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Abstract

This study replicates an original paper conducted in 1994 by Larry Alexander on “Communicating a Firm’s Strategy to Employees: An Empirical Analysis”. 
The study assesses which communication methods best convey a company’s strategy to its staff employees, how these media are undertaken, and the impact of seniority on the selection of communication method. Results showed that employees are not satisfied with what they currently know about their firm’s strategy. The study found that rich channels such as face-to-face group meetings and one-on-one dialogs are more preferred by employees than lean ones such as bulletin boards, memos, and newsletter. The findings indicated that employees are eager to learn more about company’s strategy. Finally, this paper suggests that, the more experience that employee has, the more utilization of communication methods that he can obtain and vise versa. Comparisons of results were also reported between this study and Alexander 1994.
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Introduction

Communication is recognized as an essential element of successful strategy implementation (Alexander, 1985). Literature shows that communication is a multi dimensional concept that needs to be fully captured for successful utilization.
Communication is the transfer of information from sender to a receiver, with the information being understood by the receiver. Communication has four parts, sender, receiver, media, and message. Recently the communication was developed dramatically to use the advanced technology such as teleconferencing, videoconferencing, Internet, fax, mobile phone…etc.  

Communication is the means by which people are linked together in an organization to achieve a common purpose, and in this regard group activity is impossible without communication, because coordination and change cannot be affected. Since the purpose of communication in an enterprise is to affect change to influence action toward the welfare of the enterprise, then communication is needed for internal managerial functions to (1) establish and disseminate the goals of an enterprise, (2) develop plans for their achievement, (3) organize human and other resources in the most effective and efficient way, (4) select, develop, and appraise members of the organization, (5) lead, direct, motivate, and cerate a climate in which people want to contribute, and (6) control performance. But this study will focus on communicating a firm’s strategy.

On the other hand, strategies are the means by which long-term objectives will be achieved. Strategies are potential actions that require top management decisions and large amounts of the firm's resources. In addition, strategies affect an organization's long-term prosperity, typically for at least five years, and thus are future-oriented.
Literature Review

Famous strategy theorist; Daft, Bettenhousen, and Tyler (1989) had deeply extended the richness concept of communication to implementing generic strategies. The communicating strategies will be needed in support of major change initiatives taking place in any company.
In 1994, an empirical research by Larry Alexander was done to assess which communication methods best conveyed a firm’s strategy to about 782 employees, how rich such communication is, and issues employees want to know more about it. The most important results from that study were: 1) Hourly employees know relatively little about their firm’s strategy. 2) Only 8.7% of the employees rated their present knowledge of the firm’s strategy above moderate. (Many employees indicated that they would like to know more about a number of different strategy topics.) 3) Employees indicated a variety of methods would be acceptable to receive the information, which preference for group meetings, booklets to read at home, and videotapes shown at work. 4) A somewhat startling finding was that employees with relatively little work experience at the firm use various communication methods to a greater extent than more senior employees. 5) Another significant finding was employees view the firm’s present strategy as impacting on various job dimensions, such as profits, work pace, and job security.
Bryan (1994) had developed a study about the extent to which the communicator must help renew the organization and give it fresh purpose through the following steps: 1) acknowledge what is happening and put it in context with a clear perspective. 2) Keep informed about how the issues are being addressed. 3) Involved people in developing solution, so they will own the issues and opportunities. In 1998, Jennifer argued that companies that communicate frequently and openly with their employees are more likely to gain their commitment. Chad Dickerson in 2002 had emphasized on putting employees in the "big picture" view of company business will let them feel more secure and involved. Communicating strategies, nowadays, has become one of the success factors that have to be considered and well explained to all employees, worldwide (Andrea Kagan: 2004). Gary Starzmann and Carri Baca (2004) stated that strategies must be communicated. Otherwise, they most likely won't survive. Also, Jonna Goodman and Catherine Truss conducted a study in 2004 and explained the importance of communication in reducing resistance, minimizing uncertainty, reducing personal anxiety, ensuring clarity of objectives, challenging the status quo, obtaining clarity, obtaining individual buy-in and gaining involvement and commitment during the change progress. So, any failure in effective internal communications will be reflected into the change initiatives. In a recent study, Joelle Jay (2005) highlighted communication to be one of the biggest challenges to top management, event in leadership aspects. By good communication, employees have more commitment towards business goals. Communicating strategies is part of that picture.

