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We dedicate this book to each other.
Eighteen years of research underpin this book and the
collaboration effort it fostered. This project was an adventure, a
challenge and an education regarding the central role
communication best practices plays in establishing quality
relationships between people and organizations.
This book is thus dedicated to the relationship communication
best practices fostered between its authors and the growth in
knowledge, respect and insight such a collaboration guarantees.
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Preface

In 1984, the University of Hawaii, East-West Center in Honolulu, and
Harvard University provided research grants and/or support to begin an inquiry into the criteria high-tech ﬁrms employed in site selection. Armed with letters of introduction from Harvard University,
we began interviewing the top management of high-tech ﬁrms located in Silicon Valley, California, the Highway 128 Beltway in Massachusetts, and the Research Triangle in North Carolina. From these
interviews emerged the broad outline of what would become the
theory of High-Speed Management, a new organizational communication theory.
Between 1984 and 2001, we had the opportunity to continue
this line of research while consulting with over sixty ﬁrms and governments in Europe, Asia, and the Americas. We also were invited to
report and update our research in MBA programs sponsored by ABB
(formerly known as Asea Brown Boveri) and Siemens. In addition we
held ten international conferences on High-Speed Management in
Europe, Asia, and the United States. In 1994, the European International Business Association held its conference on High-Speed Management and we were invited to participate in that conference.
In 1998, our theory of High-Speed Management was named a
ﬁnalist in the Arizona State University Organizational Communication Prize lecture contest for developing an original theory capable
of stimulating and integrating the research in organizational communication. This line of research has generated over ten books and 50
chapters in books and journal articles.
This book is, then, the culmination of 18 years of research,
training, consulting, and thoughtful analysis. We believe that this
line of research has generated three important outputs: (1) an understanding of one appropriate method, the benchmarking of communication best practices, for researching the critical success factors involved
in effective organizational communication; (2) an understanding of one
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method for developing a theory of organizational communication
which has generality and necessity at the theoretic and practical
levels of communication; and (3) an original and powerful theory of
organizational communication High-Speed Management which can
integrate organizational communication research and generate new
lines of inquiry.
Donald P. Cushman
Sarah Sanderson King
November 2002
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1
The Benchmarking of Organizational
Communication Best Practices
Benchmarking is a process in which companies target key
improvement areas within their ﬁrms, identify and study the
best practices by others in these areas, and implement new
processes and systems to enhance their own productivity and
quality. Many leading companies are ﬁnding that in today’s
market, you benchmark and improve or you don’t survive.
(Kendrick, 1992:1)

While leading-edge organizations have long understood and valued the
benchmarking of best practices as a ﬁrm’s most important theoretical
and practical learning tool (Port et al. 1992, 75; Taylor 1999, 1), the ﬁeld
of communication has only recently begun to pursue this strategy as
an important learning tool (King and Cushman 1994, 1995, 1997).
Benchmarking the organizational communication patterns involved in
the best practices of leading-edge ﬁrms beneﬁts us as a strategic tool
by (1) identifying the critical success factors in each area studied; (2)
providing clear quantitative and qualitative targets to shoot for in developing world-class performance; (3) creating an awareness of stateof-the-art content, implementing structures, and processes for effective
communication; and (4) mapping the learning curve for continuous
improvement processes within organizations (Altany 1990, 14).
This book is one attempt to provide just such a knowledge
base as a platform for understanding the organizational communication patterns involved in world-class performances. Our inquiry into
the discovery of such patterns will proceed at both a theoretical
and practical level by locating ﬁrms which by the consensus of
experts manifest best practices (that is, world-class performances)
in the areas of central concern to the development of communication theory and then employing the case studies method for
benchmarking their performance.
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Benchmarking as a signiﬁcant learning tool is grounded in three
important assumptions:
• that someone recognizes an insufﬁciency in his or her knowledge base regarding the theory and practice governing speciﬁc
organizational communication activities;
• that someone knows of an organization which has and is
willing to share its best practices knowledge base;
• that the person or persons recognizing the knowledge base
insufﬁciency have the learning capability and implementation skills necessary to understand and implement the new
knowledge base regarding best practices.
The benchmarking of organizational communication best practices takes place in three general areas of organizational concern.
