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“Communication is the
real work of leadership”
Nitin Nohria—Dean, Harvard Business School

At Belong, a significant part of our work is about helping leaders to inspire their
teams. We work with CEOs leading tens of thousands, and with managers leading
teams of five. Size of team isn’t the issue here: every leader has a vital role to play in
inspiring people rise to challenges with flair and commitment.
We know just how exacting life can be for the people who stand alongside leaders and
help them prepare to communicate. We’ve been part of many tense moments where
the question “how on earth are we going to phrase this?” hangs heavy in the air. But
we’ve also been there for the “that was spine-tinglingly brilliant!” moments—where an
audience draw energy and direction from a leader’s words and body language.
And that’s why we’ve put together this guide. A huge amount of energy and resource
goes into helping leaders to communicate. We want all that time and effort to lead to
great results. And to be clear: this is not about how to enhance the surface sheen of
communications. It’s about helping leaders to talk with clarity, share insightful stories,
be authentic and engaging, and learn from feedback.
The truth is that everything communicates. A leader’s work is not confined to the
set piece presentations, town hall meetings and video messages. But in a large
organisation these are indeed how the majority of employees will get to know their
senior leaders. And as such, this guide focuses on how to work with a leader when
they’re preparing to speak on stage, on screen and online. And for the purpose of
this guide we’re using the term comms coach to describe the role of the person who
advises a leader on their communications—be they an in-house communications
business partner, or an external agency consultant.
We appreciate that no two communication challenges are the same, and no two
leaders are the same. As such, this guide is not presented as a one-size-fits-all formula.
Please see it as a collection of ideas, prompts and recommended resources. But we
hope it helps you to create a body of creative, inspiring work that you’re proud of.
We need to say a big thank you to everyone who helped us in our research. Our clients
have been unfailingly generous in sharing their time and wisdom. Special thanks to
Jenny Burns, Ruth Morley, Deanna Oppenheimer, Teresa North, Julia Rebholz and
Laura Temple. And thank you to Dr. Anne Wilson for her research into what employees
want from their leaders.
Happy communicating!

Team Belong
Belong Communications
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“communication is the real work of leadership”

Our CEO uses every form of
communication—video, Twitter,
articles on the intranet—to make
sure that everyone feels involved
in the decisions he makes. He gives
his opinion and is clearly passionate
about the sector. He’s seems as
honest as is possible. Sometimes
he’ll say—for example, in response
to a financial results questions—
‘I’m not allowed to talk about that’
but he's just as likely to add ‘But
look at my face—am I smiling?’

For our leaders, the biggest pitfall
is failing to appreciate our point of
view. We can feel we’re being talked
at, not listened to. Often, the idea of
staff feedback is deemed to be the
CEO talking to other managers about
what the staff feel and think, rather
than actually talking to the staff.
—Project Manager, Public Sector

— Telecommunications Retail
Compliance Manager

I like communication that shows the
CEO knows who we are and where
we're coming from. We want her to
show that she is aware of what the
different teams do, and not speak
to everyone in bland generalities.

Regular communication is
important, otherwise it can feel
like leaders are only choosing
to communicate because
they want something or are
delivering bad news, not for
the benefit of the workforce.
— Charity Fundraising Manager

— Public Sector Validation Officer

When leaders are robotic and it's
clear someone else has written
what they're saying and it doesn't
sound like them—how can you trust
them? In my sector, with so many
changes, we have to be able to trust
our leaders. They have to willing
to answer the difficult questions.
— Financial Services Software Developer
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Leaders need to come across as
human. Our CEO posted a video of
him doing the ice bucket challenge
with his kids soaking him in water.
Of course it wasn't relevant to
any business message but it gives
you insight into him as a person,
so when he delivers a business
message you want to listen to him.
— Retail Store Manager
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Seeing the big picture
Start with strategy | Working with corporate narrative

Helping the leaders of large, complex and fast-moving companies to communicate
is a great job for an adrenaline junkie. The thrill of a tight deadline! The challenge of
a complex message! The buzz of responding to a media firestorm!
When the clock is ticking and the stakes are high, the temptation is to leap straight
into tactical territory. What are we going to say? How will we say it? How do we get
this article online before sunrise? But before we tackle these essentials it pays to take
a step back and see the big picture.

Start with strategy
‘Start with strategy’ might be the most blindingly obvious point we make in this guide,
but it needs to be emphasised. Having a strong grounding in the organisation’s strategy
is vital for many reasons:
●● If

communication is going to be valuable, then our plans, choices and creative
approach need to align (as much as is possible or feasible) with organisational strategy.

●● A grounding in strategy can prevent a piece of communication from looking like an

‘unguided missile’—seemingly shooting off on a rogue path through the organisation
and beyond. At Belong we’re all for the power of disruptive ideas, but we know that
credibility can be eroded when work has a flimsy relationship with the business strategy.
●● When

we face a number of creative communication choices, the strategy helps us
to make decisions: “Ultimately, is what we’re doing going to help this business get
where it needs to go?”

Did you know?
According to Forbes only 14% of employees
understand their organisation’s strategy1.
6
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Want to stay needle-sharp on strategy? Here are some questions to ponder
ªª
●● Can

I tell someone, in a couple of sentences, what the organisation or business
area strategy is? Can everyone in my team do the same? If not, there could be
a case for running a workshop to explore the strategy in more depth.

●● How

regularly am I refreshing my understanding of the strategy? Am I making
time to engage with the strategy on a regular basis?

●● Can

I get closer to the source of strategy? Am I building alliances with the
people who can bring it to life for me?

●● Do

my agency partners understand the strategy as well as I do? When did I last
share strategic shifts with my agencies and other suppliers?

