
and support from their managers. In 2008/09,  
around 415,000 employees in Britain believed  
that they were experiencing work-related 
stress at a level that was making them ill. 

The quality of a manager’s communication  
skills is closely aligned to his or her management  
style. And, in its 2007 report, The Quality of 
Working Life – the Chartered Management 
Institute (CMI) highlighted that ‘negative’ 
management styles – such as overbearing 
and dogmatic – are currently badly affecting 
UK organisations. Based on the responses 
of 1,511 managers, the report identified the 
most widely experienced styles as: 
l bureaucratic (40%) 
l reactive (37%) 
l authoritarian (30%) 

And, the report continued: “The top two 
have increased by six per cent since 2004, 
with authoritarian leadership also rising  
five per cent.”

The report’s findings, says the CMI, show 
management style has a dramatic impact on 
job satisfaction. An authoritarian approach, 

Thousands of books have been 
written about good management 
through good communication 

but there are still some managers out  
there creating such toxic environments  
for their staff, stress levels hit the roof.  
And, although good communication is 
seen as a key stress-reducing manage-
ment behaviour, even top executives 
with high-level communications  
training may still tend towards the  
ill-considered remark. 

In Spring 2010, for example, as oil gushed 
into the Gulf of Mexico, former BP CEO Tony 
Hayward fired communication broadsides at 
all comers. His PR gaffes included remarks 
about wanting his life back, the ‘small’ people  
and ‘What have we done to deserve this?’. 

Lower down the pecking order, managers  
can be equally inept, and the day-to-day 
impact of this communication breakdown is 
often employees who are stressed because 
they have no say on how work is done, or  
have a lack of recognition, understanding  

Talking
talk

the

➤ Without good communication, employee engagement – now recognised as vital to 
productivity and H&S performance – remains difficult to enlist. And so good communication 
skills have become crucial in the role of today’s manager. Elizabeth Gates reports.
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for example, depresses enjoyment of work, 
and where the dominant management style 
is bureaucratic, confidence in senior manage-
ment also declines. 

In contrast, there are many evidence-based 
arguments which support the empowering, 
communicative style of accessible manage-
ment. The CMI report, for example, found 
that “empowering managerial styles are 
most associated with growing businesses”. 
More than 1 in 3 (37 per cent) of organisa-
tions surveyed which were performing well 
are cited as having ‘accessible’ management 
teams, whereas 56 per cent of declining 
companies exhibit bureaucracy and 25 per 
cent create a ‘secretive’ environment.

And a recent CMI survey of employees has 
added more fuel to the fire. It found that 
over half of companies’ management style is 
seen to be negative by the people that know 
them best – their employees.

CMI chief executive Ruth Spellman com-
mented: “It is an embarrassment for the 
UK...” She added: “And in case bosses think 
this doesn’t matter as long as they are 
turning a profit, think again. Goodwill and 
engagement among employees doesn’t only 
improve people’s working lives but it adds 
to the bottom line – in productivity, retention 
rates and customer loyalty. Negativity breeds 
negativity and if we are serious about push-
ing the UK towards economic recovery, we 
need more businesses that are innovative, 
accessible and empowering.” 

Reasons why managers adopt disempow-
ering management styles may be complex. 
BP’s Tony Hayward, for example, could be  
demonstrating some of the difficulties  
experienced by technical experts who make 
the career transition to management – a 
problem long recognised across all industrial 
sectors. As managers they must motivate 
employees, build high-performing teams and 
manage change and, to achieve this, they 
must use communication skills which the 
expert – functioning and excelling within his 
own field – has never needed. 

Explains CIPD senior public policy adviser 
Ben Willmott: “If you promote experts into 
management, it’s a false economy not to 

invest in training them in all aspects of  
management and all management skills.  
Not training them results in very negative 
consequences and disengaged employees.