Mike (2000) talked about B2E (Business – To – Employees) solutions. The study showed that companies focus on communicating strategies to partners and customers but forget to inform the people who make their companies run. Improving internal communications to communicate a firm’s strategy to employees is very vital and essential to make company’s operations running effectively. Implementing B2E “Business – to – Employees” solution by using corporate portals through web bring much-needed relief and facilitate the flow of information regarding the firm’s strategies and increase the knowledge and efficiency of the work. Most of the recent articles that hit the core of this research, which was done by Morgan (2002) in which he relates the business strategy success to the communication and information been given to all organization employees, the manager, (some time) the communicator, the innovator, discoverer, a creator, or the performer depend on his success to how good a communicator he is, because it’s create trusting relationship between the organization members which lead to the business success. Kevin Thomson (1997) wrote an article about aims to empower employees to build a shared commitment to success, by good internal communication. Every part of that process needs to be communicated effectively, so that people are able to take part and understand the reasons behind likely changes in procedure. 
Beer, M. and Eisenstat, R. (2000) stated six barriers or obstacles that affect the strategy implementation and they named them the “Silent Killers”. One of the silent killers was poor vertical communication. The authors pointed out this killer as core or main reason to the process of implementing the strategies of any company. Companies can overcome this problem by opening vertical communication by turning poor vertical communication into an open fact-based dialogue.

There is key information that employees need to know before things get complicated. Dickerson (2002) had stated in his article that most employees, in general, want to know as many details as possible. But, Klein (1996) has shown that employees want to know as much information as possible in order to minimize uncertainty. To be more specific regarding the key things to communication to employees, Jonna Goodman and Catherine Truss in their study found out that employees preferred to be informed about any changes in companies before the event, rather than after the event. But, it has to be done through clear communication strategy. Kagan (2004) had specified the company’s compensation strategy to be one of the major areas that employees have to understand to avoid their dissatisfaction expressing with unexpected outcomes.


One of the important issues is to decide when communication is more effective pre and post decision making. Employee Benefits Magazine reported a study by anonymous 2004 on how to keep staff engaged. The study showed that it is better for employees to be informed with all strategies and changes to avoid suspicion culture and mistrust. If employees understand the employers' actions, they can share in solving business problems and in accepting any changes in future even without proper communication and before it becomes public knowledge. The transparency between employers and employees should be clear because information through unofficial channels will add to workplace stress. Channels and content are important issues in communicating strategies because they represent the media for communication. Goodman and Truss conducted a study in (2004) on the medium and the message. The results of this study have shown that both the process and the content of communication strategy are significant. The communication is important for employees to understand the need or change of the proposed change. The communication content should be conveyed to employees before, during and after the change initiative. Kitchen and Daly (2002) recognized three kinds of information that affect employees during changes: what employees must know especially regarding job-specific information, what employees should know especially regarding organization desirable information, and what employees could know with regard to relatively unimportant office gossip. Most employees who participated in the case analysis preferred the communication medium to be face-to-face communication in groups, rather than individual communication or written communication. While the least preferred medium was the telephone. 


O’Neill (1999) developed a study about how to communicate change strategies through suitable ways. The study showed that leaders need to understand how people deal with changes in their lives: different audiences respond to different media, so leaders should use different forms of communication; effective communication is a two-way process; people automatically distrust euphemism and jargon; and leaders must link individual success with corporate success.

The current thinking on relevant methods of communications includes issues of both timing and media. Armenakis and Harris (2002) stated that there are three different communication strategies to generate readiness for change, persuasive communication, active communication and managing, or sharing information about the change. The number of media could be used by managers in communication is endless, including verbal, written and electronic (Klein, 1996). The media should fit the significance and complexity of the message as well as the stage in the change process according to Balogun and Hailey (2003). The effectiveness of communication depends on the understanding of the receiver to get the message intended by the sender and also the feedback from both parties the sender and the receiver (Klein, 1996; Johnson and Scholes, 2002). Beside the formal media available to change managers, informal communication networks should take place during change programs (Kitchen and Daly. 2002). Work-based teams or through online communication could be used to enhance the media of communication (Lok and Crawford, 1999). Group of communications could use social network analysis to meet with mixed success due to the informal and spontaneous groupings nature. 

