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The data referred to
throughout this article are
based on research with
20 organizations over the last
four years, during which time
Sinickas Communications Inc.
asked similar questions about
how employees prefer to
integrate electronic channels
into existing print, face-to-face
and audiovisual communication.
Not every question was asked
of each organization.
Individual company results
are often quite different
fromthe averages.

hen we turn to electronic
channels for communication, that decision is
often based on popular
wisdom. S ometimes
communicators follow
their gut feelings on what
to do. At other junctures, executives dictate what
should be done. F ortunately, we’ve had electronic
channels available to large numbers of employees
long enough to now have hard research available
to help answer the most common questions about
electronic channel selection and usage.

W

ARE E MP LOYE E S GE TTING TOO MUCH OR
TOO LITTLE INFORMATION E LE CTRONICALLY?
E mployees often complain in focus groups about
receiving too many e-mails. We asked employees
from nine companies whether they were receiving
the right amount of information, or too much or

too little, through various information sources
(Figure 1 ). On average, just under half said they
were getting the right volume of information
electronically, with the other half evenly split between
wanting more electronically and wanting less.
The findings at individual companies are not
always so well-balanced. At two companies where
most employees work outdoors away from
computers, more than half of those employees
said they wanted more electronic communication.
B ut at a similar company, where virtually all field
staff have regularly scheduled access to
computers as part of their paid work time, nearly
half of employees said that they were getting too
much information electronically.
WHAT TOP ICS DO E MP LOYE E S LIKE
TO LE ARN AB OUT E LE CTRONICALLY?
F igure 2 shows some of the topics that employees
most and least prefer to learn about electronically,

Illustration: Paul Lacy © Douglas Murphy Communications Inc.

by ANGELAD. SINICKAS, ABC

y on e ?
E le c t ro n ic C h a n n e ls
E lectronically (e-mail, intranet)

28%

P rinted Materials

27%

45%

26%

50%

F ace-to-Face Communication

23%

60%

20 %

Receive Too Little

40%

60%

3

80%

10 0 %

Receive Too Much

Receive J ust Right Amount

Recognition

69%

49%

60%

F inancials

52%

P roducts

47%

Industry News

46%

Company Goals

39%

50%

34%
86%

25%

74%

20%

27%

128%

0%
E lectronic

30%

68%

43%

How I Can Help

38%

72%

45%

Competitors

44%

50%

50%

13%

100%

Face-to-Face

150%

200%
Non-Company

A/V

P rint

Figure 3 . Top Two P referred S ources at Different Companies
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on average. On every topic, there is a wide response
range from company to company, depending on
their employees’ access to electronic channels and
how effective the channels are perceived to be
(Figure 3 ). When we survey employees on topic
preferences by channel, they are allowed up to two
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<< At two companies
where most employees
work outdoors
away from computers,
more than half
of those employees
said they wanted
31
more electronic
communication. But
at a similar company,
where virtually all
field staff have
regularly scheduled
access to computers
as part of their paid
work time, nearly half
of employees said that
they were getting too
much information
electronically. >>
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F igure 2 . Top Two P referred S ources on E ight S ubjects, on Average
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Figure 1 . E mployee S atisfaction With Volume of Information by Type of Channel

200%
Non-Company

choices per topic. Thus their preferences can add
up to as much as 2 0 0 percent, as indicated on
the f igures.
Communicators take it as a truism that we need
to provide a variety of information sources for
audiences, but we generally guess at how many
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<< Print is preferred
not only at companies
with large numbers
of employees lacking
electronic access.
Field sales reps
also report that
they’re more likely
to read a printed
32
publication while
in their clients’
waiting rooms
than an online posting
when they return
home or to their
hotel room at the
end of a long day. >>
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dif f erent sources and if the sources should va ry
by topic or audience. The data in F igure 4 show
how of ten employees’ top two inf ormation sources
are in the same f amily of sources. F or most of the
surveyed topics, between half and three-f ourths
of employees want a mix of channels (electronic
and f ace-to-f ace, or print and electronic, f or
example). And yet communicators report that
many of their executives want to distribute all
inf ormation solely via electronic channels.
Unf ortunately, employees tell us through these
surveys that few of them will exclusively g o online
f or their inf ormation needs.
In fact, when we ask employees what role the
intranet should play in the mix of communication
channels available to them, just over one-third say
they would prefer to rely on the intranet exclusively.

