are consuming more messages and content 
than ever before. Researchers estimate that the  
average American will spend almost 650 minutes per 

day consuming media this year. That’s about 70% of 
the time that we are actually awake. 

All of these trends have implications. And they under-
score the need for us to rethink how our corporate  
stories are crafted and consumed. Yet, many companies  
are developing and delivering their corporate message 
(story) the same way that they always have.

Moving forward, the old-school approach won’t work. 
We need to recognize buyers are not consuming our 
story from start to finish, but rather in bite-size chunks 
over time. We need to be building our story as a  
collection of interwoven micro-messages … not novels. 
We need to be rooting our stories in simple, structured 
messages that emotionally connect with our buyers. 
Messages that are easy to consume in the hyper-connect-
ed, always-consuming world that buyers live in.

To deliver a story that will connect with today’s buyers 
— both mindset and context — we need to do three 
things. We need to simplify, we need to rethink how 
stories are structured …. and we must emotionally en-
gage the buyer to capture and maintain their attention 
throughout their journey. Let’s look at all three of these 
in more detail.
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Simplicity 
The essence of simplicity is that less is more. Given 
today’s buyer mindset, we have to be sharing fewer 
messages … more frequently. That means the less 
that we say, the more meaningful it must be.

Every aspect of your story must be rooted in a sim-
ple, consistent and foundational concept. In the 
marketing world this is often referred to as your core 
positioning or brand promise. But I believe we need 
to take it a step further. No one is going to remember 
a lengthy positioning statement. Not your employees, 
customers or partners. Remember … our buyers 
have an 8-second attention span. They engage with 
us in … micro-moments. So, I am challenging you 
to distill your story down to just ONE WORD. That’s 
right — one word that crystallizes what you want your 
buyer to take away from the limited attention span 
they are willing to give you and the micro-moments 
you share together throughout the buyer journey. 
This one word then becomes the cornerstone for the 
rest of your story.

Gallup Research found the most successful com-
panies determine what they stand for and how they 
separate themselves in the marketplace. This foun-
dational concept then drives every interaction with 
customers, employees and suppliers. Without it, the 

story and customer experience falls apart.
Think of the brands that you recognize. The brands 
that you instinctively know what they stand for. They 
simplify. They stay true to a singular message and 
they weave it into the fabric of everything they do. 
Into the employee experience. Into the customer 
experience. Every dimension of their business is 
anchored in a single, simple concept and their story 
reinforces that at every touch point. No one in these 
organizations has to even think about it. They instinc-
tively know the cornerstone of the story and have 
the ability to bring it to life consistently in everyday 
communication and conversations. For example, 
Southwest Airlines’ story is all about friendliness. The 
Progressive Insurance story is about price — offering 
lower rates than its competitors. For these companies,  
their stories are more than just words on paper. They 
are at the center of every dimension of their business.

Structure
Structure is about thinking how your story will be 
delivered through a disconnected series of micro- 
moments. Not always intended to be consumed 
sequentially. But structured as a comprehensive set 
of simple, clear messages that are anchored in a 
foundational concept — and when knitted together 
they tell a clear, compelling and consistent story.
That’s the reality of how messages are consumed by 
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buyers today. On their time. On their terms. One bite at 
a time. Across a wide range of channels and devices. 
Structure your story in a way that no matter what dimen-
sion of the story they consume — your audience leaves 
with that simple, single concept.

The Academic Director at IE School of Human Sciences 
& Technology recently said, “Companies need to generate 
simpler messages, communicated in a sharper way —  
making them more emotional and engaging.” That 
statement is more true than ever. Now let’s talk about 
emotion.

Sentiment
Jerry Seinfeld once said, “People have an infinite  
attention span if you are entertaining them.” To entertain 
means to keep, hold, or maintain in the mind. Sentiment 
is the feeling or emotion your story generates in the heart 
and mind of your buyer. It’s how you create and maintain  
their attention. 

This is where many companies struggle in the B2B 
corporate storytelling world. They focus too much on 

what they do and not enough on why it matters to the 
buyer. They don’t engage the buyer from a personal and 
professional perspective. They fail to connect with both 
the heart and the mind.

According to Gallup, only 29% of B2B customers are 
fully engaged — that is, emotionally and psychologically  
attached to the companies they do business with. The 
other 71% of customers are ready and willing to take 
their business elsewhere. Your story can materially 
impact the degree your customers connect with your 
company.

In summary, your buyers have limited time, patience and 
attention. They consume your story in micro-messages  
and moments. That means how you develop and deliver 
your story must change. A new model is required where-
by you construct your story in a way that aligns with the 
mindset and behavior of today’s buyer – and then bring 
that story to life consistently across every dimension of 
your business. 
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What’s the Cascade Strategy Around 
Your Go-to-Market Strategy?

