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Abstract

Effective communication is widely recognised as a foundational managerial competency

that determines the success of organisational planning, coordination, leadership, and control. This



report critically examines the multifaceted role of communication in managerial practice by
drawing on established theoretical frameworks and contemporary empirical evidence. The report
analyses key barriers to workplace communication — including cultural, psychological,
technological, and organisational barriers — and evaluates the diverse channels through which
managers communicate: verbal, non-verbal, written, and digital. Furthermore, real-world
examples from organisations such as Google, Toyota, and Microsoft are employed to illustrate
how strategic communication initiatives directly enhance productivity, employee engagement, and
coordination. The findings underscore that communication is not merely a supportive function but
a decisive driver of managerial effectiveness and organisational performance. The report
concludes with targeted recommendations for developing communication competencies within

contemporary management practice.

Keywords: managerial communication, organisational communication, communication barriers,

leadership, employee engagement

1. Introduction
In an increasingly complex and competitive global business environment, the ability of

managers to communicate effectively has emerged as a critical determinant of organisational
success. Communication is the connective tissue of management — it enables leaders to articulate
vision, assign responsibilities, motivate teams, resolve conflicts, and monitor performance.
Without effective communication, even the most sophisticated strategic plans remain unfulfilled,

and organisational cohesion deteriorates rapidly.



The significance of communication in management has been consistently affirmed in both
scholarly literature and practitioner research. According to Mintzberg (1990), managers spend
between 50 and 90 per cent of their working time in communication activities, encompassing
everything from brief informal exchanges to formal presentations and written reports. Similarly, a
study by McKinsey Global Institute (Chui et al., 2012) found that improving communication and
collaboration through social technologies could raise the productivity of knowledge workers by 20
to 25 per cent.

This report responds to Option 1 of the M05 assignment brief by examining the role of
effective communication across the four classical management functions — planning, organising,
leading, and controlling — as theorised by Fayol (1916) and subsequently elaborated by numerous
management scholars. The report further analyses barriers to communication, discusses the modes
of managerial communication, and presents evidence-based examples of organisations where
effective communication has yielded measurable improvements in performance.

The structure of the report proceeds as follows: a literature review situating communication
within management theory; a description of the methodology employed; the main findings; a

critical discussion; and a conclusion with recommendations.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Communication in Management Theory
The academic study of managerial communication is rooted in classical management

theory. Fayol (1916), in his landmark work on administrative management, identified
communication as integral to all five managerial functions: planning, organising, commanding,

coordinating, and controlling. While subsequent scholars have condensed these into four functions



(planning, organising, leading, and controlling), the centrality of communication has remained
unchallenged.

Barnard (1938) elevated the importance of communication further, arguing that it is the
very foundation of formal organisational structure. In his view, no organisation can exist without
communication channels through which authority and information flow. This perspective was
reinforced by Shannon and Weaver's (1949) mathematical model of communication, which
conceptualised communication as a process of transmitting a message from a sender through a
medium to a receiver — a model that, despite its simplicity, highlighted the possibility of noise
and distortion at every stage.

More contemporary contributions have broadened the scope of managerial communication
to include relational, cultural, and technological dimensions. Robbins and Judge (2019) define
organisational communication as the transfer and understanding of meaning, emphasising that
mere transmission is insufficient if understanding is absent. Clampitt (2009) distinguishes between
communication strategy and communication tactics, arguing that effective managers must not only
choose appropriate channels but also cultivate a communication culture that encourages openness,

feedback, and psychological safety.

2.2 Barriers to Effective Communication
The literature identifies a rich taxonomy of barriers that impede effective managerial

communication. Robbins and Coulter (2018) organise these into filtering, selective perception,
information overload, emotions, language, silence, communication apprehension, lying, and
cultural factors. For the purposes of this report, four primary categories are examined: cultural,

psychological, technological, and organisational barriers.



Cultural barriers arise from differences in values, norms, language, and communication
styles between individuals of different national, ethnic, or professional backgrounds. Hall (1976)
introduced the concept of high-context and low-context cultures to explain how communication
norms differ: in high-context cultures (e.g., Japan and China), much meaning is embedded in
context and non-verbal cues, whereas low-context cultures (e.g., Germany and the United States)
rely on explicit verbal communication. Misalignment between cultural communication styles can
lead to serious misunderstandings in multinational organisations.

