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Abstract 

Listening and understanding are essential elements of communication although often least 

focused on in management literature and organizations. In knowledge-based organizations, 

indicative of the modern era of educational parity and information prevalence, communication 

has transformed from a vertical structure to a rounded or multi-directional pattern. Knowledge is 

not communicated only from leadership to subordinates but from and to all directions. Skillful 

leadership communication apparatus involving information and knowledge sharing among 

various stakeholder units are critical ingredients for success. The content, style, and source of the 

information being shared are essential elements of communication. Effective communication 

also involves listening and understanding of the information and knowledge being shared, 

elements that are least focused on in the communication process. Managers in a knowledge-

based organization may make better decisions relevant to growth and sustainability by listening 

or receiving information from their employees.  
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Introduction  

  Effective communication undergirds leadership abilities and determines performance within 

organizations. As Barret (2002) evaluated, employees are motivated when informed and 

knowledgeable about organizational goals through effective communication. In a survey, 57% of 
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1000 employees in America reported that understanding of the goals of the company improves 

their performances, however, 66% acknowledged that the CEO communicated the vision and 

strategies of the organization to them (Grossman, 2016). In a survey of 1,061 American workers 

aged 18 years or above, Kelton Global (2013) revealed that 48% of employees believed their 

managers were not committed to the vision and mission of the organization. A lack of 

commitment by management to organizational vision and mission may translate into a lack of 

proper communication of these values to subordinates. A lack of effective communication of 

organizational vision and mission to employees may be detrimental to production and growth. 

            Communication, the dissemination of information, has two aspects; the delivering and 

receiving of information. In the modern era, the tools of communication such as telephone, 

video, fax, twitter, etc. are given credence to perhaps more than any other aspects in the 

communication process. The “delivery” aspect of communication is more focused on than the 

“receiving” or “listening” component. Cohn (2005) stated, “The starting place for effective 

communication is effective listening.” In essence, the importance of the listener or receiver in the 

communication process cannot be under-estimated. Understanding of information by the receiver 

requires skill and knowledge to decipher and create value needed for organizational 

performance. However, 40% of 1,061 employees aged 18 or above revealed their lack of a full 

understanding of their organization’s vision (Kelton Global, 2013), a critical element in 

determining performance and overall growth and sustainability.  

            Modern organizations are characterized by knowledge-based employees due to the parity 

of skills and education. As a result, the autocratic leadership style has yielded to a democratic 

approach in many organizations. The communication style may thus reflect the leadership 

methodology of democracy in the modern era of knowledge-based employees. Contrary to the 
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theory that communication flows either vertically or horizontally (Bartels et al., 2010), 

communication may be a well-rounded or multi-directional structure involving diverse 

participants. The focus of attention, however, should be equally placed on the “receiving” aspect 

of communication. This article is meant to shift focus onto the role of management as listeners 

rather than deliverers of information in the communication process, in knowledge-based 

organizations where employees are capable of performing tasks competently and without 

managerial guidance.  

The Holistic Nature of Communication 

            Communication is a holistic apparatus involving the tools of communication such as 

phone, face-to-face, or email, the content (value of information/knowledge), source (credibility), 

style of delivery (short, verbiage, candor), the listener’s attentiveness, understanding, and ability 

to process the content of the message being transferred into knowledge for effective use. In 

essence, the result of effective communication is the value created by the receiver based on an 

understanding of the information or knowledge transmitted. 

            In a knowledge-based organizational setting characterized by competence and skill in the 

performance of tasks, there is a democratization of communication. The most important listener 

or receiver in this setting may be leadership as they can create value from information 

communicated, to effect positive changes for organizational growth and sustainability. The 

effective leader may receive information from all stakeholders including noncustomers, 

customers, employees, stockholders, and government agencies. These broad stakeholder groups 

of organizations may be knowledge-based deliverers of important information needed by 

leadership in their decision-making process. Organizations must practice communication from a 

holistic structure with emphasis on the listener in a knowledge-based organization. There’s 
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meager attention paid to “listening” in managerial communication literature. Literature and 

managerial practices focus on communication from the “deliverer” perspective which mainly is 

the leadership. However, in a knowledge-based modern era of skill-parity and experts in 

departments, managers may be better off listening than talking.  

The Listener in a Knowledge-based Organization 

            The modern era has brought about efficiency and prevalence of information, due to 

technological advancement, from knowledge-based sources as a result of high levels of 

education and skills of employees and other stakeholders. There is a high disparity in the number 

of college graduates in 2018 and 1960. Duffin (2019) compiled statistics showing that in 2018, 

35% of the U.S. population had a college degree compared to 7.7% in 1960, and 21.3% in 1990. 

