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Communication with stakeholders: points for planning

Communications between the board and stakeholders are part of a board’s overall accountability.  Some communication, such as Annual General Meetings and Annual Reports, may be required by the organisation’s constitution.  Communications are also essential to maintain good ongoing relationships and to inform stakeholders of issues that may come up during the year.

A well-planned approach for board-level management of stakeholder communication helps maintain good relationships between the organisation and all its stakeholders.

Here are points to consider in communication with stakeholders:

1.  Identify all stakeholders

These could include:

· Owners (such as shareholders, trust beneficiaries)

· Customers

· Suppliers

· Iwi

· Local community

· Government regulators

· Media

· Potential directors/trustees

2.  Prioritise the stakeholders

Be sure that the Board’s communications effort is directed where it is most effective, not simply to the group that makes the loudest demands.

3.  Identify communication requirements for each stakeholder group

· Some requirements will be set by the constitution/trust deed or charter of the organisation.

· Some formal communication may be needed for the Board’s work such as hui on strategic direction, surveys of owners on a particular investment decision etc.

· Other requirements may be informal, such as a “no surprises” requirement for Government regulators, or a need to keep local iwi leaders informed of the reasons for board decisions.

All requirements should be noted in an overall stakeholder communication plan.

4.  Appoint spokespeople

It is vital that the Board be seen to be united and speak with one voice.  Generally the Chair is the public spokesperson on all issues for the Board.  There should also be at least two named spokespeople who can be contacted if the Chair is not available.

Trustees/directors who are not “official” board spokespeople will often find that they are asked to discuss Board business in their day-to-day contacts within the community.  It is important that directors/trustees demonstrate Board unity in these informal situations.

5.  Give consistent messages and information

All directors/trustees should be 

· Well aware of the Board’s position on all issues

· Well aware of what is, and is not, appropriate to discuss outside the boardroom

6.  Know the audience

The “how”, “when”, and “who” of communication can be as important as the “what”.  For example, one group of owners may prefer to hear Board news directly from the Chair at a meeting, whereas another may be happy to receive written communication.

Communication that is inappropriate, such as sending a person without any knowledge of te reo or tikanga to speak to a group who are versed in tradition, will affect the overall credibility of the Board and its work, even if the actual information delivered is well-thought out and accurate.

7. Plan for problems 

It is certainly not unusual for issues to escape from the board room and require management with stakeholders, and even, in the worst cases, the media.

Directors/trustees should consider the communications implications of decisions or problems that are being discussed, and form a full Crisis Communications Plan for issues that could have a major negative impact on the Board and the organisation.

The Board may wish to engage either the organisation’s communications advisor, or outside professionals for help in preparing the plan.
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