
Analyzing the Purpose and the Audience

WOrKPLACe iN FOCuS

With energy independence at the forefront of 
international concerns, many leaders have high 
expectations for Suncor Energy, a Canadian firm 
with a high-tech process for extracting oil from 
Alberta’s bitumen-rich sands. The company recently 
rolled out “Oil Sands: The Next Generation,” a 
communications blitz conveying Suncor’s forward-
looking vision to more than 3,000 employees. The 
campaign included keynote speeches, newsletter 
inserts, offsite breakout meetings, and a Star Trek 
parody to motivate workers to double Suncor’s oil 
sands production. Employee feedback surveys 
provided managers with a gauge of the campaign’s 
effectiveness. Why might organizations use multiple 
communication channels to transmit messages?©
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The primary purpose of 
most business messages 
is to inform or to persuade; 
the secondary purpose 
is to promote goodwill.

identifying Your Purpose

Selecting the Best Channel

After identifying the purpose of your message, you need to select the most appro-
priate communication channel. Some information is most efficiently and effectively 
delivered orally. Other messages should be written, and still others are best deliv-
ered electronically. Whether to set up a meeting, send a message by e-mail, or write 
a report depends on some of the following factors:

• Importance of the message
• Amount and speed of feedback and interactivity required
• Necessity of a permanent record
• Cost of the channel
• Degree of formality desired
• Confidentiality and sensitivity of the message

An interesting theory, called media richness, describes the extent to which a 
channel or medium recreates or represents all the information available in the 
original message. A richer medium, such as face-to-face conversation, permits 
more interactivity and feedback. A leaner medium, such as a report or proposal, 
presents a flat, one-dimensional message. Richer media enable the sender to pro-
vide more verbal and visual cues, as well as allow the sender to tailor the message 
to the audience.

Many factors help you decide which of the channels shown in Figure 2.2 is most 
appropriate for delivering a workplace message.

Choosing an appropriate 
channel depends on the 
importance of the message, 
the feedback required, the 
need for a permanent record, 
the cost, and the degree of 
formality, confi dentiality, 
and sensitivity needed.

Identify your purpose.

Why are you writing?
What do you hope to achieve?

“I sent you an e-mail and forwarded a copy to 
your PDA, cell phone, and home computer. I 
also faxed a copy to your office, your assistant, 
and laptop. Then I snail-mailed hard copies to 
you on paper, floppy, and CD. But in case you 
don’t receive it, I’ll just tell you what it said...”
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Planning Business Mesages



Figure 2.2 Choosing	Communication	Channels	

Channel Best use

Blog When one person needs to present digital information easily so that it is available to others.

E-mail When you need feedback but not immediately. Lack of security makes it problematic for personal, 
emotional, or private messages.

Face-to-face conversation When you need a rich, interactive medium. Useful for persuasive, bad-news, and personal messages.

Face-to-face group meeting When group decisions and consensus are important. Inefficient for merely distributing information.

Fax When your message must cross time zones or international boundaries, when a written record is 
significant, or when speed is important.

Instant message When you are online and need a quick response. Useful for learning whether someone is available 
for a phone conversation.

Letter When a written record or formality is required, especially with customers, the government, suppliers, 
or others outside an organization.

Memo When you want a written record to clearly explain policies, discuss procedures, or collect 
information within an organization.

Phone call When you need to deliver or gather information quickly, when nonverbal cues are unimportant, and 
when you cannot meet in person.

Report or proposal When you are delivering considerable data internally or externally.

Voice mail message When you wish to leave important or routine information that the receiver can respond to when 
convenient.

Video- or teleconference When group consensus and interaction are important but members are geographically dispersed.

Wiki When digital information must be made available to others. Useful for collaboration because 
participants can easily add, remove, and edit content.



Anticipating the Audience

A good writer anticipates the audience for a message: What is the reader or listener 
like? How will that person react to the message?

respond to that profile, you are more likely to achieve your communication goals.
By profiling your audience and shaping a message to 

Profiling the Audience

Primary Audience
Who is the primary reader?
What are my personal and professional relationships with that person?
What does the person know about the subject?
What kind of response should I expect?

Secondary Audience
Who else might see or hear this message?
Are they different from the primary audience?
How must I reshape the message for the secondary audience?

By profi ling your audience 
before you write, you can 
identify the appropriate 
tone, language, and channel 
for your message.

responding to the Profile

After profi ling the audience, 
you can decide whether 
the receiver will be 
neutral, positive, or hostile 
toward your message.