Psychological barriers include perceptual biases, emotional states, defensiveness, and
communication apprehension. Festinger's (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance explains how
individuals may unconsciously filter or distort information that conflicts with their existing beliefs
— a phenomenon that can cause managers to ignore negative feedback or selectively emphasise
confirming data. Similarly, Rogers and Farson (1957) identified active listening as a counter to
psychological barriers, arguing that genuine understanding requires effort, empathy, and
suspension of judgement.

Technological barriers have grown in significance with the proliferation of digital
communication tools. While technology enables instantaneous global communication, it also
introduces new forms of distortion: email tone can be misread, video conferencing suffers from
bandwidth issues, and the sheer volume of digital messages can lead to information overload
(Eppler & Mengis, 2004). Furthermore, the absence of non-verbal cues in text-based
communication reduces richness and increases the likelihood of misinterpretation.

Organisational barriers relate to hierarchical structures, siloed departments, inadequate
feedback mechanisms, and power differentials. Katz and Kahn (1966) observed that messages are

systematically distorted as they travel up and down organisational hierarchies — a phenomenon



known as serial reproduction error. Managers who occupy positions of authority may inadvertently
suppress upward communication by creating environments in which subordinates fear adverse

consequences for honest feedback.

2.3 Modes of Managerial Communication
Managerial communication occurs through a variety of channels, each with distinct

strengths and limitations. Daft and Lengel (1986) introduced the concept of media richness theory,
which posits that communication media differ in their capacity to convey informational richness
— defined as the ability to change understanding within a time interval. Face-to-face
communication is the richest medium, offering immediate feedback, multiple cues, and natural
language; written formal reports are the leanest.

Verbal communication encompasses face-to-face conversations, meetings, presentations,
and telephone calls. It allows for immediate feedback and the expression of emotion and emphasis.
Non-verbal communication — including gestures, facial expressions, posture, eye contact, and
proxemics — complements and sometimes contradicts verbal messages. Mehrabian (1967)
famously proposed that 55 per cent of communication is conveyed through body language, 38 per
cent through vocal tone, and only 7 per cent through words, a finding that underscores the
importance of congruence between verbal and non-verbal signals.

Written communication, encompassing emails, reports, memos, and policies, provides a
permanent record and is essential for conveying complex, detailed, or legally binding information.
Digital communication — including instant messaging platforms, video conferencing, enterprise
social networks, and collaborative tools such as Microsoft Teams and Slack — has transformed
managerial communication by enabling asynchronous, cross-functional, and geographically

distributed collaboration.



3. Methodology
This report adopts a qualitative, secondary research methodology. The analysis draws on a

systematic review of peer-reviewed academic journals, seminal management textbooks, and
credible industry reports. Databases consulted include JSTOR, Google Scholar, and Business
Source Complete. Primary search terms included 'managerial communication," 'organisational
communication barriers," 'leadership communication,’ 'media richness," and ‘communication and
productivity.'

Sources were selected based on their relevance, academic rigour, citation frequency, and
recency (with preference given to sources published within the last twenty years, supplemented by
seminal classical works). Case study evidence was drawn from published corporate reports,
academic case analyses, and reputable business publications including Harvard Business Review
and McKinsey Quarterly.

A thematic analysis framework was applied to organise the literature around four main
themes: the role of communication in managerial functions; barriers to effective communication;
modes of managerial communication; and real-world organisational examples. This approach
enabled a structured and comprehensive evaluation of the research question while maintaining
analytical rigour.

It is acknowledged that secondary research is subject to limitations including publication
bias, contextual differences between organisations, and the possibility that case study findings may
not generalise across industries or cultures. These limitations are addressed in the Discussion

section.



4. Findings

4.1 Communication in Planning
Planning — the process of setting objectives and determining the best course of action to

achieve them — is fundamentally dependent on effective communication. At the strategic level,
managers must articulate organisational vision and goals in terms that resonate with diverse
stakeholder groups, from frontline employees to board members and external investors. Ambiguity
in strategic communication frequently leads to misaligned priorities, duplication of effort, and
failure to execute strategy.