“As a manager, you have to be able to 
have difficult conversations. You may have 
to discuss current and future workloads. 
You need to be able to intervene early in 
performance-affecting issues – such as when 
banter is about to become bullying. You have 
to negotiate deadlines. You have to create a  
collaborative atmosphere between individuals  
and you may have to resolve issues between 
team members. If you can do all this, you 
can manage people well. And if you manage 
people well – you manage stress.” 

Without good communication, employee 
engagement – now recognised as vital to 
productivity and H&S performance – remains 
difficult to enlist. And so good communication  
skills have become crucial in the role of today’s  
manager. The VT Group – a defence and 
engineering-based support services company 
– is a case in point. 

Employing over 12,000 people, the VT Group  
has managed change through employee  
engagement. Its policy is to ensure “the 

senior management team effectively com-
municate a clear, consistent and compelling 
case for change and encourage feedback 
from staff to ensure that they understand 
and take on board messages”.1

For example, to communicate the practical  
implications of the company’s organisational  
vision and values, workshops to be attended 
by all employees were set up. And the com-
pany’s emphasis on values-driven engagement  
has led to improved team working, mutual 
support, greater personal responsibility, 
autonomy, collaboration and influencing which  
are resulting in greater innovation: more ideas,  
and of a higher quality... The Group’s financial 
performance [a turnover of £1.6 billion] has 
continued to improve, despite a testing eco-
nomic environment and it was recently ranked 
as the top performing supplier to the MoD.

But, elsewhere in UK industry, employee 
disengagement – and the stress that goes 
with it – has not been well-handled, and  
for the individual employee, as the Health &  
Safety Executive (HSE) explains, stress symp-
toms can lead to more serious conse quences 
– ranging from depression to risk behaviours 
and insomnia to increased sickness absence. 

“There are many evidence-based arguments 
which support the empowering, communicative 
style of accessible management.”
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In 2008/09, more than 11 million working 
days were lost to work-related stress.  
This figure translates as a £4 billion cost  
to society.

To help line managers address these  
problems, HSE set up a five-year research 
project which ended in 2009. Conducted  
by Emma Donaldson-Feilder from Affinity 
Health at Work and Joanna Yarker and 
Rachel Lewis from Goldsmiths, University 
of London, the results of this project have 
underpinned three CIPD guides and the HSE 
Stress Indicator Tool.

Aware of the role of management behav-
iour in employee wellbeing, researcher Ms 
Donaldson-Feilder has said: “Managers who 
integrate certain sets of key behaviours (see 
box on page 24) into their day-to-day routine 
are likely to find it easier to help their staff  
cope with stress, which should help boost 
company performance.” 

HSE is also encouraging take up of its Stress  
Management Standards, which encourage 
managers to take positive steps to tackle 
work-related stress and highlight the com-
ponents of good job design that keep stress 
levels in check and enhance productivity.  

The standards recognise the key role man-
agers play in both ‘upward’ and ‘downward’  
communication flows, and the affect that 
communication can have on work-related 
stress if it is done well and also if it is done 
badly. HSE has published specific advice for 
line managers and supervisors, including a 
Line Manager Competency Indicator Tool 
(www.hse.gov.uk/stress/mcit.htm).

So British industry is currently being  
challenged to integrate more sensitive 
management behaviour. But how is this to be 
achieved? Opening up effective channels of 
communication seems to be a first step.

In 2004, for example, managing director 
of national breakdown and recovery service, 

River Canal Rescue, Stephanie Horton  
noted that her call-out engineers were  
suffering from stress. As she explains: “We 
get peak periods, when our engineers attend 
several calls in one day, often in different 
parts of the country. Other days they might 
only get one call, but this could come at 
6.00am or 6.00pm. This limits where they 
go and what they do and can contribute to 
feeling stressed.”

