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Abstract

:

Current managerial communication in the global business world has recently experienced dramatic and unprecedented changes connected to the use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in business and managerial communication. The objective of this paper is to analyze the changes in ICT-enhanced business and managerial communication in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in the Czech Republic. The use of ICT in business and managerial communication is obvious and brings various benefits, but it also has some drawbacks that should be identified and analyzed. From a methodological point of view, this study is twofold. Firstly, we conduct a systematic review of the current literature on the topic of business and managerial communication, providing an understanding of the recent development in the area of business and managerial communication. Secondly, we conduct qualitative research into the current state of ICT-enhanced managerial and business communication in several SMEs in the Czech Republic. The findings of the literature research show that there are two key aspects that define modern business and managerial communication, i.e., interculturality and interconnectedness. These two aspects of business and managerial communication are very recent, and they bring many challenges that must be considered in order to optimize communication. These altered communication paradigms have the potential to improve global competitiveness and produce new opportunities in the global market. The second part of the research shows that the general awareness of the changes in business communication is limited, and this could potentially pose a threat to business and managerial communication, leading to a loss of opportunities and reduced competitiveness. The majority of global-based companies have already become culture-, communication-, technology- and information-dependent, and ignoring or neglecting this fact presents a significant risk, which may be one of the biggest threats to global competitiveness. Since the success of SMEs is critical for the development of the national economy, it is recommended that company communication be continuously enhanced by frequent training at all organizational levels. This presents a challenge for educational institutions and training centers, managers and businesspeople, of creating communication competencies that would be highly rewarded in the global business environment.
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1. Introduction


In this paper, the business and managerial communication in several Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in the Czech Republic is analyzed, as this area of business communication has still not been researched sufficiently in the Central European context. More specifically, we consider how much business and managerial communication is intentionally managed in Czech SMEs and if they take into consideration the very recent changes in the global trajectory of business and managerial communication. The literature review provides us with the most important recent research findings regarding the changes in business and managerial communication. This research is very important, as it provides us with new ideas regarding modern trends in business and managerial communication. The findings of this paper will be crucial both for the Central European (such as Czech, Slovak, Hungarian and Polish) companies who do business globally and also for various educators, such as universities and companies, who provide communication courses for managers.



Fourth Industrial Revolution


At present, businesses are being influenced by the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Industry 4.0) [1,2], a concept based on the development of fully automated and intelligent production, which enables completely autonomous communication between a company’s key players [3]. As Sommer [4] indicates, the technological changes caused by Industry 4.0 will have a profound effect on SMEs as far as communication is concerned. Thus, a company’s management must search for an environment that encourages creativity and innovation, and it has to create a clear and open communication system that is applicable within the whole company [5]. Furthermore, effective communication can promote better productivity and maintain strong working relationships, which then results in building trust among employees, contributing to an overall improvement in the company’s output and a better competitiveness [6]. The importance of effective business and managerial communication has now been realized all over the world, even in developing countries, which want to succeed in the world’s market [7].



Managerial communication, in particular, is the lifeblood of a company and a critical competency for the company’s leaders [8]. Recent research indicates that managerial skills are effective at the level of the job satisfaction and job commitment of employees. Therefore, more attention should be paid to the frequency and level of training provided for the development of communication managerial skills [9]. However, nowadays, the influx of rapidly emerging modern technologies creates the novel challenge for managers of exploring new Information and Communication Technology (ICT)-enhanced communication channels for effective communication at all company levels, i.e., both internal and external communication.





2. Business and Managerial Communication


Effective communication is especially important in Multinational Enterprises (MNEs), in which both managers and employees come from different geographical and cultural backgrounds, and all employees must use the company’s common language, which is usually different from their native one. However, English is used as a lingua franca (ELF), i.e., the shared language of shared business communication, in many contexts. A lot of research has been conducted on how much the use of this communication tool influences all communication processes within the company and also between companies doing business globally [10,11,12,13,14]. By the term, business communication, we understand any communication practices that are used with a business partner to conduct a business case with the aim of profitability, while managerial communication can be understood as a means for leading people within a company. Obviously, while both business and managerial communication have been developing, there have always been issues with them. There are good and bad practices, and each historical era has its own strategies, problems and aims in terms of both business and managerial communication.