●● Am

I cultivating an outside-in perspective on our strategy?2 Do I understand
how it is influenced by our competitors, customers, regulators and trends in
the market.

A strong grounding in strategy is essential for every comms coach. But the more
immersed we become in strategy the higher the risk that we talk in a language that
is technical and abstract. The solution to this problem is the comms coach’s secret
weapon: the corporate narrative.

Working with the corporate narrative
The scope of a corporate narrative differs from one organisation to the next. Broadly
speaking, it is the story of where your organisation has come from, why it exists,
where it’s going, and how it’s planning to get there. To varying degrees, the story will
encompass your purpose, values, vision and strategic choices.
We also face a labelling issue here. What some organisations call a corporate narrative,
others call a brand narrative, a brand story, or a core story. And there are no doubt
other labels in circulation.
Whatever you call it, a corporate narrative is a hugely useful tool. It takes the dry
language of strategy and transforms it into a story that is clear, compelling and stirs us
into action.
And for leadership communication, the great benefit of a narrative is this: leaders don’t
have to reinvent the wheel every time they speak. Given how punishing most leaders’
schedules are, it’s understandable why the content of their speeches and presentations
is often given to others to write. And yet, if a leader is well versed in the corporate
narrative they can see each speech as a chance to work within a narrative framework,
rather than starting from scratch.

Belong Communications
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Is your corporate narrative working as hard as you are?
ªª
Some questions to ponder

●● Start

with the basics: does my organisation have a corporate narrative, and do I
understand its scope and purpose?

●● Have
●● Do

I spent time with my leaders ensuring they are fluent in the narrative?

my agencies and partners understand the narrative?

●● If

my organisation has a corporate narrative AND an employer brand, am I clear
about how the two align?

●● When

did I last give constructive comments to the people who keep the
corporate narrative fresh and alive? A comms coach develops valuable insights
into how the corporate narrative survives the ‘real world’ test of being used in
the business.

Further reading
The Strategist
Cynthia Montgomery
COLLINS

What does strategy actually mean? This book uses case studies to explain the
meaning and value of strategy and show how strategic choices can influence the
fortunes of an organisation over time.
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Building the right
relationships
Getting to know the leaders | The biography conversation
Getting the best out of your agencies
As soon as we hear that a new senior leader has joined one of our client
organisations, we get straight on the phone to ask, “What are they like?” This is a
loaded question. There’s a lot we really want to know. We’re digging to find out
about their personality, their remit, their presentation style, and what value they
place on the art and science of communication.
As well as being nosy, the reason we ask so many questions about leaders is that it’s
by having a rounded sense of who they are that we can help them communicate in
an engaging and consistent manner.

Getting to know the leaders
How do we begin the work of getting to know a leader? And how do we deepen the
relationship over time? On this point we defer to the bestselling bible of leadership
transitions that is The First 90 Days by Michael D. Watkins. In it, Watkins describe five
conversations that help new leaders establish strong working relationships with their
bosses. These conversations work equally well for comms coaches who need to get to
know their leaders.
1. The situation diagnosis conversation—“How do you see the business situation at
hand? How did we reach this point?”
2. The expectations conversation—“What do you most need from me at this point?”
3. The resource conversation—“Here are the benefits and costs of what I can
accomplish with different amounts of resources”
4. The style conversation—“How do you want to interact (i.e. face to face, email, calls)?”
5. The personal development conversation—“How am I doing? Where do you think I
can improve or do things differently?”
As the author points out, ‘in practice, your dialogue about these subjects will
overlap and evolve over time. You might address several of the five issues in a single
meeting, or you might work out issues related to one subject through a series of brief
exchanges…however there is logic to the sequence just described.’

Belong Communications
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The challenge for many comms coaches is that they’re working with senior leaders
who they don’t report to, and as such only spend limited time with. Much as a coach
might like to have a number of probing conversations with a CEO, in reality they’re
more likely to have a series of more fleeting encounters.
As such, the comms coach has to be resourceful and seize every opportunity to ask
the right questions.
And there’s one more essential conversation that we would add to the five listed above…

The biography conversation
We are genetically programmed to feel things for people, rather than for numbers
or abstractions. As such it’s not ‘bad business’ to get to know who a leader is as
a person. Our research with employees shows that people want to know about
their leader and have a sense of what makes them tick.
We’re not suggesting that senior leaders should tweet every detail of their daily
lives. Managing distance from people is an important aspect of how a senior
leader retains their authority and credibility. But for a comms coach, finding out
about a leader will give them a pool of stories to draw on when it’s time to craft a
message. This in turn will help the communication reveal the leader’s character in
a distinct light.
Some subtlety is required here. You probably don’t want to invite your CEO to
a meeting called “Let’s talk about your past”. But over time you do want to dig
deep. Here are some questions to work into your conversations:
●● “Who

have been your most influential mentors? How did they help you and
spur you on?”

●● “Who

has been your most inspiring boss? What did they do that made them so
important to you?”

●● “Who

are your heroes? What is it about them that you admire? How do their
values resonate with this organisation’s?”

●● “What

life experiences do you think made you the kind of person you are now?”

●● “What

challenges have you faced in your career, and how did you
overcome them?”

●● “Who

are your favourite communicators? Which colleagues, business leaders,
broadcasters, thinkers and speakers do you gravitate to?”

As well as learning about a leader through conversations with them, there is also the
work of learning from other sources: articles, social media, colleagues and external
stakeholders.
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When you talk to people who know the leader well, a useful question to ask is: when are
they at their best? Build a picture of what helps a leader bring their distinctive strengths to
the fore. This can be particularly helpful in understanding the leader’s tendency toward
introversion or extraversion. For example you might find out that the leader is at their best:
●● In

121 conversations

●● In

small groups

●● In

front of large audiences

You might also find out that someone:
●● Values

immediate feedback after speaking

●● Needs

time and space to restore energy levels after speaking

Don’t forget to share these insights with other people (i.e. your agency partners) so that
they can tailor their ideas and approaches accordingly.