First, Strategic Benchmarking seeks to discover the success various general communication strategies have in creating long-term stakeholder value. This is determined by measuring the effects of such
strategies on a ﬁrm’s growth in sales, proﬁts, market share, productivity, quality, inventory turns, motivation, and customer satisfaction.
Second, Organizational Process Benchmarking seeks to discover
one or more of a ﬁrm’s primary communication processes on the
previously listed stakeholder outcome measures. Here such communication processes with stockholders, suppliers, and employees are
explored in order to reveal world-class best practices.
Third, Customer Benchmarking involves discovering the attributes which guide customer products or service choice, what
ﬁrms are perceived to have these attributes, and which support
services are needed to provide effective use of a product or service.
This involves the benchmarking of organizational marketing, sales,
and service communication processes and their effects upon organizational performance.
In order to understand the value of the benchmarking of best
practices as a learning tool, this inquiry will employ strategic, process, and customer benchmarking studies of organizational communication best practices.
While 90 percent of the ﬁrms leading their respective market
segments in the Fortune Magazine International 500 Survey attribute
major portions of their competitive success to the benchmarking of
best practices (Port et al. 1992, 75), several recent studies conducted
in Europe, Asia, and the Americas report that 70 percent of all ﬁrms
who attempt to benchmark best practices do not succeed (Kendrick
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1992, 1). Such ﬁrms invest lots of time and money but fail to achieve
their strategic objectives in their implementation. These studies
suggest three primary factors which lead to a decline in performance after the benchmarking of organizational best practices:
First, a ﬁrm’s learning capability. An insightful study undertaken
by Ernst and Young and the American Quality Foundation documents the relationship between a ﬁrm’s learning capability measures
and its ability to employ teamwork and benchmarking effectively.
Only the ﬁrms with the highest learning skills could employ the
benchmarking of best practices effectively (Port et al. 1992, 66–70).
Second, a ﬁrm’s timeline for acquiring and implementing the
benchmarked best practices. Most ﬁrms undertake the benchmarking
of best practices due to competitive pressures. Frequently insufﬁcient
time is allowed for the successful completion of the benchmarking
processes. A ﬁrm must be able to survive the competitive pressures
of other ﬁrms and still have time to learn and implement its best
practices benchmarking.
Third, a ﬁrm’s corporate culture. When a ﬁrm has a dramatically
different corporate culture from the ﬁrm being benchmarked, considerable evidence exists that the ﬁrm doing the benchmarking ﬁnds
it difﬁcult to change its culture rapidly in order to accommodate the
best practices observed. This in turn impedes the effectiveness of
implementing the best practices.
In order to understand the constraints a ﬁrm’s learning capabilities, corporate culture, and timelines place on the effective use
of the benchmarking of best practices, this inquiry will investigate
one example of each of these constraints on a ﬁrm.
Our examination of the value of benchmarking organizational
communication best practices will therefore be divided into three
parts: Part 1 will benchmark the best practices of four ﬁrms: the Dell
Computer Corporation employing strategic benchmarking, General
Electric and the Monsanto Company employing process
benchmarking of the leadership and annual reports communication
processes, and Microsoft employing customer benchmarking. Part 2
will explore three limiting factors in effectively implementing organizational best practices—organizational learning, time, and culture—in
three ﬁrms: IBM, the Danville Bumper Works, and ABB. Part 3 will
explore the signiﬁcance of the backbone organizational communication processes which underlie the critical success factors and targets
found in benchmarking studies.
Part 1 of our inquiry contains four benchmarking case studies
of the organizational communication patterns involved in world-class
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best practices. A quality benchmarking inquiry into each of these
four ﬁrms will proceed in ﬁve stages: (1) locating the core organizational process to be benchmarked; (2) identifying a ﬁrm whose communication patterns in regard to core organizational processes is
considered an example of world class-best practices; (3) identifying
the critical success factors for these organizational patterns; (4)
articulating the key quantitative and qualitative targets for meeting
the identiﬁed critical success factors; and (5) highlighting the unique
backbone communication processes which underpin such worldclass performances.