The importance of communicating the planning rationale, not merely the plan itself, has
been emphasised by Sull, Homkes, and Sull (2015), who found that a major cause of strategy
execution failure is insufficient communication of strategic priorities. Their research, based on a
survey of 8,000 managers across 250 companies, revealed that fewer than one in four managers
could list three of their company's top five strategic priorities — a finding attributable largely to
poor downward communication from leadership.

Effective planning communication also requires active upward communication, through
which managers gather environmental intelligence, employee insights, and operational feedback
to refine plans. Google's Project Aristotle (2016), an internal research initiative, identified
psychological safety — the belief that one can speak up without fear of reprisal — as the most
important factor in high-performing teams, directly linking open communication to the quality of

collaborative planning.

4.2 Communication in Organising
Organising involves structuring roles, allocating resources, and establishing reporting

relationships to achieve planned objectives. Communication is essential at every stage: job

descriptions must clearly articulate role expectations; organisational charts must be understood by



all members; and cross-functional coordination requires ongoing dialogue to prevent role
ambiguity and duplication.

Role ambiguity — one of the most commonly cited sources of workplace stress and conflict
— is fundamentally a communication problem. Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) established
that role ambiguity is significantly negatively correlated with job satisfaction and performance.
Managers who invest time in clearly communicating role expectations, performance standards,
and interdependencies enable employees to organise their work effectively and reduce the
incidence of interpersonal conflict.

Toyota's Production System (TPS) offers a compelling illustration of communication in
organising. The andon cord system — by which any production line worker can halt the line to
signal a quality problem — is a communication mechanism that embeds real-time operational
feedback into the organising structure. This system empowers employees at all levels to
communicate problems immediately, enabling rapid problem resolution and contributing to

Toyota's legendary quality record (Liker, 2004).

4.3 Communication in Leading
Leadership communication is perhaps the most extensively studied dimension of

managerial communication. Leaders use communication to inspire commitment, build trust, shape
culture, navigate change, and motivate performance. Transformational leadership theory,
developed by Burns (1978) and refined by Bass (1985), posits that effective leaders communicate
a compelling vision, demonstrate genuine concern for followers, and intellectually stimulate their
teams — all fundamentally communicative acts.

Research by Zenger and Folkman (2016), based on 360-degree feedback data from more

than 50,000 leaders, identified communication as one of the top three differentiating competencies
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of highly effective leaders. Specifically, they found that leaders who excelled at inspiring and
motivating others, communicating powerfully, and developing others were rated in the top ten per
cent of leadership effectiveness by their direct reports.

Microsoft's cultural transformation under CEO Satya Nadella, who assumed leadership in
2014, provides a powerful real-world illustration. Nadella replaced Microsoft's previously
competitive, zero-sum culture with a 'growth mindset' philosophy (drawing on Dweck's, 2006
work) communicated consistently through town halls, written communications, leadership
behaviours, and structural changes. By articulating a new narrative around learning, collaboration,
and empathy, Nadella's communicative leadership contributed to a dramatic improvement in
employee engagement and a tripling of Microsoft's market capitalisation within six years (Hess,

2020).

4.4 Communication in Controlling
Controlling — the process of monitoring performance against standards and taking

corrective action — relies on robust communication systems for data collection, performance
reporting, and feedback delivery. Without clear communication of performance expectations and
regular feedback, employees cannot calibrate their behaviour toward organisational goals.
Performance feedback is a particularly critical controlling mechanism. Research by Hattie
and Timperley (2007), though originally conducted in educational contexts, has been widely
applied to organisational settings: effective feedback must address the gap between current and
desired performance, be specific and actionable, and be delivered in a timely and respectful
manner. Managers who provide vague or delayed feedback fail to enable the behavioural

adjustments that controlling is designed to produce.
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Amazon's leadership principles, embedded in its management communication culture,
exemplify communication in controlling. Amazon employs a 'single-threaded leader' model and
written six-page narrative memos (rather than PowerPoint presentations) to promote analytical
rigour and clear communication in performance reviews and strategic discussions (Bryar & Carr,
2021). This written communication norm enables thorough evaluation of evidence and reduces the

cognitive shortcuts that often distort verbal performance discussions.