2.1. Interculturality and Interconnectedness


There are two key aspects of current business and managerial communication that are underway in the global environment, i.e., interculturality and interconnectedness. Intercultural business communication is now crucial for business and managerial communication, as it enables us to be successful communicators in the global intercultural and geographically diverse business environment. It is crucial for a company’s management to realize that communication in global business companies is affected by the individual culture of the company, such as beliefs, values, norms, morals, myths, and structural elements. Therefore, nowadays, business communication cannot be other than intercultural [15]. The aspects of interculturality also have an impact on the choice of communication tools and, consequently, the outcomes of communication [16]. Not considering the issues of intercultural or cross-cultural communication leads to serious cross-cultural barriers with international partners, customers, distributors and suppliers, which can then result in the termination of business [17].



The second aspect of modern company communication is interconnectedness, i.e., permanent electronic communication connectivity, enabling the participants to be permanently online. A large proportion of communication—if not all communication—in multinational companies is nowadays done virtually via electronic communication. This trend is slowly moving into SMEs as well. It is usually perceived very negatively, because, e.g., hundreds of emails burden employees every day, which has a negative impact on effective communication, especially internally, inside a company due to the loss of time [18]. Thus, it is very important to set clear tasks to perform, the exact time that these tasks will be performed, and other aspects of work organization and communication strategies [19].




2.2. Global Digital Communication


The modern communication tools that have emerged recently (i.e., in the past twenty years), such as the Internet and mobile devices, have changed the way people communicate not only in everyday life, but also in business scenarios. They have brought new challenges but also benefits, which must be analyzed so that they can be used more efficiently. As mentioned above, the current business and managerial communication can be defined by two crucial aspects, namely, interconnectedness and interculturality [20,21]. What will these mean for the current aspects of business communication? Unprecedented changes in global communication in favor of human–computer interaction have changed the scope and contents of communication patterns significantly, and understanding them will provide businesspeople and managers not only with important tools for communication improvement, but will also be a prerequisite of global competitiveness.



The reality of business organizations is that people need to operate efficiently within these organizations, and communication is a tool that allows one to do so effectively. It is important to realize that traditional communication patterns of business communication [22,23] have been vastly altered, and these changes in communication patterns are ubiquitous in organizations. There are two new forces driving innovation in communication, i.e., the Internet and globalization. Digital organizations, the velocity of changes, and diversity (cultural and mental) present major forces that influence all organizations, their processes, and even company structures. Communication patterns are changing and hence also the ways people work and cooperate with each other. ICT and various mobile devices have had a great impact on the workplace, and modern technology changes the way business is conducted and companies are managed [24].



The digital workplace should, naturally, eliminate the barriers. However, sometimes, the reality is rather the opposite [25]. These digital tools could pose a threat to smooth communication and create a potential space for misunderstanding [26], which could have fatal consequences and be a significant threat to profitability and competitiveness. The current communication is unprecedentedly faster, more information is transferred, and various means of communication channels are chosen for information transfer, including means that did not exist two decades ago. All these aspects can potentially cause distractions, and recent research has proved that things like texting, the use of the Internet in the workplace, smartphone distraction, social media and an increased quantity of emails should be analyzed very carefully, as they are crucial for managerial and business communication and also for a company’s internal processes. Naturally, it is not only about analysis, but it is crucial to create clear communication standards in companies, and the setting of these standards will be crucial for maintaining smooth processes within a company and also between companies [26,27].



Furthermore, business and managerial communication is slowly accepting the new trends, such as the Artificial Intelligence (AI) revolution, biotech and infotech, deep learning, machine learning and other new trends in data science, including the Internet of things (IoT). All these revolutionary technological aspects will cause a lot of sophistication in the workplace, an increased speed of information transfer and, possibly, improved cognitive tools, which can potentially lead to a dramatic paradigm shift towards communication improvement and strategic communication management [28,29]. These unprecedented aspects of the current business and managerial communication should be studied properly so as to flag up or eliminate a potential bottleneck, which these modern tools and methods can cause.





3. Research Methodology


3.1. Research Objective


The purpose of this study is to analyze the changes in business and managerial communication in Czech SMEs and to find out if the management of these companies is aware of these modern changes in communication patterns and also if they have implemented adequate steps toward the improvement of communication. The researched SMEs and their communication strategies and settings were compared with two multinational enterprises, both with well-established communication strategies. These two multinational enterprises were considered as a benchmark and the best practice.




3.2. Systematic Literature Survey


This study has two parts. Firstly, in this introductory section, a systematic analysis of the current situation of business and managerial communication is conducted. The first part of the analysis was conducted as literature review in order to show the current situation in the global market in the case of SMEs and how this is reflected in some academic sources, i.e., peer-review journal articles and conference papers written in English.



