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Practice papersLeadershipcommunication: A status report Received (in 

revised form): 8th February, 2002 David Clutterbuck is chairman of item, 

which he co-founded 19 years ago, making him one of the most experienced 

consultants and practitioners in the internal communications business. He is 

a visiting professor at She? eld Business School and a frequent speaker on 

communication subjects all over the world. He has also researched and 

written widely on management and strategic issues, with over 40 book titles 

to his name, including ‘ The Winning Streak’, ‘ Everyone Needs a Mentor’ and

‘ Doing it Di? rent’. Sheila Hirst is an executive director of item and head of 

consultancy. She entered the internal communication profession in 1989, 

having previously worked in sales and marketing with Citibank. At item 

Sheila has been responsible for change and communication programmes 

with ASDA, Royal Bank of Scotland and Littlewoods among many. She has 

also worked in-house as director of internal communications and change for 

a global telecomms company undergoing signi? cant change. Sheila is on the

board of the International Association of Business Communicators. 

Abstract  Although  management  is  often  viewed  as  distinct  from,  and

sometimes  inferior  to,  leadership,  the  two  share  a  number  of  core

competencies.  Communication  is  central  to  the  main  four  management

competencies  outlined  by  Warren  Bennis:  the  management  of  attention,

meaning, trust and self. To be truly e? ective, both leaders and managers

must develop their self-awareness, become role models for communication

in  the  organisation,  and  learn  to  encourage  and  manage  constructive

dissent.  An important  part  of  the  communication  professional’s  role  is  to
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support  the  organisation’s  leaders  and  managers  in  developing  their

communication competence. 

KEYWORDS:  leadership,  strategy,  vision,  management,  communication

competence,  skills  development  David  Clutterbuck  The  ITEM  Group  plc,

Burnham House, High Street, Burnham, Bucks SL1 7JZ, UK; Tel: +44 (0)1628

601400; Fax: +44 (0)1628 667155; E-mail:[email protected]co. uk There are

more books, articles and dissertations on leadership than any other topic of

management. The sheer volume of research and writing about the concept

of leadership tells us that this is not a topic that is easily de? ned, nor one

where  there  will  be  a  great  deal  of  consensus.  From  Machiavelli1  to

Townsend, 2 Tannenbaum3 o Harvey-Jones, 4 there is very little agreement

on just what makes an e? ective leader. Just about the one thing almost all

these authorities agree upon, however, is that e? ective leaders are also e?

ective  communicators.  (The  reverse  is  not  #  Henry  Stewart  Publications

1363–254X  (2002)  Vol.  6,  4  351–354  necessarily  agreed  upon  —  good

communicators do not necessarily make good leaders. ) Perhaps the best-

known  writer  on  leadership  issues  in  modern  times  is  Warren  Bennis,  5

whose attempts to distinguish between leadership and management have

been  so  badly  understood.  Among  a  number  of  distinguishing  factors

between anagement and leadership, which he de? nes, are: — the manager

focuses on systems and structure; the leader focuses on people Journal of

Communication  Management  351  Clutterbuck  and  Hirst  —  the  manager

imitates; the leader innovates — the manager accepts the status quo; the

leader challenges it — the manager’s eye is on the bottom line; the leader’s

eye is on the horizon — the manager does things right; the leader does the
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right thing The problem with these broad statements is not that they are

inaccurate — they strike very strong chords of realism — but that several

generations  of  managers  have  een  brought  up  to  believe  that  being  a

manager  is  somehow  inferior  to  being  a  leader.  The  reality  is  that

management and leadership are inextricably linked. A truly excellent leader

requires good management skills, and the best managers are also leaders to

some extent. Leadership is a role; management a function. Each depends on

the other — whether they are combined in one individual or shared between

a  closely  knit  leader  and  manager  team.  Indeed,  when  Bennis  and  his

colleagues looked at the skills of being a leader, they described these as four

management competencies.  Central  to  each of  those competencies  is  e?

