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THE EMPLOYEES’ RIGHT TO KNOW THE ISSUES
AND THE CORPORATIONS’ RESPONSIBILITY
TO COMMUNICATE

David N. Bateman
Southern Illinois University at Carbondale

It may be considered propaganda! It is a risky business! The N.L.R.B. may
come after you! These are the excuses that businesses sometimes use in
order to justi fy their rationale for not communicating with their employees.
However, it is generally accepted today that employees have a right to be
informed about basic company issues affecting them. Yet, companies are
often not accepting the responsibility to communicate with their employ-
ees. The evolution of corporate communications to employees is presented
and a case made that the corporation must be competitive in the market-
place o f ideas.

VIRTUALLY UNQUESTIONED TODAY is the employees’
right to know something about basic company activities; para-
doxically, management generally has not accepted the responsi-
bility to communicate on issues. Management communicates,
but often the nature of that communication is passive. It is
neither communication grounded in germane issues nor is it
communication that is helpful to the employee in evaluating
controversial issues confronting labor and management.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE EMPLOYEES’ RIGHT TO KNOW

Management was jarred from its traditional silence during the
first decade of this century with the publication of the book
History of the Standard Oil Company by Ida Tarbell. During
the writing of this book Tarbell discovered that company repre-
sentatives would talk with her. They said, &dquo;We’ve changed our
policy. We are giving out information.&dquo;’ Management’s &dquo;will-
ingness&dquo; to release information increased during the labor strife
of the 1930s. These confrontations forced firms to provide
employees with some information. With the beginning of the
Second World War many firms accepted or condescended to the
idea that employees had some kind of right to have information
about the firm and its activities.
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The decades of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s clearly estab-
lished the right of the employee to be informed. Dover has
identified specific corporate communication patterns in each
of several decades which he classified as: Era I, the 1940s-
entertain ; Era II, the 1950s-inform; Era II, 1960s-persuade.2
These communication categories are not uniform. Some firms
still operate with a 1940 orientation. But, the decades and
categories provide a way to recognize changes in corporate
communications.

The Employees’ Right to be Entertained

During the 1940s there was an entertainment emphasis in
the formal employee communications of firms. Company
newspapers were a popular vehicle for communication. The

papers concentrated on social news, free classified ad sections
for employees, and various types of &dquo;give blood&dquo; and &dquo;buy
bonds&dquo; promotions. The strategy was to represent the firm as
a concerned citizen-one for whom it was &dquo;nice&dquo; to work.
This emphasis was significant and important. However, when
an entire communication program consists of the entertainment
orientation the message is milquetoast. The concept which is
inferred from this interpretation of &dquo;the employees’ right to
know,&dquo; is that the employee is shallow.

The Employees’ Right to be Informed

After the War, the make-up of the labor force changed as did
the perspective of the veteran-employee. Companies were not
oblivious to the changes. The# realignment to the postwar work
force was clearly reflected in their communication. During the
fifties there was a shift from entertainment to information. The

veteran-employee was concerned with company policy, the
firm’s reaction to inflation, the market for its product, and the
future of his company. Corporations did a remarkably good job
of responding to the information needs of the employee, and
during this period, management more clearly accepted and
upgraded the employees’ right to know. Some firms started to
realize that their interests could be best served by meeting the
information needs of the employee. American industry became
more highly unionized. While the union’s approach was some-
times sloppy, they did develop techniques of relating &dquo;bread
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and butter&dquo; issues to their membership. Companies began to
realize that the employee was going to know where the union
stood on contracts and other issues. Therefore, it would be ben-
eficial if the employee knew the company stance.

The Employees’ Right to be Persuaded

After one has established an information base, it becomes

practical to go one step farther and attempt to interpret that
information and persuade others. The late 1950s and early 1960s
saw some firms taking stands on issues. A few representatives of
American industry understood that the employee not only had
a right to know, but had a need to know the company’s view-
point on controversial issues. General Electric and Caterpillar
Tractor Company as well as several steel firms are distinct

examples of organizations that took stands on controversial
issues and advocated a precise course of action.

From the thirties to the sixties the employees’ right to know
underwent a process of communications evolution. This devel-

opment was spurred by the corporate hand being forced. Each
succeeding decade saw greater corporate acceptance of this
employees’ right. In their response, most firms presented their
communications in a very professional, clear, and ethical man-
ner. The evolution of company communications was evidenced
in the changing corporate organization. Old &dquo;Public Relations&dquo;

departments matured into or spun off into units of &dquo;Commun-
ications.&dquo; These changes emphasized the evolution from
&dquo;P.R.-we are a nice company&dquo; to &dquo;Communications-we have
ideas to share with employees.&dquo;

MANAGEMENT’S VIEW OF THE EMPLOYEE
AS REFLECTED IN THEIR COMMUNICATIONS

This evolution clearly indicates the change in how manage-
ment viewed the employee. Inherent in corporate communica-
tion during the entertainment decade was the belief that the
employee was only intelligent enough to be entertained. By
parading cartoons, pictures of employees fishing, and columns
of jokes, the company believed it was meeting the communica-
tion needs of the employees.

Corporate communications during the fifties became more
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information-oriented and this indicated another change in man-
agement’s view of the employee. The employee was now looked
upon as someone who could understand! It was learned at one
tractor company that the employees’ interest level was consider-
ably beyond cartoons of &dquo;Tommy Tractor&dquo;; its employees were
desirous and capable of handling information concerning basic
company policy, new product development, and corporate
expansion plans. They wanted information about the firm’s
view of the economy, the market, international sales, and how
these factors affected the firm. Acknowledging this, some firms
kept pace with the information explosions of the fifties and
conveyed relevant data to their employees.

