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What happened to Business Communications  
in Project Management? 

 
By Rebecca A. Winston, JD 

 
After commencing a new position and observing the communication style of most of 

the project managers and program managers under my guidance, I became curious about 
what has happened to our business communications style protocols.  It would appear that 
we have been not only a society of the casual dress, but the casual business address.  
Unfortunately, this approach has led to numerous other ills in our business communications 
as I have observed. 

 
First, what do I mean by the casual business address.  What I mean is that we no 

longer address our letters or our memos to Mr. X, Ms. X, or Dr. X, instead we address them 
to Bill or Sue.  I do not have a problem with having a solid relationship with one’s customer 
and either crossing out the formal address and placing the name if you truly know them on a 
personal basis or putting the name in parentheses if they prefer the informal address, but 
one is still engaged in a business communication. 

 
So why is this seemingly minor point of what is viewed as archaic formality so 

important?  For several reasons, one very important reason is that one takes the time and 
care to make sure the document one is transmitting to Ms. X is correct as to budget and 
schedule information and is grammatically correct.  One does not seem to have the same 
compunction regarding a letter or memo to Sue because after all it is just Sue and one knows 
her so well.  No matter how well one knows Ms. X, Sue, she is still and foremost for the 
purpose of this communication the customer.  This statement leads to the next point which 
is that as the customer Ms. X, Sue, is due all the respect and acknowledgement that that 
position deserves.  Ms. X is after paying for the project or representing those individuals or 
entities that are paying for the project. 

 
What if Mr. X was a stakeholder?  Does a stakeholder deserve less respect or less 

acknowledgement of position?  After all a stakeholder can often change the fate of the 
project, would one want to not afford such a person respect and acknowledge that 
positional influence?  Would one not want to take the care and time to ensure that all of the 
facts, figures, and data provided are correct?  The answer is that one would.  Therefore, the 
business communication should reflect all of the foregoing by addressing the party with a 
respectful business address. 
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Issues arise from the informality that goes beyond just the errors that can creep into 
the communication at hand.  The one or two letters or memos give rise to a sentiment with 
the customer or stakeholder that the party communicating is unreliable when it comes to 
transmitted data.  No communication is to be trusted.  This trust issue extends to proposals, 
change controls, risk registers, and just about any project communication whether it is 
written or oral.  When this trust is lost where does it leave the project or program manager?  
Where does it leave one’s company? 

 
Habits are hard to break.  Being so casual is a habit.  It will be hard to break.  But 

break it one must.  One must take business seriously.  In economic times such as the ones 
we are facing, one must take each and every relationship seriously.  Each relationship is to 
be valued.  Once one has lost trust it is almost impossible to redeem.  No amount of stating 
that it was just an error will correct the situation.  If it were just one error in a respectful, 
business relationship one might recover, but in a casual relationship where one mistakenly 
views it a relationship of equals, recovery is hard to win back. 

 
Jeans might be fine for Fridays in the office, but remember the customer and 

stakeholder control the project’s destiny to a large extent.  While as a project manager or 
program manager, one may have a hand on the wheel of the ship to guide it—the weather 
and the owners of the ship can make or break one voyage.   
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