Getting the best out of your agencies
How could we fail to mention another vital relationship: the one between the client
and their creative agencies? This is no small subject area. For most large organisations,
there are a huge number of agencies and consultants working across a number of
overlapping projects, campaigns and initiatives. But if we hone in on the subject of
leadership communication, here are three suggestions to help you get the best from
your agency partners:
●● Walking the floor

Any agency worth its salt will spend as much time as possible inside their client’s
business, getting to know its culture, its personalities and its processes. The more
access the agency is given, the more insights they will glean. Talk to your agency to
assess the strengths and weaknesses of their organisational knowledge, and make sure
they get a chance to walk the floor (and surf the intranet) accordingly.
●● Account review meetings

Regular review meetings help to continually improve relationships, value and output.
Here are some topics to cover (and don’t be daunted by the preparation involved: ask
your agencies to do the leg-work!).
——Feedback and measurement:

Share audience feedback on recent projects and
establish any opportunities for formal measurement of campaign impact against
communication objectives.

——Leader strengths assessment: Discuss

the senior leaders’ personal brands, and
how to present them in a way that plays to their strengths. This is particularly
important when new leaders come on board.

Belong Communications
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——Channels review:

New channels can emerge without agencies necessarily being
aware of them—help them maintain a clear and up to date picture of all channels.

——Forward planning:

Even if an agency doesn’t have a retainer, a view of key
upcoming events will help them put the right resources in place and maximise the
time for creative development.

——Budget reviews:

Frank conversations about value for money.

——Horizon scanning: Ask

your agency to share inspiring and relevant work from
other clients and businesses.

●● Spontaneous brain-picking!

Don’t wait until you have a defined brief to draw on an agency’s creative and
strategic thinking. Many of the Belong team’s favourite moments involve kicking
around ideas or challenges with a client that may never result in an actual piece of
work. It doesn’t matter: we want to be useful and we know that it helps build our
long-term client relationships.

Further reading
The First 90 Days
Michael D. Watkins
HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL PRESS

Particularly recommended for Chapter 4: ‘Negotiate Success’ which outlines five
conversations that help build great working relationships.
Why Should Anyone Be Led by You?
Rob Goffee and Gareth Jones
HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL PRESS

A passionate cry for authentic leadership; will help you argue the case for bringing
biographical stories into leadership communications.
Consiglieri: Leading from the Shadows
Richard Hytner
PROFILE BOOKS

A book that celebrates the role of the advisor, and gives numerous examples of how to
be an ally to a senior leader.
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Knowing the audience
Three killer questions to ask about the audience | Collecting stories

In our experience, it’s not uncommon for busy leader to walk into a room and ask,
“Who’s this message for again?” Being ready to answer this question succinctly is
part of the art of comms coaching.
The most obvious way to brief the leader is to describe the audience in terms of
category or segment – i.e. by business area, position, age, geography, language, etc.
Check out Melcrum’s Developing a Message Map guide for a handy segmentation
checklist (see link below in Further Reading).
But the really valuable insights relate to an audience’s characteristics. Here are three
questions worth asking every time you help someone communicate.

Three killer questions to
ask about the audience
1. What’s their expertise level?
A perennial problem for leaders is that they often have ‘The Curse of
Knowledge’ (as coined by Chip Heath and Dan Heath), i.e. they know so much
about a subject that it’s hard for them to resist using the language of an expert.
Their comms coach needs to ask the question ‘How much expertise does the
audience in question have?’ And if necessary the coach needs to steer the
leader away from using technical language and jargon that the audience are
likely to find confusing or meaningless.
2. What identities do they have?
We all have multiple identities, and yet we tend to talk about our audience
groups in very simplistic terms: they’re all left-brain analysts or they’re timepoor customer service advisors. Let’s ask the question: ‘what other identities
do the audience have?’ For example, the left-brain analysts might also be the
company’s most dedicated volunteers in their local community. The timepoor customer advisors might also see themselves as the Heads of Brand
Experience, given that they’re the people who talk to customers every day.
Understanding these identities results in a more nuanced brief. It also helps a
leader use language that makes the audience feel that they’re being talked to
be someone who knows and values them.

Belong Communications
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3. What’s the communications context?
The joy of digital channels is that we can communicate with people in a direct
and immediate manner. The flipside is that the number of channels can lead to
employees feeling inundated with communication. We’ve worked with teams
who receive messages via the intranet, internal social networks, WhatsApp, text
message and face to face every single day. It’s not surprising that some of the
leadership communication we so carefully craft fails to reach the audience:
they simple don’t have time to engage with it. The question must be asked:
‘What else is landing on the audience’s doorstep, and are we cognisant of this
in our communications?’

Helping a leader connect to an audience is also a question of priming them with stories
about life across the business. Time to get out your butterfly net and start collecting.