Keeping employees informed should be an integral part of the firm’s strategy. Le Breton (1965) stressed that for employees to meet any challenge, they needed to understand the company’s strategy first. Otherwise, employees will not be able to do their part in achieving company’s strategy effectively. 

Gerard (1986) asserted that when employees obtained information from outside company sources, management’s credibility suffered. 

Marks (1982) stated that communication might set a tone of security and reassurance for employees experiencing uncertainly. At times of new strategy, such uncertainty always prevails. Researchers (e.g. Marks, 1988; Kruper and Kruper, 1988; Alexander, 1985) called for a two way communication between top management and employees. According to the literature, at time of uncertainty such as acquisition, employees preferred face-to-face communication (Galosy, 1990; Bone, 1988; Marks and Mirvis, 1986; Sinetar, 1981). According to Lengel and Daft (1988), face-to-face, personal communication is the richest medium because “it has the capacity for direct experience, multiple information cues, immediate feedback, and personal focus (227).” Lengel and Daft (1988) indicated that during times of potential disagreements, and surprise announcements, the lean media such as memos and reports were the worst channels to explain such messages. According the Lengel and Daft (1988), lean, impersonal media usually conveyed limited information cues, and were slow in feedback.        
Research Problem

Although the employees are a major player in making the firm’s strategy implementation successful, most of the managers do not give the required effort to communicate the firm’s strategy elements effectively to their employees. Therefore, the strategy implementation might be negatively affected.
Research Questions

The study seeks to examine the type of communication methods that are used to educate employees about their company strategies and search for leakages between the seniority of employees and the different types of communication methods used for such purposes. In particular, the study seeks to answer the following two questions:
RQ1: Which communication methods do employees use to learn about their firm's strategy and are they rich or lean methods?

RQ2: Is there an association between employee work experience and employee use of various communication methods to learn about their firm's strategy?
Research Objectives

The objectives of this research are:

· To find the best methods to communicate the firm’s strategy to employees in Saudi context.
· To find if there is a difference between the use of communication methods by long-term and short-term employees in Saudi context.
Sample
The site for the study was in a Saudi Arabian company called Amiantit, which is a large industrial organization consists of eight manufacturing firms within the kingdom, with headquarters located in Dammam, a medium-sized city in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia. It is one of the best joint stock companies traded in the Saudi stock market. The employees included in the sample ranged widely in occupation, from professionals such as engineers in different disciplines to Ph.D. holders in management positions.

Research Methodology

· Data Collection Design:

In this study, a field survey was adopted using a questionnaire and interview as the major instruments for data collecting. This cross-sectional study was directed to employees in frontline level, supervisory level and managerial levels to determine how they know about organization strategies.

The survey addressed questions that management could make future use of, by identifying the best ways to communicate corporate strategies in order to uplift employee’s commitment and hence deliver more than what was expected. Therefore the questionnaire was distributed by e-mail to managers and supervisors because they have this facility. The questionnaires were also distributed to foremen and frontline staff mainly through the administration managers of each member of the group.

· Method
Before distributing the questionnaire we explained the study purpose to managers and supervisors of each company to secure the maximum possible support from participants.

220 questionnaires were distributed to employees from grade 5 and above in Riyadh and Jeddah offices and we explained to them the purpose of study and procedures to conduct the survey. Then the questionnaire was e-mailed to them in order to be distributed to the targeted employees.

Each questionnaire had two attachments with it. The first one explained briefly the purpose of the questionnaire and assured the confidentiality of the responses. The second attachment will show the approval of “Strategic Planning Director” to assure high response rate.

We benefited from what is called Amiantit’s “daily communication meetings.” In this meeting, the supervisor explained the questionnaire and distributed them to the participants then collected the filled up questionnaires and sent them to our team’s representative at the company, also some participants submitted the questionnaire directly to the representative.