4.5 Barriers to Communication: Findings
The analysis of the literature reveals that barriers to effective communication are pervasive

and systemic rather than isolated or individual. Four principal categories were identified:
 Cultural barriers: Multinational organisations such as HSBC have invested substantially in
cross-cultural communication training following high-profile miscommunications
attributable to differing cultural norms (Lewis, 2005). The misalignment between high-
context and low-context communication styles remains a persistent challenge in global
business.

« Psychological barriers: Organisational research consistently demonstrates that fear of
negative evaluation suppresses upward communication. A study by Detert and Burris
(2007) found that employees in organisations with punitive responses to bad news engaged
in systematic self-censorship, withholding critical performance information from
managers.

» Technological barriers: The rapid shift to remote work during the COVID-19 pandemic
exposed significant technological communication barriers. A survey by Buffer (2022)

found that 27 per cent of remote workers cited communication and collaboration as their
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primary challenge, attributing difficulties to the absence of informal interaction and the
limitations of digital media.

Organisational barriers: Hierarchical organisations with multiple management layers are
particularly prone to message distortion. General Electric's historical success with its
'Work-Out' programme — which facilitated direct communication between frontline
employees and senior leaders, bypassing middle management — illustrated how removing
organisational barriers could unlock significant performance improvements (Ulrich, Kerr

& Ashkenas, 2002).

4.6 Modes of Communication: Findings

The findings confirm that effective managers deploy a repertoire of communication modes,

selecting the most appropriate channel based on message complexity, urgency, audience, and

cultural context. Key findings include:

Verbal communication is most effective for complex, sensitive, or high-stakes interactions
where immediate feedback is essential. Regular team meetings, one-to-one conversations,
and town halls build relational trust and enable nuanced dialogue.

Non-verbal communication significantly shapes the interpretation of verbal messages.
Research by Burgoon, Buller, and Woodall (1996) demonstrates that incongruence
between verbal and non-verbal signals undermines credibility and trust — a particularly
important consideration for leaders communicating during periods of uncertainty or

change.
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«  Written communication provides precision and accountability but risks decontextualisation
and emotional misinterpretation. The effectiveness of written communication is enhanced
when managers invest in clarity, conciseness, and audience-appropriate language.

« Digital communication platforms have dramatically expanded managerial reach and
enabled real-time collaboration across geographies. However, their effectiveness depends
on establishing clear norms regarding response times, appropriate channels for different

message types, and digital communication etiquette.

5. Discussion

5.1 Synthesis and Critical Analysis
The findings of this report collectively affirm the thesis that effective communication is

not merely a supportive management skill but a core strategic capability that directly enables
planning, organising, leading, and controlling. The evidence from both scholarly literature and
organisational case studies is consistent and mutually reinforcing: organisations that cultivate
strong communication cultures consistently outperform those that do not in measures of
productivity, employee engagement, innovation, and adaptability.

Critically, the literature reveals a persistent gap between the acknowledged importance of
communication and its actual practice in organisations. Despite decades of research and
management training investment, communication failures remain among the most frequently cited
causes of project failure, strategy execution gaps, and employee disengagement. A survey by the

Project Management Institute (PMI, 2013) found that ineffective communications were the
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primary contributor to project failure one-third of the time, and that organisations risk $135 million
for every $1 billion spent on projects due to communication gaps.

This gap suggests that communication competence cannot be developed through awareness
alone: it requires deliberate practice, structural enablement, and cultural reinforcement. The case
of Microsoft under Nadella illustrates that sustainable communication transformation requires not
merely individual skill development but a systemic shift in organisational values, leadership

modelling, and structural design.

5.2 The Role of Technology in Modern Managerial Communication
The rise of digital communication technologies presents a double-edged dynamic for

managerial communication. On one hand, platforms such as Microsoft Teams, Slack, Zoom, and
enterprise social networks have democratised information access, accelerated decision cycles, and
enabled unprecedented collaboration across geographic and organisational boundaries. On the
other hand, the proliferation of digital channels has introduced information overload, boundary
erosion between professional and personal time, and the impoverishment of interpersonal
communication richness.