Chapter 2. Best Practices at the Dell Computer Corporation:
Benchmarking a High-Speed Management Communication System. HighSpeed Management is a general organizational communication strategy based on two propositions. First, reducing the cycle time an
organization takes in getting its products or services to market relative to its competitors increases a ﬁrm’s productivity, quality, market share, and proﬁts, as well as its stakeholder and customer
satisfaction with the ﬁrm. Second, improving an organization’s communication processes by eliminating bottlenecks, speeding up information ﬂow, and so forth is the most signiﬁcant ingredient for
reducing organizational cycle time.
The Dell Computer Corporation has developed a High-Speed
Management communication system for dealing directly with its
customers, suppliers, and workers which has improved the quality
of organizational communication and cuts its cycle time in such a
dramatic fashion as to endanger the viability of all its chief competitors, namely Compaq and IBM. Benchmarking the quality and
speed of communication in this rapid-response system yields several remarkable critical success factors as well as quantitative and
qualitative targets. For example, Dell takes customized computer
orders over the Internet, its suppliers deliver parts for the order in
15 minutes, and Dell builds the computer in 3 hours and delivers
it to the customer within 3 days. These rapid-response systems are
placing pressure on Dell’s chief competitors, causing them to lose
money and market shares, to withdraw from the market, and to
seek combinations with other ﬁrms not in Dell’s market. Dell is
continuously improving these rapid-response timelines by 20 percent per year, placing increased pressure on its competitors and
threatening their survival.
Perhaps even more signiﬁcant, this Internet rapid-response
system has created ﬁve backbone communication processes which
make the quality of Dell’s communication so customer, worker,
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manager, and supplier adapted that it creates a signiﬁcant advantage over its competitors. These backbone communication process
include—(1) customer, (2) product, (3) value chain, (4) maintenance,
and (5) continuous-improvement proﬁles. The Dell Computer Corporation provides strong support for High-Speed Management theory
and reveals the speciﬁc implementing structures which make this
theory so powerful in message construction and adaptation for
coordinating organizational behaviors in the PC market.
Chapter 3. Best Practices at the General Electric Company:
Benchmarking a World-Class Leadership Communication System. Organizational leadership is a foundational communication process.
In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, leadership has become a
study in how to successfully take a ﬁrm through rapid and repeated organizational change within the competitive environment
created by a global economy. The General Electric Company is
considered one of the best performing multinationals in the world.
In 2001, GE was named Fortune’s “Most Admired Company” for the
ﬁfth year in a row and was named The World’s Most Respected
Company by the Financial Times for the fourth time (GE Annual
Report, 2001). Jack Welch, the CEO of GE, was considered one of
the world’s most effective leaders. In 1999, Jack Welch was named
by Fortune as the Leader of the Decade, while the Financial Times
and Chief Executive Magazine named Welch the most effective leader
in the world. More signiﬁcantly, over thirty of GE’s former top
executives have become successful CEOs of major global corporations. This suggests that GE’s leaders and Jack Welch’s leadership
style have been principled, systemic, and teachable, rather than a
function of Welch’s unique abilities.
Our benchmarking case study of Welch’s leadership system
will locate the critical success factors and qualitative and quantitative targets employed in leading GE through three separate transformations. The ﬁrst change involves transforming GE into the most
competitive (i.e. proﬁtable) and the most valued (i.e. capitalized)
ﬁrm in the world. In order to achieve this vision, GE’s eleven businesses were positioned in high-growth, high-margin businesses
where GE could be number 1 or 2 in market shares. The second
change involves transforming GE into a boundaryless ﬁrm based
on speed, simplicity, and self-conﬁdence. In order to achieve this
vision, GE put in place a new corporate infrastructure, namely a
new corporate culture, a new rapid-response corporate communication system, and a new continuous improvement system. The
third change was the transformation of GE into a multipolar,
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multicultural Internet service ﬁrm which acts as a dominant force
in Europe, Asia, and the Americas.
Perhaps even more signiﬁcant, these successful transformations
revealed a backbone leadership communication process involving ﬁve
distinct stages: (1) locating and articulating a signiﬁcant threat confronting the ﬁrm; (2) developing and articulating a clear vision for
responding to that threat; (3) setting clear quantitative and qualitative targets for implementing that vision; (4) putting in place a stateof-the-art implementing structure for creating and releasing the
tensions necessary to motivate change; and (5) empowering point
people to lead and participate in the change. These organizational
communication patterns of leadership allowed GE to signiﬁcantly
outperform all of its competitors and become recognized as developing a pool of world-class leaders.
