CIPR Skills Guides
Internal Communications: Strategy
Introduction
The old adage of the journey is a good starting point when considering internal communication
strategy. With any journey you may have a good idea of where you’re heading, but without any
planning you can never be certain how you are going to get there, or how quickly. So it is with an
organisation’s internal communication strategy. The senior communicator may have a very good
idea of the communication environment they want to create, the general way they want to engage
various audiences or stakeholder groups, the channels that they want to employ. But it is only
through pulling this all together that they have a robust internal communication strategy,
something that will not only help them deliver the communications they desire but also help
others to see where they are heading, how they are going to get there and, how they fit in with the
rest of the organisation.
An internal communication strategy will provide a clear picture of the very business (or
department or project) it is trying to support. It will be built on established values and principles
and the ways it encourages discussion, conversation and feedback will highlight the
organisation’s very ambitions and aspirations. The importance of displaying clarity in terms of
these issues link directly to the core of the communication strategy, what employees need to
think, feel and do; the priorities in terms of channel development and, ultimately, to the resources
and budget that the internal communication function will require to deliver these objectives.
What should a strategy contain?
Put ‘Internal Communication strategy’ into Google and the search will return over 20 million
results. Amongst the agencies, the adverts and articles are a variety of models and frameworks
available to help you construct and shape a strategy.
The actual contents of a strategy will be always be fit for purpose and suited to the writer and
their environment. However, here are some suggestions for some of the headings you might
expect to find in a typical strategy document:
1. An executive summary; a short opening piece (no more than one page) that provides the
reader with a summary of the highlights of the communications plan, emphasising from the
start how an effective strategy will deliver real added value to the organisation.

2. Introduce the organisation / summarise the project; Don’t dive straight into the
communications, start by demonstrating that whatever you are planning to deliver is tightly
bound into the overall environment both in terms of wider business ambitions and what that
means to the ability of the organisation to communicate effectively (eg SWOT analysis).
Managing expectations at the start of what can and can’t be delivered might save
considerable time and argument later.
3. The communication objectives; these are the headlines of what the strategy is there to
achieve. This is not simply a regurgitation of the business objectives – communication
objectives are different - but more a focus on the attitudes and behaviours required by
employees to deliver these business objectives. Make them as clear and measurable as
possible.

4. Explain how the communication strategy will measure the right things; these days most
communicators accept that measurement is an important part of what they do, but do they
always measure the right things? It is easy to measure hits on an intranet page or count up
the scores on a post-event feedback sheet and it is increasingly popular to run regular
attitude ‘pulse’ surveys. These are important but communications should be all about helping
to change behaviour so any measurement that can actually show how, as a result of a
communication intervention, behaviour is changing will be very valuable.
5. Defining the key messages; whether for the entire organisation, a division or simply as part
of a project, your communication will be based on trying to get your audience and
stakeholders to understand and act upon a small number of key messages. Once the key
messages are understood, people will start to repeat them to each other and eventually they
begin to become internal truths. If these key messages are short, memorable and authentic
then they stand a good chance of sticking.

6. Key audience and stakeholder groups; One size doesn’t fit all. Demonstrate in the
strategy that you know who you are communicating to. Your audience size may be a small
group (or small groups) or it may be tens of thousands of people spread across the globe, but
the same rules remain – the more directly you can appeal to each group the better chance of
success you have. Separate to audiences, though related, are your stakeholders, the people
who can directly impact your communication activities. A separate plan to address their
needs is also good practice.

7. Channels; The ‘meat and drink’ of communications, how we get our messages to our
audience groups. This section should focus both on the channels currently employed and
also those that we expect to use during the lifetime of the strategy.

8. Set out the approval process; particularly if you are coming into a new role it is useful to
leave no doubt about how a communication gets signed off.
9. Responsibilities (and brief details) of the communication team; A ‘who’s who’ of your
team, their responsibilities, skills and contact details. Maybe even include a photograph.
10. A calendar of events; when is everything happening? This might be where some senior
colleagues jump straight to – “when is the conference?” Showing that there is a plan will also
ward off those colleagues who want to do their own thing and help those others who have a
last minute ‘urgent announcement’ demonstrating to all that everything fits together.
Presenting a strategy
Communication strategies may end up as fairly detailed documents but they do need to be
produced in an accessible and understandable format, especially given they are typically being
put together by the organisation’s senior communicator.

And when the strategy is ready for presenting to the senior management team don’t forget the
normal rules that are applied to all other communication output. Don’t produce a 100+ slide
presentation or distribute the 50 page ‘manual’, but do provide summaries, highlights and
opportunities for the senior team (and other key stakeholders) to discuss and help shape some
aspects of the strategy. The more they ‘buy-in’ to it, the more instrumental they will be to helping
make it happen.
Who needs to sign off the strategy?
Ultimately do get a signature, whether from the CEO, the head of the department or the Project
Owner. Once you have this you have a great defence against all those who will try to ignore the
communication function and think the strategy doesn’t necessarily apply to them. Once you have
a signature you can focus on the next challenge – delivering the strategy!

A series of best practice case studies on this topic can be found in the information centre
along with other skills guides.
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