Daft and Lengel's (1986) media richness theory, while developed before the digital era,
remains analytically useful for understanding these trade-offs. Managers who default to digital text
communication for sensitive, ambiguous, or emotionally loaded messages risk serious
misunderstanding. Conversely, scheduling unnecessary face-to-face meetings when a brief digital
message would suffice wastes time and creates communication fatigue. Effective modern
managers must develop sophisticated media literacy — the ability to match communication

channels to message requirements.
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The emergence of artificial intelligence tools, including Al-assisted writing, sentiment
analysis, and automated meeting transcription, adds a further layer of complexity. While these
tools can enhance communication efficiency, they also raise important questions about
authenticity, privacy, and the risk of homogenising managerial communication in ways that

undermine individual and cultural diversity.

5.3 Cultural Diversity and Inclusive Communication
As organisations become increasingly diverse in their workforce composition, the demands

on managerial communication have grown correspondingly. Hofstede's (1980) cultural dimensions
framework — encompassing power distance, individualism/collectivism, uncertainty avoidance,
masculinity/femininity, long-term orientation, and indulgence/restraint — provides a useful lens
through which to understand how cultural backgrounds shape communication expectations and
preferences.

Managers in multicultural environments must develop cultural intelligence (CQ) — the
ability to adapt communication style, pace, directness, formality, and non-verbal behaviour to the
cultural context of the audience (Earley & Ang, 2003). This is not merely about avoiding offence;
it is about ensuring that messages are received with the intended meaning and emotional valence.
The absence of cultural intelligence in managerial communication can undermine team cohesion,
erode trust, and precipitate conflict.

IBM's global diversity and inclusion initiatives provide an instructive example. IBM has
implemented structured cross-cultural communication training programmes for managers,
developed culturally adapted communication guidelines, and created inclusive meeting practices

(such as rotating facilitation and multilingual summaries) that reduce the marginalisation of non-
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native English speakers in global team settings (IBM Annual Report, 2022). These measures have

contributed to IBM's consistently high scores in global employee engagement surveys.

5.4 Communication and Employee Engagement
The relationship between managerial communication quality and employee engagement is

one of the most well-evidenced findings in organisational behaviour research. Gallup's State of the
Global Workplace reports have consistently identified manager communication behaviour —
particularly the frequency of meaningful conversations about performance, development, and
wellbeing — as a primary driver of employee engagement (Gallup, 2022). Engaged employees
demonstrate higher productivity, lower absenteeism, reduced turnover intention, and greater
organisational citizenship behaviour.

Crucially, the research distinguishes between communication quantity and communication
quality. Organisations that generate high volumes of top-down broadcast communication —
newsletters, all-staff emails, intranet announcements — without creating genuine two-way
dialogue frequently exhibit low engagement scores. Effective engagement communication is
characterised by listening, responsiveness, transparency, and individualisation — the ability of
managers to adapt their communication to the unique needs, motivations, and concerns of

individual team members.

5.5 Limitations and Future Research Directions
This report is subject to several limitations that warrant acknowledgement. First, as a

secondary literature review, it is inherently dependent on the quality, scope, and potential biases
of the sources consulted. Publication bias — the tendency for academic journals to favour positive
and statistically significant findings — may have influenced the overall picture of communication

effectiveness presented. Second, the case studies selected represent large, globally prominent
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organisations, which may limit the generalisability of findings to small and medium-sized
enterprises, non-profit organisations, or public sector bodies. Third, the rapidly evolving digital
communication landscape means that some findings regarding technology-mediated
communication may be subject to rapid obsolescence.

Future research would benefit from longitudinal studies examining how communication
practices evolve and their effects on organisational performance over time. Additionally,
comparative research across sectors, organisational sizes, and national contexts would provide a
richer understanding of the contingencies that moderate the relationship between communication

quality and organisational outcomes.

6. Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that effective communication is a foundational and

indispensable managerial competency, deeply embedded in every function of management and
every dimension of organisational life. Through the lens of planning, organising, leading, and
controlling, it is evident that communication is not merely a medium through which management
tasks are accomplished: it is itself a constitutive managerial act that shapes organisational culture,
enables strategic alignment, motivates performance, and sustains relationships.

The analysis of communication barriers — cultural, psychological, technological, and
organisational — reveals that achieving effective communication in modern organisations is a
formidable challenge that demands sustained investment, structural support, and leadership
commitment. The modes of communication available to contemporary managers have expanded
dramatically with digital transformation, but this expansion has introduced new complexities

alongside new capabilities.
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The real-world examples examined in this report — Google's psychological safety

research, Toyota's andon cord system, Microsoft's cultural transformation, Amazon's narrative

memo culture, and IBM's diversity communication initiatives — collectively illustrate that high-

performing organisations treat communication not as a taken-for-granted background activity but

as a strategic capability that is actively designed, cultivated, and continuously improved.

On the basis of these findings, the following recommendations are offered for managers

seeking to enhance their communication effectiveness:

Conduct regular communication audits to identify structural and cultural barriers to
effective information flow, including upward communication gaps and cross-functional
silos.

Invest in developing media literacy among managers, equipping them with the ability to
match communication channels to message requirements and audience characteristics.
Prioritise psychological safety as a communication culture goal, creating conditions in
which employees at all levels feel empowered to raise concerns, share ideas, and give
honest feedback without fear of reprisal.

Develop cross-cultural communication competencies across the managerial workforce,
particularly in organisations with diverse or multinational teams.

Establish clear digital communication norms and protocols to manage information
overload, protect employee wellbeing, and maintain communication quality in hybrid and

remote work environments.

In conclusion, the evidence is unequivocal: effective communication is not merely a soft

skill peripheral to managerial success. It is a hard, learnable, and developable competency that lies
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at the heart of managerial effectiveness and organisational performance. Organisations that
systematically invest in communication capability at every level of management will be better
positioned to navigate complexity, sustain engagement, and achieve strategic success in an

increasingly challenging global environment.
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The table below summarises the four principal communication barrier categories identified in this

report alongside recommended managerial mitigation strategies.

Cultural Barriers

Description: Differences in values, communication norms, language, and context (Hall,
1976; Hofstede, 1980).
Mitigation: Cross-cultural communication training; cultural intelligence development;

culturally inclusive meeting practices.

Psychological Barriers

Description: Perceptual biases, cognitive dissonance, communication apprehension, and
fear of negative evaluation (Festinger, 1957; Detert & Burris, 2007).
Mitigation: Cultivating psychological safety; structured feedback mechanisms; open-door

policies supported by leadership modelling.

Technological Barriers

Description: Information overload, reduced media richness in digital communication, and
technology-access inequalities (Eppler & Mengis, 2004; Daft & Lengel, 1986).
Mitigation: Digital communication norms and protocols; media literacy training;

purposeful channel selection based on message complexity.

Organisational Barriers
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« Description: Hierarchical distortion, departmental silos, inadequate feedback systems, and
power differentials (Katz & Kahn, 1966).
« Mitigation: Flatter communication structures; cross-functional forums; anonymous

feedback channels; communication audits.

Appendix B: Overview of Organisational Case Examples

Google — Project Aristotle identified psychological safety as the primary driver of high team
performance, demonstrating the link between open communication culture and effective planning

and collaboration (Google, 2016).

Toyota — The andon cord system embeds real-time operational communication into the
production organising structure, empowering all employees to communicate quality issues

immediately and enabling rapid corrective action (Liker, 2004).

Microsoft — CEO Satya Nadella's growth mindset communication transformation reshaped
organisational culture through consistent leadership communication, contributing to dramatic

improvements in engagement and financial performance (Hess, 2020).

Amazon — The six-page narrative memo practice enforces clarity, rigour, and evidential discipline

in written communication, supporting analytical control and performance evaluation processes

(Bryar & Carr, 2021).
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IBM — Structured cross-cultural communication programmes and inclusive meeting practices
have addressed language and cultural diversity barriers in global team settings, contributing to

sustained employee engagement (IBM, 2022).
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