Non-respondents were contacted by e-mail, phone and face to face to solicit their participation. 
For purposes of comparability, a questionnaire approach was chosen for this study with questions adopted from the study by Larry Alexander (1994). The questionnaires were pilot-tested through in-depth interviews with groups of staff employees (around 25 persons) who resemble the main population of the study.  These statements were added to the original questionnaire. These statements were as follows:
(
Information placed on a company websites pages

(
Receiving information about the company through e-mail 
(
Tele/video conference that conducted between managers and 


Employees to discuss the firm’s strategy.

· Data Analysis Design:

Because this research is an exploratory one and it has research questions instead of hypotheses, we used Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) to run descriptive statistical analysis showing the sample size (N), the minimum and maximum values, the mean, and the standard deviation for each statement. Also the means calculated were compared with each other for more analysis using SPSS t – tests. Then the results could be compared to that of the original paper.

Results and Discussion

To do such an exploratory study, we distributed more than 220 questionnaires considering reasonable sample size of 180, (18 statements multiplied by 10). The response rate was 85% of the employees who were essential for inclusion in this study. Comparing what we have in our local environment, the response rate was very high, and that is due to the valuable cooperation and support of the top management in the company.

The answer to research question one (Q1) of “which communication methods do employees use to learn about their firm’s strategy is shown in Table 1 (see the Appendix), where the eighteen statements are shown in descending rank order according to means of ratings that given by the employees for which communication methods they could learn more about their firm’s strategy. All statements were rated above 2.00 with a maximum mean score of 3.706 and a minimum of 2.337, using a rank of 1 to 5 grading points, (where 1 = Not at all, 2 = Slight extent, 3 = Moderate extent, 4 = Great extent, and 5 = Very great extent).

Considering this scale, we found that only two statements were ranked to be moderate to great extent, four of them were ranked with moderate extent, ten statements were ranked to be slight to moderate extent, and two statements were ranked with slight extent.

In sum, the eight highest rated methods used by employees to learn about their firm’s strategy included: (1) Plant Manager conducts meetings, which help keep employees aware of business strategy, with a mean of 3.71, (2) Group meetings are conducted by employee’s immediate supervisor to discuss the firm's strategy, 3.54, (3) Employees' immediate supervisor has one on one meeting with employees about its strategy, 3.29, (4) Information placed on bulletin boards, posters, and signs in the plant about the strategy, 3.155, (5) Receiving information about the company through e-mail, 3.14, (6) A videotape was shown and discussed with groups of employees which went over the firm's strategy, 3.03, (7) Tele/Video conference that conducted between managers and employees to discuss the firm’s strategy, 2.96, and (8) The firm's Division management above the Plant Manager discusses strategy in employee groups, 2.93.

The other side of research question one (Q1) sought to determine whether employees utilize the rich or lean communication methods to learn more about their firm’s strategy, the right column in Table (1) determines whether the method id considered to be rich or lean. Six of the top eight rated statements are rich communication methods. They include (1) Plant Manager conducts meetings, which help keep employees aware of business strategy, (2) Group meetings are conducted by employee’s immediate supervisor to discuss the firm's strategy, (3) Employees' immediate supervisor has one on one meeting with employees about its strategy, (6) A videotape was shown and discussed with groups of employees which went over the firm's strategy, (7) Tele/Video conference that conducted between managers and employees to discuss the firm’s strategy, and (8) The firm's Division management above the Plant Manager discusses strategy in employee groups. While two of them are lean media including (4) Information placed on bulletin boards, posters, and signs in the plant about the strategy, and (5) Receiving information about the company through e-mail.

Average of the top five rich and the top five lean communication methods were calculated. Student t-test explained that the 3.31 mean for five rich communication methods was significantly higher at the 0.001 level than the 3.00 for lean communication methods.

Therefore, employees utilized rich communication methods more than lean ones to learn about their firm’s strategy.