The key searched collocations were as follows: electronic business AND managerial communication AND SME. The search was conducted in two of the world’s acknowledged databases: Web of Science and Scopus. The search was not limited by any time period, because there were not many articles on this topic. Altogether, the authors found 127 journal and conference articles, of which only 23 were suitable for this study, as they fully focused on business communication in SMEs. The other papers generated in these databases with the keywords did not fully focus on communication issues in SMEs. These articles have been referenced in this study. In Figure 1 below, the number of articles detected in Web of Science from 2000 to 2019 is shown. It is revealed that there has been a rising trend in the number of articles, which means that there is a growing interest in this topic. Therefore, this research was conducted to find out if there is any correspondence with an increased interest in the topic of business communication in SMEs as well.




3.3. Business Communication in Czech SMEs


The second part of the research was performed with twenty-four Czech SMEs, which are currently doing business locally in the Czech Republic, but which are also active in the global business market, i.e., all these companies are present in the global market in their business activities. The research was qualitative and in the form of guided interviews with the shareholders of the given twenty-four companies. There were 11 questions during the interview. Each person was interviewed for about half an hour. The answers were recorded and then analyzed using the traditional tools of discourse analysis, such as rewriting the recorded answers and conducting a detailed analysis of the transcripts. The intention of the interviews was to find out to what extent the key employees or owners are interested in and aware of the current situation regarding managerial and business communication and, furthermore, if they are aware of the importance of the intentional management of business and managerial communication.



All the researched companies are regional enterprises based in the Hradec Kralove and Pardubice regions in the eastern part of the Czech Republic, with more than ten but fewer than fifty employees. The interviews were conducted in the second half of 2019 (from August to December 2019). The research focused on the awareness of the changes in business communication patterns in the past few years. The authors of the paper highlighted the fact that the workplace has become digital, the spread of interconnectedness is unprecedented, and the question now is how much the management of these SMEs realized these changes. Moreover, it is crucial to underline that the ability to use modern communication tools and devices is the key to success, as a lot of research has already proven [26,27]. The question is to what extent these new aspects of business communication are implemented in the researched companies.




3.4. Control Group


To compare the findings from the researched SMEs, the same research was conducted with a control group of companies functioning as the best practices, namely, two multinational enterprises, which are currently doing business globally, and which have their subsidiaries and branches in the Czech Republic. This control group was used as a comparable parameter, which was utilized as a benchmark for determining how the researched SMEs view the current situation in business and managerial communication and to what extent this communication is managed strategically and intentionally in comparison with the researched multinational enterprises. The reason for choosing these two companies was their geographical closeness to the researched SMEs, i.e., they both have headquarters in the same region as the chosen SMEs.



The research was conducted in the form of interviews using the same questions as those used in the previous group of SMEs. The respondents were the two key employees responsible for the communication strategy in the company on the country level. One company is a major insurance company, and the other one is a leading global manufacturer of electronics components. They are both based in the Pardubice region. The research was conducted, in both companies, in August 2019.




3.5. Research Question


The research question is that whether business and managerial communication is managed sufficiently and intentionally in Czech SMEs and whether the management is aware of the importance of intentional communication management.





4. Research Results


The analysis of the literature results clearly shows that the trend regarding the focus on the importance of business and managerial communication and its optimization is very important in the modern business environment. The research question was whether the same trend would be visible in SMEs that are currently doing business in the Czech Republic. Moreover, the most important question was to what extent these trends are reflected in SMEs that are based in the Czech Republic but that are trying to establish a presence globally. Naturally, the trend described in the literature should be reflected in both the MNEs and SMEs. We do not see any reason why there should be differences in the use of modern communication tools in SMEs and MNEs.



Based on the results of the interviews with the management of the researched Czech SMEs, it is clearly visible that neither business nor managerial communication is managed sufficiently and intentionally in these SMEs. The relevant literature is available, the best practices in various MNEs are functional, and different kinds of training opportunities are present as well. However, the management, owners, or the shareholders of these SMEs do not consider a clearly managed communication strategy as very important, and they do not follow intentional strategies to optimize business and managerial communication.



In the following table (Table 1), an overview of the findings of the eleven interview questions is provided. The questions were used as guidelines, and the interviewees were given time and space to provide comments, which were recorded and then analyzed.