Collecting stories
A great comms coach is a relentless story-hound: antennae constantly alert to
revealing tales from inside and outside the business. The good news is that a business
can essentially be seen as a giant soap opera. When we tune in to the people and the
dynamics we can find a wealth of stories to use in our communications. The question
is whether they’re relevant or insightful…
Learning to spot useful stories
¹¹
Every business has a unique character and has unique stories to tell. But there are
certain types of story that are particularly useful for leaders. These are stories that
get to the heart of what makes the organisation great, and give concrete examples
of positive working behaviours. Here are five types of stories to look out for:
1. Collaboration across borders: Teams and individuals working across siloes,
drawing on the knowledge that lives in the business.
2. Diverse teams pulling together: People from different skillsets and walks of life
making great decisions because of their diversity of thought.
3. Insight-driven decision making: Examples of how insights into customers,
consumers and employees have driven new brands, products, services or
organisational changes.
4. Touching individual lives: Stories of individuals whose lives have benefited
from the business or its products.
5. Emotionally-charged incidents: Heightened incidents can help a leader reveal
emotion, without having to talk about their own lives.
Keep a dossier of your story ideas and leads, and the next time you write
messaging for a leader ask the question: where can we bring stories and
examples into this piece of communication?
14
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Top tip:
Keep a story list on your phone so that you can jot down ideas before they
evaporate. Inspiration is perishable!

Good stories draw people in. They present a puzzle that
must be solved, a challenge that must be overcome, a
quest, if you will. And they are effective because ultimately
they allow others to draw their own conclusions.
Rob Goffee and Gareth Jones, Why Should Anyone Be Led by You?

Further reading
Effective Communication with a Multi-Language Workforce
A free guide from the Workforce Cohesion Alliance. Aimed at managers in the food industry, but
applicable to any business with a workforce where several languages are spoken.
www.lincoln.ac.uk/home/media/universityoflincoln/holbeach/Effective,Communication,with,a,Mul
ti-Language,Workforce,Toolkit,-,Final,,,,.pdf
Developing a Message Map by Melcrum
A detailed guide to the end-to-end messaging process, with a useful section on segmenting the
audience.
https://www.melcrum.com/research/engage-employees-strategy-and-change/developingmessage-map?destination=node/3103
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Defining the objectives
Pinpointing purpose and aims | Measuring ROI

At a first glance, a lot of leadership communication can seem to have
straightforward aims. For example; when it’s time to talk about performance over
the last financial quarter, the goal is to communicate clearly. As such, we can just put
a leader on a podium or in front of a camera and set them off—right?
The problem here is that we’re looking at communication at a surface level: the mere
act of sharing information. The reality is that every time we communicate we have
the opportunity to build engagement and strengthen the relationship between a
leader and their followers. But building engagement takes more than simply rattling
through a list of facts and figures.
Take the case of financial results communication. If we dig a bit deeper, we could
decide that it’s an opportunity to help the audience feel a connection between their
work and the company’s performance. With this aim in mind, we can make informed
choices about the language to use and the style and tone of the communication.

Pinpointing purpose and aims
The single most useful question to define purpose is: what will happen if we don’t
communicate? Suddenly, the reasons to communicate can seem very obvious. Because
people are likely to feel confused, or get demoralised, or will lack a sense of direction, etc.
The question can also have the opposite effect. It might be that there’s no compelling
reason to communicate! Or that the risks of communicating are greater than saying
nothing at all.
Examples of communication objectives
Short term:
●● Changing attitudes
●● Changing

perceptions

●● Evoking

an emotional
response

●● Increasing

a sense of

belonging
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Medium term:
people to share
ideas across an internal
social network

●● Getting

●● Stimulating

discussion
amongst teams

●● Getting

people to submit
questions to a leader

Long term
●● Sustainable

changes in

behaviour
●● Improved

customer service
scores/decreased levels of
customer complaints

●● Retention
●● Changes

of key people

in employee
engagement survey and pulse
survey trends

defining the objectives

The Holy Grail of communication is to create measurable business value. Much as this
is a noble aim, it is also not always realistic. When a piece of communication is landing
as part of a complex network of activity, it can be very difficult to single out the causal
relationship between the communication and business value it creates.
There are, however, projects and campaigns where it is possible to measure the ROI of
communication. The critical point to make here is that value is the result of action. To
sell a great new product, a team has to design the product. For a department to save
money, a team has to consciously redesign a process. Stimulating the way someone
‘thinks and feels’ is an important step, but it only becomes ‘valuable’ if those thoughts
and feelings have an impact on behaviour.

Measuring ROI
It’s time to channel your inner Diana Ross, because we need to start a chain reaction!
Mapping out behaviour change starts by defining the value we want to create, i.e. we
want the procurement team to have saved £500k by the end of the year by redesigning
a process. With this goal in mind we can then work back through a sequence of
behaviour steps that define:
●● The

actions the team need to take

●● What

the team need to learn in order to take action

●● How

we deliver this learning

What do we
want to happen?

1

What action or activity
will people do to make
this happen?

What can we do to
encourage this behaviour?
Are there knowledge or
skills gaps or is it
attitudinal?

What is the best way to
deliver this learning?

DESIRED
IMPACT

2

NEW
BEHAVIOUR

3

REQUIRED
LEARNING

4

COMMUNICATION
METHODS
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It may seem a stretch to imagine leadership communication resulting in measurable
business benefits, but the more time we spend understanding the ROI model the more
credible and valuable our communications will become.

Further reading
Event ROI Institute: www.eventroi.org/methodology/
Elling Hamso specialises in measuring ROI for events, but his model and techniques are relevant for
all types of communication.
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Making communications
choices
The big decisions | Pitching your creative ideas

Some of the most satisfying work in communications involves making creative
choices. It’s a time when experience, expertise and taste come into play.
The choices we make depend on the message in question, but here are three of the
decisions that a comms coach regularly has to grapple with:

Big decision 1: Who gets
the megaphone?
Much of this guide presupposes that a comms coach is working with a particular
leader to deliver a message. But the savvy comms coach will always be asking:
who is the right leader to deliver the message? And the answer is not always
straightforward. They might have a whole executive team to choose from, or a
range of leaders from across the business to consider.
It’s worth remembering that employees are usually most interested hearing from
two sources: their immediate manager, or their most senior leaders. Project
leaders that they might never hear from again tend to be less compelling.
It’s time to ask the question: who gets the megaphone? The answer to this
question might mean having to have a frank conversation with a senior leader
about why they’re not involved in a particularly comms campaign. Feeling
daunted at that prospect? You might want to dip into Fierce Conversations by
Susan Scott (details below in Further Reading). It will help you learn to have
important conversations without leaving ‘body parts on the floor’!

