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Face-to-face communication channels
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When company CEOs or other top
executives visit different locations, it’s fairly
common for them to meet with small groups
of employees over lunch or coffee to talk
about the business. The key challenge,
however, is getting employees to feel
comfortable asking tough questions and
providing candid feedback.

One innovative way Alcatel’s senior leaders
have done this is through Post-ItTM notes.
When a senior leader hosts “coffee talks”
with groups of 12-15 employees, he or she
asks them to write down their toughest
questions on Post-ItTM notes and then post
them on the flipchart provided. While
employees are writing their questions, the
senior leader gets up and goes to make a
cup of coffee. When employees are finished,

the leader returns to the group, gathers the
notes and goes through each question.
Senior leaders tell employees at the start of
the meeting that every question is fair game
and that they will answer each question to
the best of their ability. 

According to Catherine Coyle, head of
internal communications at Alcatel North
America, “While a small group setting
provides a chance for personal interaction, it
can also be more intimidating to speak up
with challenging questions. By using Post-ItTM

notes to give employees a sense of
anonymity initially, it opens up the discussion
so they feel much more comfortable asking
candid follow-up questions and really
engaging in meaningful, and honest,
conversation with our senior leaders.”

ALCATEL
How to encourage tough questions during
skip-level meetings
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ANGELA SINICKAS: Engaging employees during site walkabouts

Getting senior leaders out on the floor to meet employees can be a really effective way to increase visibility and
build a bond between senior management and the front line. However, if leaders truly want to make a positive
impression on employees, they have to be willing to meet them at a personal level. Angela Sinickas, president
and founder of Sinickas Communications, has a few pointers to help make this happen:

• Get leaders to go it alone. “It’s much less intimidating if a leader walks around a site by themselves and
casually stops to chat with employees as opportunities arise,” she says. “This gesture downplays status and
makes employees feel more comfortable talking openly with the leader about their thoughts.”

• Ask questions – lots of them. “This is an opportunity for genuine, face-to-face feedback from employees. So,
leaders should avoid the urge to do all the talking and instead should concentrate solely on asking employees
questions about their jobs, what they think about the products, how things are running and what ideas
employees have for making things work better.”

• Don’t shoot down ideas. “Leaders should not be judgmental. These discussions are about gathering information,
getting an understanding of employees’ perceptions and thanking employees for the jobs they’re doing.”

Angela Sinickas, President, Sinickas Communications
angela@sinicom.com


