
But it’s important not to
overlook less obvious stakeholder
g roups. Think about who you need
on your side to operate successfully,
who can smooth the way for you
and who might block your pro g re s s
if not engaged early on?

This could include, for example,
the scheduling team that can grant
or block access to team meetings or
training time in call centers. Or the
p roject leaders who can influence
whether you’re brought in on
discussions early enough to
influence decision-making. It might
be the person in the HR team who
the HR director relies on for advice
and to make things happen. It
could even include the MD’s
personal assistant.

The terms used in the Johnson
and Scholes model are re l a t i v e l y
neutral. One colleague working in
change management cautions
against choosing more emotive
t e rms to categorize stakeholders: “I
h e a rd of someone who produced a
stakeholder map with quadrants
that had labels such as ‘blockers’
and ‘derailers’. Needless to say, it
can be very counter- p roductive if
somebody gets hold of a copy and
sees their name in one of those
boxes. You might know in your
own mind that someone is a
potential ‘blocker,’ but writing it
down is not a good idea.” 

2. Mapping out advocacy
Once you’ve identified and
categorized your stakeholders, the
next step is to map out how they
a re likely to feel now about your
p roposed strategy or activity and
how you ideally want them to feel
for the strategy to be successful.

You can choose whatever term s
you find helpful to do this. Perh a p s
somebody is currently “bro a d l y
s u p p o rtive” of your team but you
want them to be an “advocate.”

How to get buy-in from senior
leaders is a common conversation in
i n t e rnal communication circles. It’s
easy to see why. Practitioners want
to be recognized as strategic advisers
instead of writers of e-mails. They
d ream of getting line managers to
take their communication but
responsibilities seriously, but they
also need the budget and re s o u rce to
achieve their objectives.

Most of the issues we continually
chip away at as communication
p rofessionals depend to a greater or
lesser extent on having the
confidence and endorsement of the
right people behind you.

Gaining commitment at the top is
i m p o rtant but in most org a n i z a t i o n s
t h e re are people at other levels who
can also help or hinder the success
of a communication strategy. Think
of your stakeholders as any
individual or group that has the
re s o u rces you need to deliver an
initiative successfully. Or even more
w i d e l y, a group or individual that
has a stake in that initiative, i.e. they
stand to gain or lose something
f rom the outcome.

A structured approach
Change management specialists
working on major pro j e c t s
routinely take a stru c t u re d
a p p roach to identifying and

categorizing their stakeholders.
Change management advisor Ti m

Payne explains why the discipline is
equally important for
communication teams: “Support
functions often struggle to get what’s
i m p o rtant to them onto the
corporate agenda because they’re
not immediate re v e n u e - g e n e r a t i n g
functions. So they have to be able to
influence other people who have the
power to help make things happen.”

A stru c t u red approach to
stakeholder management typically
involves three steps:
1 . identifying stakeholders;
2 . mapping where they are now

and where you want them to 
be; and

3 . deciding how to close the gap.

1. Identifying stakeholders 
E ffective stakeholder management
s t a rts with identifying the people
who could impact your strategy.
Use a simple matrix such as the
Johnson and Scholes model (Figure
One, below) to work out where to
concentrate time and eff o rt .

Decide how interested each
stakeholder is likely to be in what
y o u ’ re proposing to do and how
much power they have to impact
the success of your plans. 

People or teams with a high
power rating might control budgets
or re s o u rces. Board members will
p robably have a high power rating.

TURNING STAKEHOLDERS INTO ADVO CATE S
Having a carefully thought out communication
strategy is one thing, but putting it into practice
successfully depends on strong relationships and
alliances. Sue Dewhurst and Liam FitzPatrick look at
how taking a structured approach to managing
stakeholders can build support and commitment
where you need it.

Seek co m m i t m e nt f rom key players who can make or break your co m m u n i c ation plans

Sue Dew h u r s t is an independent co n s u l t a nt s p e c i a l i z i n g
in internal co m m u n i c ation. Liam Fi t z Pat r i c k heads up the
co n s u l t a n c y, Working: co m m u n i c ation strategies. T h ey lead
M e l c r u m’s new fo u r-d ay training pro g ram, the Int e r n a l
Co m m u n i c ation Black Belt P ro g ram. For more i n fo r m ation go
to: www. m e l c r u m . co m

Figure One: Johnson & Scholes model
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Putting the pieces together 
The end result should be a plan
that can be refined and amended
over time as new stakeholder
relationships are formed and the
priorities of the communication
strategy change (see example in
F i g u re Three, above).