Belong Communications
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Big decision 2: What’s the format?
Many leadership communication scenarios follow a tried and tested format that
needs little discussion here (i.e. conference calls, town hall meetings). But other
scenarios allow us to be more creative in our approach. Here are four formats that
can work extremely well:
In conversation
Some of the most compelling television programming is based on an incredibly
simple format: the one-to-one interview. At their best, interviews can be revealing,
engaging and help us feel a sense of a connection to the interviewee (whether
they’re on stage or on screen). In business communication, however, the interview
is a less consistently successful approach. And this is largely because businesses
don’t train and develop broadcast journalists. And this is a critical point: even the
most scintillating interviewee can flounder in the face of a poor interviewer. So,
please do consider the interview format, but be honest about whether you have
your very own Oprah or Paxman to bring the interview to life.
Round table
An under-used technique, in our opinion, but one that can be very effective. This
involves putting a leader into a small group scenario, where the invited guests ask
a range of questions. The format gets the leader into a more spontaneous style of
communication, and reveals how they interact with their colleagues. When there’s
a sensitive topic to discuss, it can be a particularly useful way of bringing a spirit of
openness and candour into the communication.
Out on the floor
Leadership communication isn’t just about hearing a leader speak. Seeing them out
and about, learning from people from around the business, can send a powerful
message that the leader is listening. Why not craft your message from a series
of chats the leader has while performing a walkabout onsite? See them asking
questions and interacting before giving them opportunity to endorse what they are
seeing with a few powerful comments.
Ask Me Anything
A title borrowed with respect from Reddit.com. For the leader who rarely strays
onto social media, the comms coach can play a vital role in orchestrating online
Ask Me Anything sessions. Let the business know that the leader will be online
at a certain time, and be in the room to moderate the questions and answers.
And make sure the audience know that any questions that go unanswered in the
allotted time will be responded to as quickly as possible after the session.

20

Belong Communications

making communications choices

Big decision 3: Scaling the
format to the audience
Honing in on the ideal format for the communication is an important step.
But we have to think about the audience’s situation and scale the approach so
that it works for them. Every piece of communication will have a unique set of
considerations, but some to consider are:
Time-poor audience: If the audience will only have a few minutes to engage
with the message, certain formats simple won’t be seen or read. For example, the
‘Round Table’ format works best when the conversation has time to develop and
flow. A hard pushed audience might appreciate a short punchy interview more.
Multi-interest audience: If there are distinct pockets of interest across the
business, then can we chunk up the format so that each chapter of the
communication speaks directly to the priorities of each audience segment?
Multi-language audience: If a certain piece has to work with subtitles, will the
nuance of complex messaging or on-screen graphics or slides be lost?
Once you’ve made your big decisions, you may well need to persuade others of the
merits of your ideas. Time to get pitching.

Pitching your creative ideas
The more inventive your ideas, the more they should be explained in a
straightforward manner. As Richard Hytner says in Consigliere, his book about
working with senior leaders:
‘Consiglieres must organise their thinking carefully and share it succinctly.
There are no marks for workings-out, just hand in the answers please. Clear
presentation lends an aura of authority and command of the subject. For a good
idea to hit its mark it must be launched lucidly.’

Further reading
Fierce Conversations
Susan Scott
PIATKUS

Need to tell someone they’re not ready to take to the podium? You, my friend, are
about to have a Fierce Conversation!
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Crafting the message
The Belong Messaging Top Ten | A view to the future
The SUCCESS model for messaging
The greatest influence on how a message gets crafted is the time available to do the
work. Sometimes we have the luxury of time to construct a truly compelling story.
But often it’s a case of working quickly to get the messaging ready. Either way, here
are the Belong team’s top ten tips for crafting the message.