ctive  communication.  Management  of  attention  describes  how  leaders

encapsulate a vision, which other people are able to endorse and buy into as

their own. They bridge the present and the future, by helping people imagine

what the future could and should be like, and encouraging them to help in

taking the steps that will make the vision a reality. Leaders, who think the

job is  done when they have created and distributed  a  vision  and values

statement, miss the point entirely. The art of managing attention involves: —

developing the vision over time with the followers — articulating it in ways

that they cannot enabling them to anchor the vision emotionally — to buy

into it with their hearts as well as their minds. 352 Journal of Communication

Management  Vol.  6,  4  351–354  Bennis  found  that  this  process  does  not

happen rapidly and the authors’ own more recent researches con? rm this. 6

Good leaders work at the vision continuously. They make it the core of every

conversation.  They  listen  to  how  other  people  interpret  the  vision  and
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attempt less to convert them than to include them. They do not do the vision

thing then get back on to the priorities of managing; for them, the priority of

managing is the vision. 

Related article: “ Advice About Communication” 

Management of meaning is Bennis’ second leadership skill — the ability to

communicate  clearly  and  successfully.  Good  leaders  articulate  business

purpose and priorities succinctly and in language that encourages intelligent

questioning.  In  the  terms  of  the  authors’  company’s  research  for  the

International  Association  of  Business  Communicators  (IABC)7 on the  links

between business excellence and communication, this equates to creating

clarity  of  purpose.  Analogy,  metaphor  and  vivid  illustration  are  key

techniques;  emotion,  trust,  hope  and  optimism are  the  underlying  tones.

Management of trust (‘ the emotional glue hat binds followers and leaders

together’)  depends in large part upon consistency of both communication

and action. Again, the authors’ study identi? ed the link between the quality

of interfaces between people in the organisation, the trust and rapport, and

business performance. Management of self (or ‘ deployment of self’) is what

gives leaders credibility. They do not, in many cases, have much charisma.

When they do, it tends to be a re? ection of the intensity of their emotions.

What  they do  have  is  a  high  level  of  self-discipline  that  is  always  more

demanding of themselves than of others. 

They are persistent, self-aware and always open to more learning. What they

learn,  especially from talking with their  followers,  is  incorporated into the

vision, creating a virtuous cycle of ambition for # Henry Stewart Publications
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1363–254X  (2002)  Leadership  communication:  A  status  report  the

organisation. They also have remarkable resilience: when things go wrong,

they admit their  mistakes,  draw appropriate lessons and incorporate that

into  the  vision,  too.  Bennis’  research  and  the  authors’  ‘  Winning  streak’

studies  focused  almost  entirely  on  the  most  senior  leaders  —  the  Chief

executives  and  presidents  of  major  ompanies.  But  the  same  basic  skills

appear to apply at all levels, down to the most junior team leader. From the

point of view of the follower, whether they are senior managers or shop ? oor

workers, the de? ning characteristics of e? ective leaders can be boiled down

to two consistent de? ning questions: achieve, but ensure they have all the

support they need from the manager and from their colleagues — make sure

that  achievements  are  recognised,  both  within  and  outside  the  team —

encourage and establish team members’ sense of self-belief.  — does this

leader know where he or she wants to take us and why does he or she care

(about  me,  about  the  team,  about  the  goal  itself)?  Leaders,  who do  not

communicate well, are not really leading at all. It is one thing to have the

position, another to ful? l the role. The standard remedy, it appears, is to

provide executives in this position with some form of presentation training.