Building upon the information base, a few firms during the
period of 1958-1964 actively engaged in interpretation and per-
suasion. After all, premised upon what firms had been imparting,
the employee had an information storehouse concerning eco-
nomics, competition, and productivity. Now why not attempt
to convince the employee that the firm’s way of handling prob-
lems of competition and production was the best way? This
period saw firms taking stands on controversial issues and lock-
ing into confrontations with unions over technicalities concern-
ing the best way to cope with the realities of productivity and
wages. These confrontations reflected more than changing nuan-
ces in message style; the communications began to be presented
with the assumption of a more alert and contemplative employee-
audience. The employee was beginning to be considered as a
human being who could understand information, receive con-
tradictory information (from union and company), weigh it
and decide for himself on a course of action.

THE EMPLOYEE RIGHT IS ESTABLISHED

The development of the information-interpretation emphasis
established the right of the employee to receive communications
from the firm. But, it was not just a case of changing the con-
tent of the communications. Simultaneously the nature of the
employee-audience changed. As the educational attainment
level of the employee increased, his desire and need for informa-
tion likewise increased. During each decade since 1940, the per-
centage of the population between the ages of 25 and 29 com-
pleting high school has increased 10 percent. In 1970 the
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percentage of high school graduates in this age category was
twice as high as in 1940. Realizing this increase in educational
attainment, some firms have attempted to meet the employees’
information demands.

The right of the employee to know about basic company
activities has been established. It was not established by corpor-
ate plan, but as the result of union attacks, increased employee
education, and a realization by the corporation that it too was
benefited by communication with employees on issues.

MANAGEMENT’S RESPONSIBILITY NOT ACCEPTED

However, the right for the employee to know has not been
followed by corporate acceptance of its responsibility to clearly
communicate on issues. Although a few organizations have
accepted the responsibility, the vast majority have not. Most
corporations today are operating from a 1950 orientation rather
than from an interpretation-persuasion orientation. Corporations
have not progressed toward Era IV-advocacy communications,
a logical extension of Dover’s categories. Actually, it appears
that many have regressed to an Era II orientation. Evidently,
many firms feel more comfortable just providing information
and &dquo;letting the facts speak for themselves&dquo; rather than relating
information and suggesting ways of interpreting those facts, as
has been done so successfully by commercial news media.

ALIBIS FOR NOT ACCEPTING REPONSIBILITY
FOR COMMUNICATING

Three alibis which are commonly cited by management to
excuse their failure to communicate on issues have been pre-
viously identified3 ; a fourth has recently emerged. The alibis for
not accepting the responsibility of communicating on issues are:

I. Propaganda. -Corporations are afraid that their communica-
tions may be labeled propaganda. In order to avoid or hide from
the name-calling technique, many corporations keep their com-
munications and their ideas behind closed doors. These organi-
zations forget that the employees’ level of understanding has
increased and that many employees will see through attempts to
label reasonable company communications as propagandistic.
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II. Credibility.-Some corporations feel that their credibility
may be lost if they communicate. Evidently some corporations
feel they are 100 percent credible, but if their ideas are com-
municated, their credibility standing may drop. These organiza-
tions view silence as more credible than reasoned explication.
III. Risky.-Some corporations feel that sticking their neck out

is too risky; the prestige of the corporate image may be compro-
mised. Again, their rationale is that silence is more prestigious
than communicated logic. Managers understand that they live
and operate in a world of risk-but the risk of reasoned rhetoric
is a responsibility to be avoided! t
IV. N.L.R.B.-Decisions of the National Labor Relations Board

may go against the corporation. Many firms have been frightened
by the NLRB decision concerning General Electric and the
Union of Electrical Workers. In that single decision a case for
the alibi maker was established. Some organizations feel that
legal decision negated corporate free speech.4 Agreed, if that
decision was fully imposed across the board, the corporate right
and responsibility to communicate with employees would be
limited. But the decision has not been replicated and there were
many factors besides simple communications involved in the
NLRB decision. Furthermore, the case has been adjudicated to
the courts, thus absolute conclusions should not be drawn. Con-
sequently, corporations should not stop communicating on
issues because of one decision by an NLRB examiner.

REJECTING THE ALIBIS AND ACCEPTING
THE RESPONSIBILITY

These alibis are not sound reasons for rejecting the responsi-
bility to communicate-they are just alibis. The intelligence
level and desired need of the employee to want information has
continued to increase while firms have shied from their respon-
sibility to communicate on issues. As Dover succinctly stated,
&dquo;Businessmen have a special responsibility to keep their employ-
ees informed. They have a responsibility to communicate with
them on internal company matters which affect them as

employees, and on the relevant public issues which also affect
them .... &dquo;5

Instead of complaining about the way the public and employ-
ees often negatively view their company, their executives and
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and their motives, it is time for the corporation to give the truth
an equal opportunity. The corporation must speak out or run
the risk of being subjected to discrimination because it failed to
accept the responsibility to communicate on issues. The union,
the government, and the employee has not stolen the corpora-
tions’ opportunity to communicate; the corporation simply has
not accepted its responsibility. Now is the time to clearly realize
the rights and needs of the employee and accept the responsibil-
ity to communicate on issues. The truth of what the corpora-
tion has to communicate must be given equal opportunity in
the marketplace of ideas.

ttt
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