The Belong Messaging Top Ten
1. The Teenager Test
There is no audience as ruthless as the teenager. If they feel bored, confused
or patronised, you’re likely to know about it. It may be a generalisation to see
them as sulky and self-centred, but it’s a useful piece of slander because it
creates discipline on the part of the communicator. Ask yourself: how would I
explain this to a teenager? And picture that thousand-yard stare…
2. Break a pattern to grab attention
Defying expectations grabs attention. We all expect a leader’s on-stage
presentation to begin with something along the lines of “Welcome everybody,
I’m glad to have this opportunity to talk to you today”. Challenge yourself
and your leader to start in any way other than the expected. The element of
surprise will grab attention from the get-go.
3. The Peak-End Rule
The peak-end rule states that our evaluation of an experience is based on its
most intense points and how it ends. When we’re putting together a message,
the temptation is to focus most of our energy on the opening. And it is indeed
important to make a strong start. But the peak-end rule reminds us that the
final message is likely to be the one the audience is left with. So here’s an
idea: start with the final message and work backwards from there.
4. Numbers in moderation
Leaders and their comms coaches take pride in being on top of their
numbers. This is an important part of the job, but it’s something that often
needs to be put aside when it comes to communication. Numbers and
statistics are not, in themselves, inherently helpful to an audience. What
the numbers mean in terms of scale, context and relationships are more
important. Work out the story the numbers are telling, and tell that story.
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5. What’s YOUR point of view?
Ask the leader you’re working with: what is the point of view that ONLY you
could have on this subject? Possibly because of your life experiences, your
values, your personality or your passions. Give us something that no-one else
could say, and this will be an authentic message.
6. Empathy not alienation
It’s hard to overemphasise how different the life of a senior leader can be to
many of the people they’re talking to. When choosing stories or examples for
a leader to talk about, we need to be careful not to raise the hackles of the
audience. Focusing on the audience, and what the message means to them,
can help shift attention from the leader’s rarefied status.
7. Where’s the urgency?
As Rob Goffee and Gareth Jones say in Why Should Anyone Be Led by You?,
“Always communicate a sense of edge”. Even the most positive message is an
opportunity to raise the stakes and challenge the audience to greater heights.
If there’s no urgency involved, the audience’s minds will inevitably wander.
8. Inclusive language takes practice
Inclusive language fosters a climate of open communication. It signals that an
organisation respects people for who they are, and that it values a diversity
of thought and experience. We can all, however, get tongue-tied, when we’re
trying to find the right words to use. As such, a comms coach can play a
valuable role in helping a leader get comfortable with appropriate language.
9. How do you value my contribution?
A particularly important point for the tired and put-upon leader. The more
hectic our lives, the less gratitude and empathy we tend to feel for others. The
savvy comms coach will nudge a leader to bring the message back to their
faith in the audience’s ability, and their gratitude for their hard work.
10. What do you want me to do tomorrow?
A call to action is a great thing, but it’s worth putting it to the Common Sense
Test: is it clear, and are people realistically going to do it? If so, it should be a
great springboard for action.
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An essential part of being a senior leader is lighting the path ahead for the organisation.
The Language of Leaders by Kevin Murray offers a useful messaging checklist for leader
who need to talk about the future:

A view to the future
●● Paint

a vivid picture of success.

●● Describe

the future both in rational terms (the numbers) and emotional terms
(how it will feel for all concerned).

●● This

bringing together of the rational and the emotional is key to inspiring
people.

●● This

future, though, has to be expressed in benefit terms for all the people
with a vested interest in the performance of the organisation – customers,
shareholders, local communities, suppliers and partners and, most importantly,
employees.

●● Leaders

make sure their vision presents sustainable success for all.

●● Leaders

must not only explain the future, they must also explain why it is
necessary to change, and give a sense of hope and optimism to the business
they lead, through what they say.

●● Leaders

ensure their people understand what quality of relationship will be
needed with their key stakeholders.

●● Fusing

the future vision (what success will look and feel like) to the mission
(what important thing we are here to do) and to the values (who we do it)
completes the picture.

From The Language of Leaders by Kevin Murray

One of the most useful guides to communication that we’ve ever read is Made to Stick
by Chip Heath and Dan Heath. The Heath brothers have distilled their insights into
memorable communication into the handy acronym SUCCESS:

The SUCCESS model for messaging
S

U

C

C

E

S

Simple

Unexpected

Concrete

Credible

Emotional

Stories

s

The book offers a well-argued and extremely practical guide to crafting messages
that people can recall and act upon.
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The Curse of the Russian Dolls
This might sound like a lost Sherlock Holmes story…but it’s our way of
describing what happens when a message is dense in ‘aligned initiatives’.
Name-checking too many acronyms and going to pains to explain how
they all nest together can make the audience feel like they’re
trapped in a windowless room.
Our tip: only ever pick one or two facets of the
corporate narrative to focus on in any one speech.

ChangingMinds.org is the world’s largest site dedicated to all aspects of how we
change what others think, believe, feel and do. When a message needs to be
particularly persuasive, it’s worth getting familiar with the ChangingMinds principles for
persuading your audience.

Principles for persuading your audience
●● Alignment:

When everything lines up, there are no contradictions to
cause disagreement.

●● Amplification:
●● Consistency:

Make the important bits bigger and other bits smaller.

We like to maintain consistency between what we think,

say and do.
●● Contrast:

We notice and decide by difference between two things, not
absolute measures.

●● Evidence:

I cannot deny what I see with my own eyes.

●● Framing:

Meaning depends on context. So control the context.

●● Interest:

If I am interested then I will pay attention.

●● Logic:

What makes sense must be true.

●● Objectivity:

Standing back decreases emotion and increases logic.

●● Repetition:

If something happens often enough, I will eventually be persuaded.

●● Specificity:

People fill in the gaps in vague statements.

●● Trust:

If I trust you, I will accept your truth and expose my vulnerabilities.

●● Understanding:

If I understand you, then I can interact more accurately

with you.
Source: www.changingminds.org
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Further reading
Made to Stick
Chip Heath and Dan Heat
ARROW

Simply the best guide to crafting messages that we know about.
Start With Why
Simon Sinek
PENGUIN

A powerful argument for putting purpose at the heart of all leadership communication.
The Language of Leaders: How top CEOs communicate to inspire, influence and
achieve results
Kevin Murray
KOGANPAGE

Getting the Words Right: 39 Ways To Improve Your Writing
Theodore A. Rees Cheney
WRITERS’ DIGEST BOOKS
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Preparing to deliver
Coaching leaders for success | Lights, camera, action

If there’s a missing link in the chain of leadership communication, it’s the stage
where a leader prepares to deliver. As one client told us, “Virtually all the focus in
helping leaders to communicate goes on the messaging, not on the questions of how
to make the delivery really engaging”.
Once again the main culprit here is lack of available time. Despite a leader’s best
intentions to rehearse, other urgent demands take priority. How can a comms coach
help their leader to be prepared, despite the pressures of their diary?