The most important finding of the research is that, in multinational enterprises, an increased interest in the systematic management of communication is very visible and inexorably embodied in all internal communication strategies and processes. However, in SMEs, this trend, based on the research, is still basically non-existent. In the researched MNEs, there are particular employees or even departments responsible for the company’s communication strategy, and this trend started a decade ago with the arrival of modern communication tools and alterations to business communication practices, i.e., first, the use of the Internet and, later, the implementation of portable communication devices, namely, smartphones and tablets.



Paperless office strategies have been massively utilized, not only for economic reasons but also because of security or the recent European Union General Data Protection Regulation 2016/679 enforcement. These companies even employ special professionals, who are responsible for the maintenance or improvement of the internal communication strategy, i.e., they help with communication patterns, improving the transfer of information within Czech subsidiaries or branches. They are also responsible for the corporate image of a company in the public arena. Moreover, they can facilitate business communication practices when the company is doing business abroad. All these aspects cover the area of business and managerial communication.



The issues of interculturality in business communication are viewed by SMEs as having a very low relevance and importance (see the question 4). This is due to a lack of information. After a discussion with the management of the SMEs, this topic was clarified, and the respondents acknowledged, after giving this topic some thought, that it may have much more relevance and should not be neglected.



In the researched SMEs, the trend is very different from the trends described above in the MNEs. Based on the interviews with the top management of the companies, the owners or shareholders of the SMEs, one can observe that there is rarely any awareness of the importance of a systematic management of both internal and external company communication. The management is not aware of the urgent need to implement some kind of communication audit, which would bring new ideas for improving communication. On the other hand, the MNEs conduct a regular communication audit, which identifies potential risks in communication practices. Obviously, the purpose of this audit is not a mere description of the situation, but it rather suggests improved communication strategies.



The management of the SMEs is aware of the current situation regarding the possible problems associated with using modern tools and devices for business communication, such as smartphones. However, they have not implemented any measures to improve the situation. The reason for this is the lack of information and training possibilities, as expressed by the SME representatives. The MNE employees, on the contrary, receive regular training in communication skills and other soft skills, focusing on practical managerial skills connected to business and managerial communication. This lack of information and training possibilities in SMEs presents a big threat to communication strategies in these companies and can be seen as a big risk that may be negatively influencing the lossless transfer of information within these companies and also between companies, when they are doing business globally or at least trying to establish a global presence.



Basically, all of the SMEs realize the dramatic changes in the past few years, but they are somehow not able to catch up with the modern trends in business and managerial communication. It should also be noted that the reason for their lack of information on how to communicate efficiently is due to their focus on hard skills, even if this trend has already been vastly abandoned in favor of a preference for soft skills and a focus on employees as the most important asset in companies. Naturally, hard skills and company knowhow are crucial for success in production or achieving a high-quality service. However, a lack of soft skills, especially communication skills, will reduce the company’s possibilities in the global market. For future development, this situation in SMEs presents one of the biggest threats to global competitiveness and should be taken very seriously.




5. Discussion


The findings of this research clearly show that although companies’ communication has been significantly changed by the new communication trends, and staff can see the drawbacks of electronic communication, with its negative impact on business, in Czech SMEs, the importance of the intentional management of business and managerial communication is still underestimated. This neglect and the lack of proper management of communication in Czech SMEs has already been highlighted by Holá [27], who also pointed out that attention has mainly been paid to the technical aspects of communication. Obviously, not much has changed since then. However, as Pikhart claims [26], communication barriers can result in significant problems associated with the competitiveness of a company. A company that does not realize the significance of optimized communication, both business and managerial, internal and external, puts itself at risk of a reduced competitiveness in the global market.



As the majority of companies do business globally due to new trends in business processes, the paradigms of interculturality and interconnectedness are present in basically all of them. SMEs and MNEs are exposed to new forces that stem from the global nature of business. Transnational and intercultural management is nowadays a commonplace situation, which all companies must adapt to. Companies must attempt to invest in the development of cross-cultural awareness, which can enable more effective information sharing with employees and from employees, as well as among the managers themselves. Kvantaliani and Klimina [30] emphasize the following factors hindering cross-cultural communication: difference in power distance, difference in the degree of uncertainty of avoidance, a lack of a context conducive to communication (high vs. low culture), insufficient knowledge of a common language, technological barriers, and an individual approach to cross-cultural communication [31].