To answer the research question two (Q2) of “Is there an association between employee work experience and employee use of various communication methods to learn about their firm's strategy?” first we had to classify employees into three groups due to the period of experience in the company. These groups ranged as follows: (1) Low tenure employees, with from 0 to 2 years (N = 31 or 16.58%), (2) Moderate firm tenure, 3 to 10 years (N = 108, or 57.75%), and High tenure employees, 11 years or more (N = 48 or 25.67%). The results as shown in tables (2), (3), and (4) (see the Appendix), rating for the eighteen statements that done by group (1), (2), and (3) respectively.

High tenure employees indicated that they used sixteen statements (1 to 11, and 14 to 18) to a greater extent to know about their firm’s strategy than moderate and low tenure do. While moderate firm tenure used methods 12 & 13 to a greater extent than others do. In general, high tenure employees gave the highest usage of all methods of communications, then moderate firm tenure, and lastly the low tenure employees who gave the lowest usage of them. The meaning is that, the more experience that employee has the more utilization of communication methods that he can obtain, and vise versa.

Conclusions and Summary

To highlight what is new with our replicated study, a comparison between new and original results will be summarized in the following table:

	Characteristics
	Original Results
(Larry Alexander, 1994)
	Study Results

	The five highest rated methods used by employees to learn about their –firm’s strategy.
	i. Information on bulletin boards, posters, and sign.

ii. Meeting with the plant manager.

iii. Articles in a company magazine.

iv. A videotape shown and discussed with employee groups.

v. Company slogans, buttons, etc.
	i. Meeting with the plant manager.

ii. Group meetings with employee’s immediate supervisor.

iii. One on one meeting with employees’ immediate supervisor.

iv. Information on bulletin boards, posters, and sign.

v. Receiving information through e-mail.

	The most frequently used communication method.
	Information on bulletin boards, posters, and sign.
	Meeting with the plant manager.

	The least used communication method.
	One on one meeting with employees’ immediate supervisor.
	Television ads for the firm’s products.

	Number of rich communication methods that rated in the eight highest.
	Only three rich media.
	Six rich media.

	Number of lean communication methods that rated in the eight highest.
	Five lean media.
	Only two lean media.

	Characteristics
	Original Results
	Replication Results

	The mean of the means for the usage of all items or communication methods.
	2.322.
	2.926.

	Rank of tenure groups based on the highest usage of the items.
	i. Low tenure group.

ii. High tenure group.

iii. Moderate firm group.

(Employees with relatively little work experience at the firm use various communication methods to a greater extent than more senior employees)
	i. High tenure group.

ii. Moderate firm group.

iii. Low tenure group.

(Employees with relatively high work experience use them to a greater extent than more junior employees).




One of the most important outcomes from this study is that, the old employees with work experience of eleven years or more know relatively more about the firm’s strategy, utilizing different communication methods to a greater extent compared with moderate and low tenure groups.

It may be that employees with long work experience have more expertise and use a variety of communication methods, and then know more about the firm’s strategy. Or it may be that they are more conscious of how they experienced about the firm’s strategy, since they are old employees.

On the other side, the new employees, with two years or less, don’t even expert enough to be able to utilize the usage of those methods, and then to know more about their firm’s strategy.

Another important finding is that, the utilization of all communication methods is relatively limited; the overall mean of means is approximately 2.926, which is less than the moderate extent of three points. This may give an indication that the employees are not satisfied with what they currently know about their firm’s strategy.

Moreover, employees indicated various methods that would be acceptable to receive and feedback the information; with preference for plant manger conducts meetings, group meetings, and employees’ immediate supervisor has one on one meeting. All of the three preferable communication methods are rich media, which is consistent with Lengel and Daft’s (1988) idea that more personal and rich communication methods are usually preferred.
In sum, controlled experiments could be undertaken to determine which communication methods work best to convey the firm’s strategy to its employees. Employees used rich communication methods more than lean ones. Long-term employees use various communication methods more to learn about the strategy than do moderate and short-term employees do.

Eventually, employees are not only unsatisfied with the current knowledge about their firm’s strategy, but also they are interested to learn more about it.

Research Limitations

· Previous literatures are very limited especially in Saudi Arabia.

· The study was done only on one organization in Saudi Arabia.
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