Coaching leaders for success
In an ideal world, there would be four main steps in the preparation process.
1. The brief: The comms coach prepares a brief for the leader with clear objectives,
messages and audience insight.
2. The preparation conversation: The coach and leader discuss the appropriate style,
tone, language for the communication.
3. Rehearsal: The leader carves out time to rehearse delivering the message, and
seasons it with their own experiences and perspectives.
4. Delivery: At the point of delivery: the comms coach helps the leader get their
energy levels to the right place, and ensures that what gets delivered meets the
communication objectives.
A straightforward question to ask your leader: ‘When are you able to prepare and
rehearse this message?’ Have the conversation and do everything possible to ensure
that rehearsal time goes into their diary.

Did you know?
The average TED talker spends three months rehearsing to give an 18-minute talk4.
Yes this is an extreme example, and your leader probably doesn’t need to be as
polished as a TED talker, but it shows just how much work it takes to speak in a relaxed,
conversational style without using notes.
Read more about how TED speakers prepare here: https://www.ted.com/
participate/organize-a-local-tedx-event/tedx-organizer-guide/speakersprogram/prepare-your-speaker/rehearsals
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Lights, camera, action
At Belong we’ve spent countless hours filming leaders. As such, it’s no surprise that we’re
advocates of video: at its best, it can be the next best thing to meeting a leader face-toface. But video is no guarantee of inspiring communication. When it’s poorly crafted, or
when a leader is poorly prepared, the results can also be stilted and uncomfortable to
watch. Here are our top tips for getting the very best out of a filming session:

Tackle the taboos in advance
As mentioned above; much effort goes into crafting key messages, and yet: filming is a visual
medium. As soon as a viewer sees a leader on video they assess what the leader look like, what
they’re wearing and how they’re coming across. An agency’s job is to make sure the leader is
presented in a compelling and appealing light. This is not about adding unnecessary gloss, but
there are choices to be made about camera angles and lighting.
If we’re working with a new leader, we want to walk into the filming session with a good
sense of what the leader looks like and how best to present them. So: take a deep breath
and have the conversation with whoever is filming the leader about the things to watch out
for. This may well involve discussing some sensitive issues, but forewarned is forearmed.
Who’s talking to the leader?
A filming session can be quite a circus for a leader to step into. With various people in the
room (comms coach, producer, camera person, sound recordist, etc) it’s critical that the
comms coach agrees who will be briefing the leader and coaching their performance.
Optimism is contagious
Filming can have a pressure-cooker atmosphere. Being in the spotlight can make leaders
feel self-conscious. If they’re under time pressure, the entire session itself may be
something they want to get through as quickly as possible. And if the messaging is complex,
it’s going to require absolute focus.
For the comms coach, the mantra here is to create an atmosphere if optimism in the room.
By simply being positive, focused and lighthearted you can help lift the leader’s energy
levels and encourage them to speak fluently.
What’s in the news?
Most communication benefits from being alive to what everyone is talking about that day.
Be it the X-Factor final, the election results, or a big piece of organisational change. Slavishly
sticking to the script can result in sounding out of touch with the audience.
Trust your instincts
If you feel that a leader is talking too quickly, using dense language or speaking for too long:
summon your powers of diplomacy and tell them (or tell your agency to tell them). The
urge to keep quiet and protect your relationship in the short term will do your leader no
favours in the long term. And if there’s really no way to improve their delivery in the heat of
the moment, make sure you address their presentation skills at a later point (see below).
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Autocue: a tool of last resort
A piece of special pleading from your friends at Belong. Please see autocue as
a tool of last resort. It may make a leader’s life easier, but it kills of any sense of
spontaneity and authenticity. A ‘workaround’ option is to write key messages on
flash cards and use them to help a leader tackle a message beat-by-beat. Still not
ideal, but nearly always better than reading from autocue.



Learning from the stars of YouTube

The most watched and listened to people in the world have taken control of
their own communication. Why are the stars of YouTube so compelling? Because
they’re authentic and cultivate their tribes. And by letting us get to know them, we
feel connected and committed to them. They may not be CEOs (yet!) but they’re
a good argument for the fact that personality and stories will always be more
engaging that carefully-scripted but abstract communication.

Further reading
The TED talks guide to rehearsing
https://www.ted.com/participate/organize-a-local-tedx-event/tedx-organizer-guide/speakersprogram/prepare-your-speaker/rehearsals
The Art of Talking So That People Will Listen
Paul W Swets
FIRESIDE
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Learning, listening,
improving
The Case of the Missing Feedback | Sharing audience feedback
Being a social media spy

The Case of the Missing Feedback
Feedback may be known as the breakfast of champions, but it’s a dish that is served
up inconsistently in the world of leadership communications. Indeed, several senior
leaders that we’ve spoken to have never received feedback from their comms coaches
on their video or on-stage appearances.
There are many forces at work here that prevent the positive flow of feedback between
the leader, the audience and the comms coach:
1. Power imbalance: It takes a quantity of confidence to give your ultimate boss
feedback about something as subjective as communication.
2. Contractual confusion: This harks back to part two of this guide, which looks at
how to build the right relationships. Have you and the leader in question had a frank
conversation about whether giving and receiving feedback is going to be part of your
working relationship?
3. Coaching ability: Presentation coaching is delicate work that puts your abilities to
the test. Are you investing in your own ability to coach others?
4. The horse has bolted: In a fast-moving business, there can be a sense that the agenda
is constantly pushing forward and there’s no time to reflect on what happened
yesterday: it’s too late for feedback now, we’re on to more important matters!
5. Distance: In a large organisation, the audience may be so far away from the leader
(in all senses of the term) that unless feedback is actively gathered it won’t be heard.
6. Fear of failure: Leaders also play their part in maintaining the status quo by explicitly
or implicitly discouraging feedback, for fear of confronting uncomfortable truths.
There may be many barriers to feedback, but it is the only way to continually improve
our work. And here’s a note of encouragement from Harvard Business Review; there
is “compelling evidence that when leaders use the right approach they can learn to
become more inspiring.” https://hbr.org/2013/06/what-inspiring-leaders-do

30

Belong Communications

learning, listening, improving

Sharing audience feedback
The most useful feedback conversations relate results back to the communication
objectives:
●● We wanted to achieve…

(get people talking on Yammer, help managers have team
conversations, help people understand a piece of change)

●● The results were… (in

terms of feedback, page views, etc)

●● The positive impact of this is… (people

love what you’re saying, we’ve had lots of

ideas in)
●● One area for refinement might be… (simplifying
●● My question to you… (is

language on a specific thing)

there anything I can do differently next time to help you?)