This might help them give a speech, but it will do little to help them become

genuine leaders. To achieve that, the executive must: The ? rst question is

primarily  intellectual  and  to  do  with  perception  of  the  manager’s

competence. It has, however, emotional undertones through association ith

the  follower’s  need  either  to  feel  a  sense  of  security,  or  a  sense  of

excitement and challenge, or both together. The second question relates to

building empathy and trust. Will I be supported, if I struggle to keep up? Will
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s/he  stay  the  course?  Is  their  enthusiasm  catching?  Internal  studies  by

Microsoft and other companies indicate the critical importance of leadership

behaviours  that  relate  to  these  two  questions.  Really  e?  ective  leader/

managers: — set mutual expectations clearly — make sure everyone has

very  clear  objectives  and  performance  measures  and  check  that  they

understand  them are  good  at  planning  and  at  communicating  the  steps

between where the team is now and where it needs to be — give continuous

feedback — give people very stretchinggoalsto # Henry Stewart Publications

1363–254X (2002) Vol. 6, 4 351–354 These are all communication issues, to

the  extent  that  it  could  be  said  that  good  leadership  is  mostly  good

communication. The problem is: how can people be helped to develop the

skills that will elevate them from supervisors to e? ective leader/ managers?

COACHING LEADERS TO COMMUNICATE — achieve a higher degree of self-

mastery and self-awareness learn how to be a superb listener, before they

can begin to become a better talker — actively manage themselves as role

models  —  for  learning  and  for  the  corporate  values  —  uncork  their

imagination  (so  often  suppressed  through  years  in  risk-averse  or  over-

controlled  corporate  cultures)  — learn  how  to  link  their  imagination  and

emotions  to  the  ambitions  they  have  for  their  team,  department  or

organisation,  so  they  can  express  ideas  in  ways  that  will  capture  the

imagination and emotion of others. This is, however, just a starting point.

Managing oneself is a long-term, continuous project, but the more self- 

Journal of Communication Management 353 Clutterbuck and Hirst aware the

manager is, the easier it will be to communicate with genuine passion, time

after time. Having built  the basic capacity to communicate, the executive
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can  make  further  strides  towards  becoming  an  e?  ective  leader  by:  —

learning how to demonstrate trust in others, as the ? rst step in enabling

them  to  trust  in  return  —  acquiring  the  skills  and  courage  to  confront

constructively — learning how to encourage and make use of constructive

dissent, so that alternative perspectives can be examined, discussed and,

where  appropriate,  adapted  and  ncorporated  into  the  larger  vision  —

building  the  capacity  for  myth  management,  for  seizing  opportunities  to

underline core values through simple but powerful gestures of anger, reward

or gratitude — becoming a role model for good communication and working

with  other,  potential  leaders,  in  helping  them  develop  their  ability  to

communicate. The inescapable conclusion from the checklist above is that

developing the communication skills essential to leadership is not primarily a

classroom exercise. While some techniques and theory can be imparted by

practice with others away from the workplace, most of the learning eeds to

come from re? ection about speci? c instances and behaviours, over a period

of time. The learning process, therefore, is much more suited to high level

coaching. This is a role, which many communication professionals already

play with their  executives in some areas.  One of the authors’  company’s

interests  for  2002  is  to  help  establish  more  clearly  the  competencies

required to be an e? ective communication coach.  Previous  research has

given some valuable insights into the situational  nature of  354 Journal  of

Communication  Management  Vol.  6,  4  351–354  communication  and

processes  for  helping  eaders  match  communication  behaviours  more

appropriately  to  the  situation.  A  major  challenge  for  communication

professionals  is  also  how  to  persuade  top  management  to  take  the
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communication elements of their leadership roles seriously. Explaining that

they  are  not  e?  ective  leaders  because  they  do  not  communicate  well

enough is not likely to be a popular message, even if it is true. One practical

tool is to measure perceived leadership quality on a regular (at least four

times  a  year)  basis  and  use  these  data  to  encourage  discussion  about

communication  behaviour.  In  a  2001  study  conducted  by  the  uthors’

company, 8 raising and maintaining the internal credibility of the top team

appeared in the ? ve most important roles of internal communicators, scoring

1. 6 out of two for importance. When communicators were asked to rate their

success at supporting the top team, the average score was only one out of

two.  Narrowing  this  gap  is  likely  to  be  an  important  area  of  focus  for
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