PERFORMANCE

According to a recent survey of internal communications 
executives, helping employees understand the company’s  
strategy is one of the top two initiatives they have in 
2018. Does this surprise you? If so, just take a look at 
these statistics and you’ll understand why this should 
absolutely be a priority for most companies:

According to Gallup, only about four in 10 employees 
(41%) know what their company stands for and what 
makes its brand different from its competitors. 

Worse yet, only 5% of employees understand 
their company’s strategy.

But does it really matter if employees understand the 
company’s go-to-market strategy and story? The answer 
is emphatically … yes. In fact, there are statistics that 
point to the fact that companies where employees  
understand and feel connected to the company’s  
purpose, vision and strategy – perform at a much  
higher level than those that do not.

Perhaps the most compelling evidence was uncovered 
in James Heskett’s book Corporate Culture & Performance. 
His research found companies that effectively communicate 
purpose and value can outperform their counterparts  
in stock price by a factor of 12 and have a profit  
performance ratio 750x higher than companies without 
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shared values. Research from Gallup also showed that 
companies in the top quartile in employee engagement 
outperformed bottom-quartile organizations by 10% 
on customer ratings, 22% in profitability, and 21% in 
productivity.

So, the question isn’t “does it matter.” The real question 
is — How do internal communications professionals 
make it happen?

How do you ensure that every employee understands 
your strategy and feels connected to your company’s 
story?

Well, the first thing you’ll need is a clearly defined and 
well-managed cascade communications strategy. What 
is that? A cascade communications strategy defines the 
process by which senior executives, business leaders 
and managers intentionally pull consistent messages 
through the organization. The goal is to ensure every 
team member up and down the company understands 
what the strategy is, why it matters to them, what’s  
expected of them and how success will be measured. 
 

Having a disciplined and intentional cascade strategy  
in place is critical when it comes to communicating  
purpose, vision and strategy. Steve Soltis, the group 
director of employee and leadership communications  
at The Coca-Cola Company, said it best … 

“A business cannot generate sustainable value and 
growth without employees understanding where it’s 
headed, why, what it’s going to take to get there, and 
why each employee matters.”

A recent McKinsey article also stated that “achieving 
real alignment, where strategy, goals, and meaningful 
purpose reinforce one another, gives an organization a 
major advantage because it has a clearer sense of what 
to do at any given time, and it can trust people to move 
in the right direction.”

For this to happen, a clear, compelling and consistent 
message must be developed and communicated in 
support of the go-to-market strategy and corporate story. 
Internal communications leaders must define, document 
and manage a cascade strategy that will ensure this 
happens – at every level of the organization.
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This communications strategy should clearly define the 
building blocks of the story, mandatory messages that 
must be shared, supporting visuals and communication 
tools. The core story should then be tailored and  
packaged for specific stakeholder groups across the 
organization. Functional and role-specific messages 
should address why the strategy and story matters to 
each audience, how they participate in the strategy 
through daily work activities and what’s in it for them.

The plan should clearly define the execution  
timeline that specifies the frequency and sequence  
of communication activities across each area of the 
business at the executive, business leader and manager 
level of the organization. It is critical that you also clearly 
define the business leaders who are accountable for  
specific communication activities throughout the process.

The last thing you’ll need in place is an execution plan. 
This outlines who is responsible for what and when along 
with clearly defined expectations for each individual  
who is an active participant in the communication  
cascade process. You should also document the  
cadence (weekly, monthly and quarterly) by which  
the execution team will meet, review and enhance the 
plan based on feedback from the frontline.

To design, implement and manage an effective  
communication cascade strategy in support of your  
go-to-market strategy takes time, but it is worth it. In 
fact, according to McKinsey & Company, when people 
understand and are excited about the direction their 
company is taking, the company’s earnings margin is 
twice as likely to be above the median.
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What Defines and  
Determines the  
Success of a CEO?

LEADERSHIP

1

You can read all the management books and take all the 
executive courses in the world – or you can simply read this 
article to truly understand what defines and determines the  
degree of success a CEO will ultimately achieve. Here’s a secret.  
It all comes down to one word. 

Culture.

Just listen to these CEOs and management experts as 
they explain why.

“There are only three measurements 
that tell you nearly everything you 
need to know about your organiza-
tion’s overall performance: employee 
engagement, customer satisfaction, 
and cash flow ... It goes without  
saying that no company, small or 
large, can win over the long run  
without energized employees who 
believe in the mission and  
understand how to achieve it.”

— Jack Welch, Former CEO of GE

2
“Corporate culture is the  
only sustainable competitive 
advantage that is completely 
within the control of the  
entrepreneur. Develop a  
strong corporate culture  
first and foremost.”
— David Cummings,  
  Co-founder of Pardot
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“The biggest challenge was to restore 
a dying organization, which was losing 
money, to growth and profitability.  
The first steps were not: Cutting  
costs, developing new products and/ 
or services, inventing clever new  
marketing concepts, or clever  
advertising! Instead, the first steps 
were: Rebuilding a culture where all 
employees were a family, striving for  
a shared success.”
 — Peter Schutz, Retired CEO of  
 Porsche AG Worldwide 

3
4“No matter how brilliant your 

mind or strategy, if you’re  
playing a solo game, you’ll  
always lose out to a team.”
— Reid Hoffman, Co-founder  
  of LinkedIn

5
“A team aligned behind a 
vision will move mountains. 
Sell them on your roadmap 
and don’t compromise — 
care about the details, the 
fit and finish.”