Here are some words of wisdom from Claire Newton, an experienced internal
communications manager.

Six ways to tell your director the truth about their presentation style
As an Internal Comms pro I’m used to working with people more senior than me.
And I’ve been pretty fortunate that most of the companies I’ve worked with aren’t
‘grade-ist’. But I maintain that there has to be a level of respect for the senior
people that I’m partnering. That respect is two way; I respect their expertise as
a Director or CEO and the position they hold—they’ve clearly done something
good to get where they are. They respect the counsel and support I bring in
comms—I’ve clearly done something good to work for 18 years in comms.
And here’s the thing. Just because said CEO or Director is good at their job, it
doesn’t automatically mean they are experts at communicating with people.
They may be brilliant leaders, can work a crowd and keep them entertained but
unwittingly be about to make a faux pas with their audience. The most common
mistake I come across is ‘when I went on holiday to the Bahamas/insert glam
location last week’—instant alienation with their Gran Canaria-holidaying audience.
I hate the term ‘brutally honest’, who wants to be brutal with another person’s
feelings? but I do believe that you have to be honest. I live by “It’s not what you
say, it’s how you say it”. Directors and CEOs have feelings too and like any strong
relationship it’s about developing trust so both parties are willing to talk and be
open to discussion. Once the foundations of that relationship are built, it’s about
working out how they’ll be most receptive to your feedback.
Pick your time: Avoid discussing feedback when they are rushed or their mind
is on another topic. I often find discussions in a scheduled 121 work well. Or if
you’re giving feedback real-time at an event, sit down in a space away from the
sound-desk etc and talk through calmly.
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Place: Best not blurt out ‘that was way too fast and you strayed off subject’ in
front of a large crowd. However ‘open door’ they are, they won’t thank you for
eroding some of their credibility. If they have a small team of trusted people with
them and you are all used to working together, go ahead.
Be factual and mindful: I’m not talking about soft-soaping the truth. I am saying
be mindful of the words you choose. Just like any delicate discussion. Don’t
criticise, be supportive. For example: Avoid ‘you mumble and people can’t hear
you at the back of the room’. Ok you’ve highlighted the problem but you haven’t
given any insight to improve things. Instead say ‘People can’t hear you at the back
of the room, try speaking more slowly and loudly, let’s have another run through’.
Prep: If it’s a recurrent issue, prep so you can give concrete examples of how
things can be improved. Like any other development conversation, they’ll be able
to grasp how to change their approach if they first understand what they need to
do differently.
Use your feedback: Assuming you’re running town halls, conference calls,
breakfast meetings etc: make sure you get feedback from your audience. Do a
quick online survey after the event and use that feedback as a prop to have the
discussion with your Director or CEO.
Praise: When they improve, don’t be afraid to say that they’ve improved. Your
relationship should be built on support and pointing out what they’ve done well is
just as important as pointing out their mistakes.
By Claire Newton
Hurst Newton Consulting Sydney, Australia
hurstnewton@btinternet.com

 he single biggest problem in communication
T
is the illusion that it has taken place.
George Bernard Shaw

Despite careful crafting of a message, what is said by a leader is rarely the same as
what is heard by the audience. Time to don your beret and dark glasses…

Being a social media spy
Many leaders are entirely comfortable navigating their way through internal and
external social networks. But the pressures of the role mean that they will only ever
have limited time to spend sifting online content for insights and audience sentiment.
As such, the savvy comms coach is constantly surveying the online channels and can
share insights at the drop of a hat, such as:

32

Belong Communications

learning, listening, improving

●● “The

top three positive things our people are talking about are…X, and the top three
negatives things are…Y”

●● “We’ve

had a lot of questions about…”

●● “We’re

not getting much of a response to X subject; I think we need to take a
different tack to make the call to action clearer.”

And if your leaders are struggling to become socially savvy, here’s an idea to borrow
from a comms consultant:
“Our senior leadership team weren’t comfortable using social media, and they
recognised that this was a weak spot for the business for the business (especially
given the fact that we sell digital products!). As such, we got the CEO to do a piece on
Yammer asking for people to put themselves forward as ‘social mentors’ and buddy
with the SLT. We got 8 grads on board and the SLT really enjoyed working with them. A
year later and our leaders and now walking the walk”

Further reading:
The Social Executive: How to Master Social Media and Why It’s Good for Business
Dionne Kasian-Lew
WILEY-BLACKWELL
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Endnotes
1. http://www.forbes.com/sites/larrymyler/2012/10/16/strategy-101-its-allabout-alignment/
2. http://liveworkstudio.com/themes/outside-in-perspective/
3. http://mashable.com/2014/11/23/pop-song-length/#N612MSDM95q1
4. http://www.forbes.com/sites/carminegallo/2014/03/17/the-one-habit-thatbrilliant-ted-speakers-practice-up-to-200-times/
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