This may lend some credence to the characterization of employees as knowledge-based and 

highly skilled. 

            Organizational leadership may assign employees who are experts in their field to tasks. In 

an organizational setting, all the departmental heads and their subordinates may be highly 

skilled. The general manager in a knowledge-based organization thus may seek information and 

knowledge from these skilled individuals to be an effective manager, a task that involves 

providing the needs of, and integrating various people in departments to optimize performance 

and accomplish the mission of the organization (Welch, 2005; Drucker, 2008). 

            Communication remains an effective apparatus needed by managers in the daily 

discharge of their duties. As Drucker (2008) assessed, communication is distinctive to the field 

of management than any other discipline. Effective communication defines management. A 

manager defines and clearly articulates the mission of the organization and provides resources to 

employees to help perform their tasks effectively. As Bergman, Dellve, and Skagert (2016) 
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identified in their research, communication in an organizational setting is important towards the 

creation of a healthy workplace and that employees view it as a tool for development. 

            A manager in given cases inspires and transforms individuals through carefully selected 

words and actions. A manager may also use a negotiating skill or transactional approach to 

enthrall employees to optimize performance. Managers not only deliver a message and act in the 

process of communication but also and, perhaps more importantly, listen or receive message and 

actions from employees, especially in a knowledge-based organization, with regards to their 

needs, and fostering of teamwork for optimal performance. The virtue of a managerial task thus 

hinges on effective communication aspects of listening to employees that are knowledgeable at 

their tasks and delivering according to the needs, for optimal performance within organizations.       

Tools of Communication 

            Managers, employers, employees in every discipline and the public may be enthralled by 

innovative technologies that allow effective communication without regard to any demarcations. 

Employees are allowed to work from the comfort of their homes and practically anywhere they 

may be in the world. Face-to-face communication may have transformed from in-person to a 

video feed via skype and visual chat apps. The tools for both verbal and written communication 

may be limitless as phones, fax machines, email, blogs, twitter, etc. have become increasingly 

efficient and ubiquitous. As managers take advantage of all the tools at their disposal for 

effective communication, there are other factors to consider such as the style of delivery. 

Style of Communication 

            Welch (2005) emphasized the importance of candor or openness in communication, the 

lack of which may have a detrimental effect on organizational development. According to Welch 

(2005), the lack of explicit information sharing, withholding, and misleading messages stifles the 
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efficient dissemination of ideas needed for progress. Candor may be viewed as transparency or 

telling the truth in communication (O’Toole & Bennis, 2009). The truth is important for trust, 

teamwork, and progress in organizations. The style of delivering a candid message may prevent 

or lead to conflicts and enervative tendencies that interfere with performance. There are many 

times that the truth may be a bitter pill to swallow and the deliverer of such a message may face 

negative repercussion including punitive actions. Managers may change cultures that punish 

employees for candor.  

            Tolerating a culture of candor, transparency, or truth in communication is by no means 

easy especially in maintaining teamwork, however, it is necessary to foster changes and spur 

performance. Management’s task herein may be to create a culture of candor that hinges on 

employees’ ability to show maturity and dedication to the mission by accepting criticism. 

Delivering candor from constructive criticism, tone-friendly, respectful, and helpful orientation 

may be required. Since communication is “rounded” or multi-directional in a knowledge-based 

setting, managers may be better off creating a culture of candor where employees may freely 

express themselves and in the process share relevant information needed for decision making. 

 

     

Sources in Communication 

          There are various sources of information-gathering and knowledge-sharing relevant to the 

listening or receiving pleasure of managers in their decision-making process. Employees are 

responsible for the production of goods and services that create value for customers, especially in 

a highly competitive market. Employee communication is important towards the building of 

relationships and teamwork needed for performance. In a Survey by Kelton Global (2013) 
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however, 38% of 1,061 employees revealed that managers have established a functional working 

relationship or teamwork atmosphere. Managers may be more effective in establishing a 

communication channel with employees to listen to the knowledge disseminated and inculcate in 

their decision-making process for organizational growth and sustainability.   

            Feedback from consumers has always been a catalyst for change. Management strategizes 

to gain feedback from consumers. Making consumer feedback more accessible in the era of 

educational parity may involve the revamping or creating of community relations department to 

keep abreast with social media posts by consumers and also organize events to ingratiate with the 

community and learn any information that they may share. Community relation programs may 

center on annual door-to-door knocking events to listen to consumer complaints and other 

feedbacks. There may also be food and drinks events at community parks to listen to community 

members. 