— Kevin Rose, Founder of Digg and
 Partner at Google

6
“Why is culture so important to a  
business? Here is a simple way to frame  
it. The stronger the culture, the less  
corporate process a company needs.  
When the culture is strong, you can  
trust everyone to do the right thing.”

— Brian Chesky, Co-founder and  
 CEO of Airbnb

“Until I came to IBM, I probably would 
have told you that culture was just one 
among several important elements in any 
organization’s makeup and success —  
along with vision, strategy, marketing, 
financials, and the like... I came to see,  
in my time at IBM, that culture isn’t just 
one aspect of the game, it is the game.  
In the end, an organization is nothing  
more than the collective capacity of its 
people to create value.”

— Louis V. Gerstner, Jr.,  
 Former CEO of IBM

7
“This is not about fuzzy, holding hands 
around a campfire, kumbaya stuff. That’s 
not what values and culture and mission is 
about. This is about building an organization 
for success. This is about winning. This is 
about doing the tactical things to make 
sure your organization and your people are 
aligned around the same thing.”

— Justin Moore, CEO of Axcient 8
“A company can’t buy true emotional 
commitment from managers no matter 
how much it’s willing to spend; this is 
something too valuable to have a price 
tag. And yet a company can’t afford 
not to have it.”

— Stan Slap, CEO of Slap Company 9
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10

“Companies need to 

change the way they 

manage and lead to 

match the way that  

modern humans actually 

work and live. We’re  

trying to re-craft culture  

in a way that really 

matches that. I think  

that 99% of companies 

are kind of stuck in the 

‘90s when it comes to 

their culture.”
— Brian Halligan, CEO  
 of HubSpot 

“Leadership is absolutely 
about inspiring action, but 
it is also about guarding 
against mis-action.”

— Simon Sinek, Author,  
 motivational speaker and  
 marketing consultant

11
“Employees who believe that 
management is concerned  
about them as a whole  
person — not just an  
employee — are more  
productive, more satisfied, 
more fulfilled. Satisfied  
employees mean satisfied 
customers, which leads to 
profitability.”
— Anne M. Mulcahy, CEO of Xerox

12

13
“Connect the dots between  
individual roles and the goals of 
the organization. When people 
see that connection, they get a  
lot of energy out of work. They 
feel the importance, dignity and 
meaning in their job.”

— Ken Blanchard, Co-author of  
 The One Minute Manager 

14
“Culture guides  
discretionary behavior 
and it picks up where 
the employee handbook 
leaves off. Culture tells 
us how to respond to an 
unprecedented service  
request. It tells us 
whether to risk telling 
our bosses about our new ideas, and whether  
to surface or hide problems. Employees 
make hundreds of decisions on their own 
every day, and culture is our guide. Culture 
tells us what to do when the CEO isn’t in the 
room, which is of course most of the time.”

— Frances Frei, Author of Uncommon Service: How to Win  
 by Putting Customers at the Core of Your Business
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 “A hallmark of a 
healthy creative 
culture is that its people  
feel free to share ideas, 
opinions, and criticisms.  
Lack of candor, if  
unchecked, ultimately 
leads to dysfunctional 
environments.”
— Ed Catmull, President of Pixar

16

15
“Employee engagement is the  
art and science of engaging 
people in authentic and recognized  
connections to strategy, roles, 
performance, organization,  
community, relationships,  
customers, development,  
energy and happiness to  
leverage, sustain and transform 
work into results.”

— David Zinger, Employee  
 Engagement Consultant

17
“Every CEO is in fact a Chief Cultural  
Officer. The terrifying thing is it’s 
the CEO’s actual behavior, not their 
speeches or the list of values they 
have put up on posters, that defines 
what the culture is. Without these 
four powers (Hiring, Firing, Promoting,  
Punishing) any employee at the company 
is along for the ride in a culture 
driven by someone more powerful 
than they are.”
— Scott Berkun, Author and speaker

18
“Culture is the deeper level 
of basic assumptions and 
beliefs that are shared by 
members of an organization, 
that operate unconsciously 
and define in a basic ‘taken 
for granted’ fashion an  
organization’s view of its self 
and its environment.”

— Edgar Schein, Author  
 and former MIT professor

19
“Culture does not change  
because we desire to change 
it. Culture changes when the 
organization is transformed;  
the culture reflects the realities 
of people working together 
every day.”

— Frances Hesselbein,  
 Former CEO of Girl Scouts  
 of the USA

20
“Maintaining an 
effective culture 
is so important 
that it, in fact, 
trumps even 
strategy.”
— Howard Stevenson,   
 Professor Emeritus at  
 Harvard University
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