Chapter 4. Best Practices at the Microsoft Corporation:
Benchmarking a World-Class Marketing Communication System. Marketing is a foundational organizational communication process. The
emergence of the Internet as a global e-marketing activity has changed
dramatically the nature of global marketing, allowing very small ﬁrms,
as we have seen in the Dell case study, to challenge very large ﬁrms
in the global economy. This transformation in marketing strategy is
creating a marketing revolution.
Microsoft is considered by most observers to be one of the
most competitive ﬁrms in the marketing world. Lawrence Ellison,
CEO of Oracle, a Microsoft competitor, argues that “Bill Gates and
Microsoft do not just want to compete in the software industry.
Rather, they seek to dominate every aspect of the market, to eliminate their competition” (Cortese et al. 1996, 86). Microsoft’s marketing strategy has allowed it to gain a 92 percent market share in
operating systems, a 98 percent market share in ofﬁce applications,
and a 72 percent market share in browser software. In addition,
Microsoft’s 50 percent proﬁt margins are among the largest in the
world (Nee 1999, 112). While Microsoft’s competitors complain and
several governments investigate the ﬁrm’s monopolistic behaviors,
the ﬁrm’s strategic marketing techniques are being imitated by its
global competitors and by ﬁrms in other industries.
Our benchmarking case study will examine Microsoft’s attempts
to pioneer and orchestrate mass markets at a time when the software market was shifting from PC to Internet activities. In so doing
Microsoft employed ﬁve critical success factors in guiding their macro
competitive activities: (1) enter evolving mass markets early or stimulate new markets with good products which can become the indus-
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try standard; (2) incrementally continuously improve products, periodically making old products obsolete; (3) push volume sales to
ensure that products become and remain the industry standard; (4)
leverage the industry standard to develop new products and market
linkages; and (5) integrate, extend, and simplify products and services to reach new mass markets. These critical success factors and
their qualitative and quantitative targets are tools for dominating
competitors.
Perhaps even more signiﬁcant are Microsoft’s backbone communication processes for implementing its critical success factors. Thus
Microsoft was able to forge speciﬁc types of communication linkages between (1) product development, continuous improvement
programs, and Microsoft’s unique brand of teamwork; (2) the setting
of industrial standards, Microsoft’s unique acquisitions, product
development, and alliance policies; (3) the volume marketing; distribution, competitive pricing, exclusive contracting, and software
bundling policies; and (4) the leveraging of software standards to
limit competitors’ sales while pushing Microsoft’s new products into
new mass markets. Explaining how these communication processes
are being used to dominate the computer software market, the
Internet browser and server markets, and now the information storage market is an insightful study into world-class marketing performance and indicates why Microsoft will be a dominant software ﬁrm
regardless of the outcome of the government antitrust proceedings.
Chapter 5. Best Practices at the Monsanto Chemical Company:
Benchmarking World-Class Annual Reports. This essay contributed by
Drs. Ted J. Smith III and William C. Adams addresses another core
organizational communication process, the patterns of communication involved in effectively addressing a ﬁrm’s stockholders in annual reports. Traditionally, annual reports are divided into two
sections. The front section allows a ﬁrm’s top management to present
its strategic plan—its business model—while addressing common
themes regarding past performances and future expectations. The
rear section presents the ﬁnancial information required by the Securities and Exchange Commission and the New York Stock Exchange:
The annual report is a company’s primary calling card, the lasting
visual impression of a company.
Monsanto’s annual reports have been recognized nationally and
internationally for their excellence, receiving 15 major awards of
excellence from four different groups: Institutional Investor Magazine,
the International Association of Business Communication, the National Investors Corporation, and Financial World Magazine. This

8

DONALD P. CUSHMAN AND SARAH SANDERSON KING

focus group benchmarking study of Monsanto’s annual report yields
several critical success factors. Such reports must address up front
(1) current sales, proﬁts, stockholder values, operating margins, and
one-time charges against proﬁts as well as future expectations in
these same areas; (2) future strategic directions and leadership
changes; and (3) the current and future performance of key products and services. The targets employed in preparing the reports
require utilizing instant comprehension in (1) the selection, repetition, and variation on a common set of themes; (2) placing those
themes in a clear deductive framework; and (3) illustrating all key
themes with simple, bright-colored visuals such as bar charts and
contribution pies.