Stakeholder management is like
most things in the world of
communication – it’s not ro c k e t
science, but it needs thought and
planning to be effective. And it’s
best considered at the start, while
developing strategies and plans,
instead of at the end when there
a re fewer opportunities to involve
others in their development and
less room for compro m i s e .

A successful approach will build
on the usual foundations of
speaking the language of the
business and understanding the
audiences and issues thro u g h
re s e a rch and analysis.

Gaining stakeholder buy-in is a
critical part of a successful
communication strategy. Wi t h o u t
the support of key players, what
we may see as best-practice plans
can remain on the shelf, be subject
to frustrating delays or be off i c i a l l y
tolerated but treated in practice as
an add-on to the “real” agenda.

Alison Quest, UK head of
i n t e rnal and change
communication for Royal &
SunAlliance sums it up: “An
i n t e rnal communication strategy is
not much good if you can’t deploy
it. My stakeholders are my license
to operate. How could I possibly
do my job without them?” scm

“minimal eff o rt” and who simply
need to be neutral towards your
s t r a t e g y, simple aware n e s s - r a i s i n g
t h rough e-mails and updates may
be suff i c i e n t .

For the key players who you
would like to see become advocates
and help put your strategy into
practice, a more proactive pro c e s s
of engagement is needed. You will
need to involve them in your
thinking early on, understand their
point of view and show how you
have incorporated it in your
a p p roach. You might also actively
enlist them in developing solutions
and make compromises in re s p o n s e
to their input.

U l t i m a t e l y, says Payne, it’s about
being as proactive, consultative and
t r a n s p a rent as possible: “It’s all
about choosing the right
conversations and having enough
of them. There ’s a lot of basic stuff
you can do like listen to them,
understand and care about their
issues and try to find a way to play
to them. Build the rapport. And
t h e re ’s a bit of negotiation
re q u i red; what can you give up to
give them a win?”

Maybe they’re “vocally opposed”
to investing in that line manager
training you’re proposing, in which
case you may well be satisfied if
they at least become “neutral.”

Some people use a numerical
scale, rating people from 0 (may be
negative towards the plans) to 5
(likely to be an advocate).

Tim Payne uses a consistent four-
point scale when considering how
stakeholders might respond to a
planned project: make it happen;
help it happen; watch it happen; or
stop it happening.

3. Closing the gap
You should now have a good
understanding of the range of your
stakeholders, how much power they
have to influence your plans and
their likely reaction to those plans.
The final step is to consider how,
for each of your chosen
stakeholders, you will close the gap
between where they are now and
w h e re you want them to be.

The methods you choose will
depend on the same principles you
would use to develop a standard
communication plan (see Figure
Two, below, for an adapted model
f rom Bill Quirke of Synopsis
Communication). 

The amount of eff o rt you put in
will depend on how key players are
to your strategy’s success, where you
need them to be on the scale fro m
a w a reness through to c o m m i t m e n t ,
and where they are now.

For those stakeholders who you
established early on as needing

Figure Three: Example of a stakeholder management plan

Figure Two: A model for moving from awareness to commitment

Commitment

Involvement

Support

Understanding

Awareness
Newsletters
Memos

Discussions
Meetings

Consultation
Debate
Feedback

Early incorporation
Show compromise
Share confidences
Collective problem-
solving

S t a ke h o l d e r

Ops dire cto r

Tra i n i n g
m a n a ge r

Key player – wa nt to
t rain line manage r s
n ex t ye a r

A d vo c at e A d vo c at e Co ntinue to invo l ve
in planning

Key player – owns our
main audience

N e u t ra l A d vo c at e Offer comms solution
to help with sales (her
b i gge s t i s s u e ) .
I nvo l ve Mike (her key
influencer) in
d eveloping appro a c h .

Cat e go ry and re a s o n s
C u r re nt
d i s p o s i t i o n

D e s i re d
d i s p o s i t i o n

Mechanism fo r
c h a n ge

This article re f l e ct s
some of the co u r s e
work cove red in
M e l c r u m’s new
t raining pro g ra m ,
the Int e r n a l
Co m m u n i c at i o n
Black Belt P ro g ra m .
For more
i n fo r m ation go to :
www. m e l c r u m . co mSource: Synopsis Communication

The Internal Communication Black Belt Programme

© Melcrum Publishing 2006