F igure 5 .
E mployees’ P referred Role of Intranets
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More than half want to see it as a part of their mix,
and nearly 1 0 percent say they don’t want any
information through the intranet (Figure 5 ).
WHE N CAN I P UT ALL MY
P RINT CHANNE LS ONLINE ?
Maybe never. Despite the supposition that once
everyone has online access, print communication
should die a quick death, more than three-fourths
of employees at six companies respond that they
want printed versions of publications to remain
available (Figure 6 ).
P rint is preferred not only at companies with
large numbers of employees lacking electronic
access. F ield sales reps also report that they’re
more likely to read a printed publication while in
their clients’ waiting rooms than an online posting
when they return home or to their hotel room at
the end of a long day. Consultants who spend
most of their week at client sites often have
difficulty surmounting firewalls to access their
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F igure 6 . How E mployees P refer
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result perspective—is a lot like asking a question
of a supervisor. It bears little resemblance to the
process or result of reading a printed publication.
S avvy supervisors who want to keep themselves
and their staffs as productive as possible may wish
to encourage use of the intranet for research and
learning, instead of subtly, or not so subtly,
discouraging its use as if it were something
entertaining and fun, but not useful.

own employer’s electronic channels, and say they
prefer to read print when traveling or commuting.
E ven IT employees say they get tired of staring at
their screens all day and prefer to read paper
versions of publications.
E ver since intranets and e-newsletters popped
up on the corporate landscape, communicators
and non-communicators have assumed that the
electronic channels can replace print. Although
that’s often what we’ve done with our channels,
the fact is that increased availability of electronic
channels actually reduces employees’ reliance on
face-to-face communication more than it kills their
appetite for print.
This surprising conclusion was the result of
analyzing employees’ pref erred inf ormation
sources in companies where electronic sources
were and were not available ( F igure 7 ). B eca use
the surveys used in this research allow people to
select up to, but no more than, two pref erred
sources, someone choosing a n electronic source
(that is new and available f or the f irst time) must
“give up” a vote previously pledged to a dif f erent
type of channel. I t turns out that very f ew people
chose to give up a print source; employees were
more likely to trade f ace-to-f ace communication
f or electronic.
In fact, this outcome makes sense. B eing able
to electronically search an intranet that includes
an archive of e-newsletters—from a process and
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DO NE W E LE CTRONIC CHANNE LS
RE P LACE RE LI ANCE ON OLDE R ONE S ?
No. It appears that adding electronic channels
actually increases the appetite for all electronic
channels (Figure 8 ). F or example, adding an
e-newsletter doesn’t reduce preferences for the
intranet or mass e-mails. Again, it’s f ace-to-face
contact that gives way to new electronic channels
if employees are allowed to select only their top
two preferences. Although limiting the choices to
two may seem artificial, time pressures at work do
curtail how much time and energy employees can
devote to searching out information they want. In
effect, they may have time for only one or two
communication sources.
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HOW DO E MP LOYE E S RE ALLY US E I NTRANE TS ?
Knowing how frequently your own employees
access your organization’s intranet is a valuable
piece of data to have if you’re trying to dissuade
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Figure 7 . Top-Two P referred S ources at Companies B efore and After Intranets Were Available
(averaged for eight topics)
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F igure 8 . e-Channels S elected Among Top-Two P referred S ources as More e-Channels
B ecome Available (average of eight subjects)
Cos. with intranet and e-newsletter

23%

Cos. with intranet only
Cos. without intranet 1 9%
0%
Intranet

19%

26%

22%

17%

8%

20 %

40%
e-newsletter

60%

80%
Mass e-mails

10 0 %

<< Increased availability
of electronic channels
actually reduces
employees’ reliance
on face-to-face
communication more
than it kills their
appetite for print. >>

F igure 9 . How Of ten E mployees
Access Intranets

Figure 1 0 . Reasons E mployees
Visit Intranets
4%

14%
35%

12%

28%
51%

12%

<< On average only
35 percent of employees
actively look at
their intranets
at least once a day....
More than one-fourth
of employees either
never look at
their company intranet
or access it less
than monthly. >>
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executives f rom relying on passive intranet
posting as your company’s main approach to
communication. Relying on usage data (e. g. ,
number of page views or visitors) can be
misleading, especially if your organization’s
intranet is the def ault home page on your
employees’ web browsers. J ust because it’s on
the screen doesn’t mean it’s being read.
I n our communication audits, we f ind that on
average only 3 5 percent of employees actively
look at their intranets at least once a day
(F igure 9 ). The number ranges f rom a high of
7 2 percent to a low of 6 percent (both results
are f rom surveys conducted in the last f ew
months). More than one-f ourth of employees
either never look at their company intranet or
access it less than monthly.
I n addition to knowing usage f requency, it’s
also valuable to discover why employees go to
their intranets. Our research shows that about
half of employees access intranets as part of

Only when I need
specific information
Other

their regular work routines (F igure 10 ). The other
half of employees go there only when they f eel a
need—either when prompted by the company or
when they want to search the site f or their own
reasons.
GE T ANS WE RS , DON’T MAKE AS S UMP TIONS
E lectronic channels have been around long
enough now that employees have a good sense of
how to use them and what these channels can
and can’t do f or them. The time is past when we
could rely on our instincts or expect to argue
successf ully with executives without hard
numbers to back up our recommendations. The
numbers in this article may or may not apply to
your own organization, but they should give you a
good idea of the right questions to ask of your
own employees. CW
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