Perhaps more signiﬁcant are the backbone communication
processes in the annual report: (1) the use of a letter from a chairperson or CEO to highlight future expectations and current results;
(2) the handling of negative information up front in a candid manner,
listing clear corrective remedies in regard to the issues, followed by
an optimistic discussion of future expectations in these areas; (3) a
focus on future expectations and the speciﬁc plans made to make
sure these expectations are met; and (4) the discussion of new strategies and business processes for increasing a ﬁrm’s competitiveness. A ﬁrm’s reputation and management credibility are measured
by the manner in which the ﬁrm meets or exceeds positive future
expectations and the annual report is the key document for establishing those expectations.
We have previewed in some detail the chapters contained in
part 1 of this book, which deal with the benchmarking of best practices in High-Speed Management (Dell), leadership (GE), marketing
(Microsoft), and annual reports (Monsanto). Part 2 attempts to
document three speciﬁc limiting factors—organizational learning,
response time, and culture—to the successful implementation of
organizational best practices. In each case we will examine the roots
of the limitations and then employ a case study method to explore
how these factors, if not handled appropriately, can impair the implementation of best practice processes.
Chapter 6. Organizational Learning as a Limiting Factor: A Case
Study of IBM’s PC Unit. We all recognize the fact that some individuals learn faster and have more operational skills than other individuals. Less obvious is the fact that the same holds true for ﬁrms. Ernst
and Young, a consulting ﬁrm, conducted a global study into why
some ﬁrms succeed while others fail in their attempts to implement
the organizational benchmarking of best practices. What this study
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revealed was that some ﬁrms are capable of learning better and
have more operationally skilled employees than other ﬁrms. More
signiﬁcantly Ernst and Young developed a method for measuring a
ﬁrm’s learning and performance capabilities. These measures can
then be used to predict the types of continuous-improvement skills
which different levels of learning capabilities allow a ﬁrm to employ
successfully. According to these measures, only ﬁrms with the highest level of learning capabilities can employ the benchmarking of
organizational best practices successfully. (Port et al. 1992, 66–67).
In 1996, IBM’s PC unit benchmarked the Dell Computer
Corporation’s best practices in reducing cycle time in order to improve its competitiveness. IBM’s PC unit attempted ﬁve times in four
years to implement these best practices and failed each time. After
each failure, IBM replaced its top management team in an effort to
succeed. They even hired a top manager from Dell to lead the effort.
Unfortunately years of downsizing and internal troubles had taken
its toll on the PC unit’s employees, with many of the best people
moving on to other ﬁrms. In each of these ﬁve one-year time frames,
IBM’s employees failed the Ernst and Young learning criteria for
successfully implementing the benchmarking of organizational best
practices and in each year they failed at implementation, causing
the IBM PC unit to lose $161 million, $39 million, $500 million, and
$1 billion respectively. It is now clear that IBM must raise the general learning levels and skills of its PC unit employees or exit competing with Dell in the global PC market.
Chapter 7. Time as a Limiting Factor: A Case Study of the Danville
Bumper Works. Most ﬁrms undertake the benchmarking of best practices in order to improve their own performance, to become more
competitive. Seldom do they realize that the implementation of best
practices may be very time consuming, even if the ﬁrm’s employees
are skilled and learn well. In such cases, a ﬁrm must be capable of
remaining proﬁtable for the length of time needed to learn and
implement these best practices.
The Danville Bumper Works was confronted with just such a
problem. This small ﬁrm wanted to provide Toyota with bumpers
for its cars and trucks. It entered into a joint venture with Toyota to
benchmark Toyota’s best practices in producing bumpers. Then,
under the mentorship of Toyota, it attempted a very long and difﬁcult
effort to implement these best practices. This process of benchmarking and then implementation of best practices began in 1980
and was completed in 1988. This case study documents the slow
and somewhat arduous task of succeeding in the benchmarking