            Strategizing for information about non-consumers may not be a novel idea but an 

important one. In their analysis of market-creating innovation, Christensen, Ojomo, and Dillion 

(2019) emphasized on the importance of meeting the needs of non-consumers through 

affordability and availability of products and services. Listening to why there are non-consumers 

may lead to changes in organizational strategies necessary to generate growth and sustainability. 

            The ethical practices of organizational leaders have become a focus of attention by 

government and the public in light of malfeasances and subsequent collapse of corporations such 

as Enron and Lehman Brothers deemed “too big to fail.” The extensive and inescapable focus is 

partly pivoted by technology efficiency and ubiquity of the modern era. Organizational leaders in 

fear of public outcry and subsequent detrimental action of their unethical conduct have resorted 

to programs such as corporate social responsibility. Many organizational leaders emphasize good 
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ethical practices as they outline and act on corporate social responsibility programs to improve 

public image thus the growth and sustainability of their corporations. In essence, organizational 

leaders listen to the ethical demands of the public and act accordingly in the interest of their 

businesses.    

Content of Communication 

            In a survey, 40% of 1,061 American employees aged 18 or above revealed their lack of a 

full understanding of their organization’s vision (Kelton Global, 2013). Being oblivious to 

organizations’ vision, mission, and strategies are detrimental to growth and development and 

indicate a lack of effective communication. The clarity and availability of the information in 

communication are important to the receiver to allow understanding, processing, and 

transformation into knowledge. Organizations may post their vision, mission, and strategy 

statements for easy accessibility by employees. These statements should contain clear and simple 

language for the understanding of all employees and other stakeholders.  

            A knowledge-based employee may focus on transparency and availability of information 

to colleagues and superiors to better perform tasks. Management may require information from 

the engineering department to make innovative and strategic decisions. Technical jargon that 

may be typical to engineers may create a lack of understanding for the management hence the 

need for simple and clear language in the dissemination of information to a receiver. Having a 

clear and simple content of information is necessary to avoid misinformation and allow the 

receiver to better understand.  

The Listener in Communication  

            As Cohn (2005) assessed, effective communication starts with the listener. The listener or 

receiver of information being communicated is equally important to the deliverer. One may 
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argue that the receiver or listener may be more important because in an organizational setting 

receiving information is meant to effect changes for improvement, solve problems, execute a 

mission, foster teamwork, perform task, etc. In all cases, the receiver of the information 

transforms it into knowledge needed to improve organizational performance or solve a problem. 

            Receiving information requires high degree of the knowledge to better understand and 

create value from the information received. The receiver in an organizational setting should be 

knowledge-based or highly skilled. However, in a survey of 1,061 American employees, Kelton 

Global (2013) discovered that 37% considered their managers as intelligent and another 39% 

trusted that managers understood their roles in the organization. This statistic is alarming and 

reveals the need for knowledge-based managers to listen more and have the ability to process 

such information into knowledge relevant for their decision-making and to earn the trust of 

subordinates. 

Cross-cultural Communication     

            In a cross-cultural setting, understanding of the information may be challenging. There 

may be problems such as the loss of information through translation, the use of certain language 

that may send the wrong message such as an indication of aggression or lack of urgency. In my 

experience in Britain and America, certain words are used differently by these two cultures. For 

example the word “mad” means “angry” in America, whereas in Britain it indicates insanity. I 

indicated in a business meeting in Britain that the consumers were mad. That did not go well. 

Written communication between a British and American may indicate spelling errors. American 

spelling of behavior is different from the British who places a “u” after the “o”. 

            Other problems may arise from face-to-face communication either in-person or live video 

chat depending on one’s culture. The usage of certain gestures and eye contact that may be 
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deemed inappropriate by the receiver. In the Journal of Oncology Practice (2007) an example 

was given of some Asian women’s tradition of avoiding eye contact in face-to-face 

communication, a practice that is abhorred in American culture. In the Ghanaian culture, 

referring to an elderly person by his/her first name is considered disrespectful, whereas in 

American culture it may be viewed as an act of social endearment. Communicating in a cross-

cultural setting thus requires knowledge and careful listening. 

 

Conclusion 

            In the communication process, listening is just as important as talking. Communication in 

a knowledge-based organization may be an aberration of the vertical communication channel 

from manager to employee. Knowledge-based employees possess skills to perform tasks 

effectively with limited managerial input. Managers in a knowledge-based organization may 

make better decisions relevant to growth and sustainability by listening or receiving information 

from their employees. A change apparatus may be created by a knowledge-based engineer or the 

marketing experts that requires the full listening or receptive attention of management to 

inculcate in their decision-making process. In the modern era of educational parity culminating 

in knowledge-based employees, effective communication may be undergirded by management’s 

ability to spend more time listening than delivering information.  
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