Recommendations


Several recommendations that could possibly facilitate the communication processes in companies can be drawn from this research. Even if they are not tightly connected to communication, they still influence communication paradigms in companies and are as follows [32]:




	
Focusing on specific social attributes, mind patterns and cultural perceptions;



	
Researching corporate, societal and hereditary inter-relations and networks;



	
Engaging in inter-cultural liaisons in negotiating and mediating agreements;



	
Using intra-cultural and inter-cultural stakeholder communication networks;



	
Initiating and maintaining cross-cultural business associations;



	
Building inter-cultural competence for teams and task forces;



	
Providing cultural awareness training and presentations.








Many companies have already implemented conscious communication strategies, and both businesspeople and management have been trained systematically in communication. Many companies have set principles of internal and external communication, taking into consideration the described trends; however, this situation is more or less true only in MNEs, not in SMEs.



As Koudelková [33] states, the success of small and medium SMEs is critical for the development of the Czech economy, and communication, as one of companies’ key strategies, should be continuously enhanced by frequent training at all organization levels. This challenge for educational institutions and training centers, managers and businesspeople, is to create communication competencies that are highly rewarded in the global environment. The commodification is not connected to the knowledge of particular languages, as in the past, but it is rather connected to the communication competencies, skills and abilities, thus creating an environment of mutual trust and cooperation [34,35].



In Figure 2, the potential pattern in how to implement a communication strategy improvement is shown in the form of a circle. It starts with an audit of internal communication processes and strategy by a professional company focusing on a deep analysis and evaluation of the company’s communication strategy and processes. The results of the audit should be implemented by acknowledging their relevance and informing the employees, which should be followed by communication training for key employees responsible for, or involved in, company communication, i.e., the management, the businesspeople, and the marketing department staff. The following step is the implementation of enhanced communication rules within the company. The employees are also asked to suggest changes in the form of kaizen, i.e., incremental steps, through a bottom-up trajectory. This process should follow a cycle, as it is a permanent qualitative improvement, similar to quality issues in production or service quality.





6. Conclusions


In the present paper, we highlight the importance of the awareness of the dramatic changes in the digital workplace that influence business and managerial communication patterns and strategies. The analyzed literature shows an increased interest in the issues of communication in the workplace, which is influenced by interconnectedness and interculturality. The digital workplace and the velocity of the changes highlight the importance of understanding organizational communication so that companies retain their competitive advantage in the global world.



The research conducted in the Czech Republic shows a limited awareness of the issue in the analyzed SMEs, the owners of which still do not realize that the changes in communication are unprecedented and that critical skills for future leaders will be related to how they communicate in global networks. Moreover, communication in organizations has become one of the most dominant activities, and the need for improved communication is therefore ubiquitous. Organizational efficiency is measurable through its optimized organizational communication patterns—both managerial and business communication. All companies have already become culture-, communication-, technology- and information-dependent, and ignoring this fact presents a significant risk, which is one of the biggest threats to global competitiveness [36].



Obviously, there are limitations to this research, as it was conducted only in the Czech Republic, but the results yielded may be transferable, at least in the context of Central European countries. Further research should be conducted on the current development of business and managerial communication in the larger geographical context. Further research should be focused on business and managerial communication from the perspective of ICT departments, focusing on how they view the situation and what they suggest as possible improvements.
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Figure 1. Number of articles detected in Web of Science from 2000 to 2019. 
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Figure 2. Communication strategy improvement cycle. 
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Table 1. The research results.
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	Interview Questions
	MNEs
	SMEs





	1. Is there a person responsible for the communication strategy in your company?
	100%
	12.5%



	2. Is there a department responsible for the communication strategy in your company?
	100%
	8%



	3. Is the management of your company systematically trained in communication?
	100%
	29%



	4. Do you think that the interculturality of the global world influences business communication?
	100%
	16.7%



	5. Has your company had any kind of communication audit in the past few years?
	100%
	12.5%



	6. Are you aware of the fact that electronic communication can negatively influence the lossless transfer of information?
	100%
	54%



	7. Have your employees had any training in how to use modern means of communication?
	100%
	37.5%



	8. Has the communication strategy of your company been influenced by modern communication trends?
	100%
	96%



	9. Can you see any drawbacks of electronic means of communication?
	100%
	75%



	10. Have you ever experienced a situation in the company when the business suffered a loss due to inefficient communication?
	100%
	58%



	11. Do you think all front-office employees should be trained in communication strategies?
	100%
	46%
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