To counter this, Ms Horton introduced 
stress-reducing initiatives and continues to 
monitor the situation. Her top tips – listed on 
the Business Link website – include:
l Set specific time aside to communicate 

with your employees

“The standards recognise the key role 
managers play in both ‘upward’ and 
‘downward’ communication flows.”
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l Make sure your employees feel valued 
and appreciated

l Encourage everyone to put forward 
suggestions and improvements

CIPD’s Ben Willmott commends this type 
of empathic employee engagement, which 
allows managers to deploy the appropriate 
“soft skills”. For example, through regular con-
versations on a one to one basis, he says, “the 
manager becomes more aware of how the  
individual employee feels about work pres-
sures and pressures exerted by life outside 
work. The manager is now in a better position 
to understand how this impacts on the  
individual’s attendance, behaviour and perfor- 
mance. And he or she will also now know 
who of his team is more susceptible to stress.”

their written communications impact on 
patients. Although these doctors when chal-
lenged say they intend to be compassionate, 
their patients experience the tone of their 
letters as harsh and even arrogant.

Spoken communication can also fail, for 
example, when – during a conversation – one 
of the participants is not listening to the other  
but using the time to prepare his next point. 
Or he/she may only half-hear what is being 
said and make judgements based on this half-
knowledge. And, as Tony Hayward demon-
strated, participants also need to be aware of 
the impact of the spoken word. If the speaker 
uses careless wording, unintended inter-
pretations may arise. And, during today’s 
‘difficult conversations’, the potential for 
misunderstanding here is a minefield.

Even in these recessionary times – most 
organisations will be training their managers.  
The question is ‘How effective is this training?’  
Organisations sometimes adopt a sheep-dip  
approach with no follow-up with the indiv-
idual and no evaluation of the programme to 
check progress. But communication training 
needs to be more sophisticated.  
To ensure an effective training investment  
organisational attitude is important. Organi-
sations must be prepared to allow managers 
to put what they have learned in training 
into practice. And, allowing enough time  
for participants to optimise the impact of  

the training is crucial – one workshop or 
training day may not suffice. Improvements 
in communication skills can take time to 
become habits. 

Most importantly managers – and organi-
sations – must have the right mind-set for 
communication training to be effective. They 
must be ripe for change. 

Reference
1 Engaging for success: enhancing 

performance through employee 
engagement. BiS

Key management behaviours 
l Respectful and responsible – acting with integrity, the ability to behave calmly and 

consistently and the ability to be thoughtful when managing and delegating.
l Management and communication of existing and future work entails the monitoring, 

review and planning of workload; the ability to deal with problems promptly, rationally 
and responsibly; the ability to listen and consult with the team, providing direction, 
autonomy and development opportunities to individuals.

l Management of difficult situations requires the ability to deal with conflict fairly and 
promptly; seek advice when necessary from other managers, HR and Occupational 
Health; being supportive and taking a responsible approach to incidences of bullying 
and conflict.

l Management of the individual within the team requires being accessible and available 
to talk personally; being sociable; and being able to understand the individual’s 
motivation, point of view and life outside work.

Adapted from HSE’s online notes regarding stress

Resources
l www.hse.gov.uk/stress/

standards/downloads.htm for 
more information about the HSE 
Stress Indicator Tool

l www.cipd.co.uk/subjects/health/
stress/stress.htm for information 
and free leaflets on line management 
behaviour and stress at work 

l www.comparethemanager.com 
to find out individual primary 
management strengths and to gain 
access to practical CMI guidance and 
advice for improvement

“Managers may be reluctant to confess to 
blind-spots in these apparently basic skills.”

Adds CMI’s Ruth Spellman: “The key to 
improving management is knowing what 
is wrong, and it’s time for managers to get 
serious about their [own] development, play 
to their strengths and develop any weaker 
areas... We cannot allow substandard man-
agement to continue to damage UK plc.”

But this self-analysis may flag up training 
needs in the manager, particularly regarding 
communication skills such as reading, writing, 
listening and speaking. Managers and 
employees may be reluctant to confess to 
blind-spots in these apparently basic skills 
and may, in the past, have gone to great 
lengths to conceal them.

For example, writing may seem common- 
place. Yet, even for the highly-literate,  
there can be problems of interpretation.  
For example, the General Medical Council 
has found some doctors unaware as to how 
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