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@ Basecamp

The Basecamp Guide to
Internal Communication

The how, where, why, and when we communicate. Long
form asynchronous? Real-time chat? In-person? Video?
Verbal? Written? Via email? In Basecamp? How do we
keep everyone in the loop without everyone getting
tangled in everyone else's business? It's all in here.

Rules of thumb, and general
philosophy

Below you'll find a collection of general principles we try to keep in
mind at Basecamp when communicating with teammates, within
departments, across the company, and with the public. They aren't
requirements, but they serve to create boundaries and shared

practices to draw upon when we do the one thing that affects
everything else we do: communicate.

1

You can not not communicate. Not discussing the elephant in the
room is communicating. Few things are as important to study,
practice, and perfect as clear communication.

2
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Real-time sometimes, asynchronous most of the time.

3

Internal communication based on long-form writing, rather than a
verbal tradition of meetings, speaking, and chatting, leads to a
welcomed reduction in meetings, video conferences, calls, or other
real-time opportunities to interrupt and be interrupted.

4

Give meaningful discussions a meaningful amount of time to
develop and unfold. Rushing to judgement, or demanding
immediate responses, only serves to increase the odds of poor
decision making.

S

Meetings are the last resort, not the first option.

6

Writing solidifies, chat dissolves. Substantial decisions start and
end with an exchange of complete thoughts, not one-line-at-a-time
jousts. If it's important, critical, or fundamental, write it up, don't
chat it down.

7

Speaking only helps who’s in the room, writing helps everyone.
This includes people who couldn't make it, or future employees
who join years from now.
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If your words can be perceived in different ways, they'll be
understood in the way which does the most harm.

9

Never expect or require someone to get back to you immediately
unless it’s a true emergency. The expectation of immediate
response is toxic.

10

If you have to repeat yourself, you weren’t clear enough the first
time. However, if you're talking about something brand new, you
may have to repeat yourself for years before you're heard. Pick your
repeats wisely.

11

Poor communication creates more work.

12

Companies don't have communication problems, they have
miscommunication problems. The smaller the company, group, or
team, the fewer opportunities for miscommunication.

13

Five people in a room for an hour isn't a one hour meeting, it's a
five hour meeting. Be mindful of the tradeoffs.

14

Be proactive about "wait, what?" questions by providing factual
context and spacial context. Factual are the things people also need
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to know. Spacial is where the communication happens (for
example, if it's about a specific to-do, discuss it right under the to-
do, not somewhere else).

15

Communication shouldn't require schedule synchronization.
Calendars have nothing to do with communication. Writing, rather
than speaking or meeting, is independent of schedule and far more
direct.

16

"Now" is often the wrong time to say what just popped into your
head. It's better to let it filter it through the sieve of time. What's left
is the part worth saying.

17

Ask yourself if others will feel compelled to rush their response if
you rush your approach.

18

The end of the day has a way of convincing you what you’ve done is
good, but the next morning has a way of telling you the truth. If you
aren't sure, sleep on it before saying it.

19

If you want an answer, you have to ask a question. People typically
have a lot to say, but they'll volunteer little. Automatic questions on
a regular schedule help people practice sharing, writing, and
communicating.

https://basecamp.com/guides/how-we-communicate

4/12



6/27/2020

Guide to Internal Communication, the Basecamp Way

20

Occasionally pick random words, sentences, or paragraphs and hit
delete. Did it matter?

21

Urgency is overrated, ASAP is poison.

22

If something's going to be difficult to hear or share, invite questions
at the end. Ending without the invitation will lead to public silence
but private conjecture. This is where rumors breed.

23

Where you put something, and what you call it, matters. When
titling something, lead with the most important information. Keep
in mind that many technical systems truncate long text or titles.

24

Write at the right time. Sharing something at Spm may keep
someone at work longer. You may have some spare time on a
Sunday afternoon to write something, but putting it out there on
Sunday may pull people back into work on the weekends. Early
Monday morning communication may be buried by other things.
There may not be a perfect time, but there's certainly a wrong time.
Keep that in mind when you hit send.

25

Great news delivered on the heels of bad news makes both bits
worse. The bad news feels like it's being buried, the good news feels
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like it's being injected to change the mood. Be honest with each by
giving them adequate space.

26

Time is on your side, rushing makes conversations worse.

27

Communication is lossy, especially verbal communication. Every
hearsay hop adds static and chips at fidelity. Whenever possible,
communicate directly with those you're addressing rather than
passing the message through intermediaries.

28

Ask if things are clear. Ask what you left out. Ask if there was
anything someone was expecting that you didn't cover. Address
the gaps before they widen with time.

29

Consider where you put things. The right communication in the
wrong place might as well not exist at all. When someone relies on
search to find something it’s often because it wasn’t where they
expected something to be.

30

Communication often interrupts, so good communication is often
about saying the right thing at the right time in the right way with
the fewest side effects.
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Communicating day-to-day

This section includes specific examples of how we apply our
philosophy day-to-day across the company. Since communication
often interrupts, valuing each other's time and attention is a
critical consideration. Keeping people in the loop is important, but
asking them to follow along with everything is a distraction. That's
why we follow reliable, predictable methods to share the right kind
of information at the right time in the right place.

Basic toolset

98% of our internal communication happens inside Basecamp.
That means all company-wide discussions, social chatter, project-
related work, sharing of ideas, internal debates, automatic check-
ins, status updates, policy updates, and all official decisions and
announcements all happen in Basecamp. A single centralized tool
keeps everything together and creates a single source of truth for
everyone across the company. We don't use email internally (we do
externally), we don't use separate chat tools like Slack or Teams,
and we rarely have in-person meetings. We do use Zoom or Skype
for the occasional video conference between two or three people.
And we occasionally discuss a pull request in GitHub.

Automatic daily: "What did you work on
today?

Every workday at 16:30, Basecamp (the product) automatically asks
every employee “What did you work on today?” Whatever people
write up is shared with everyone in the company. Everyone’s
responses are displayed on a single page, grouped by date, so
anyone who’s curious about what’s happening across the company
can simply read from top to bottom. And if you have a question
about anything, you can comment on anyone’s “what did you work
on today?” check-in to keep the conversation in context.
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This routine is about loose accountability and strong reflection.
Writing up what you did every day is a great way to think back
about what you accomplished and how you spent your time.

Some people just jot down a few bullets. Others write multi-
paragraph stories to share - and document - the thinking behind
their work. There are no requirements here. We just ask everyone
to write in their own style.

Automatic weekly: "What will you be
working on this week?"

Every Monday morning, Basecamp automatically asks everyone
“What will you be working on this week?” This is a chance for
everyone to lay out the big picture of their week. It’s not about
regurgitating individual tasks, or diving headlong into the minutia
of the week. It’s generally just your 10,000 foot view of the week
ahead. The big picture items, the general themes. It sets your mind
up for the work ahead, and, collectively, it gives everyone a good
sense of what's happening across the company this week.

Automatic occasionally: "Social
questions"

Every few weeks, or once a month, Basecamp will automatically
ask everyone a social-style question. “What books are you
reading?” Or “Try anything new lately?” Or “Anything inspire you
lately?” Or “Seen any great design recently?” Or “What did you do
this weekend?” These entirely optional questions are meant to
shake loose some stuff that you’d love to share with everyone else,
but you hadn’t had an opportunity to do so. This kind of internal
communication helps grease the social gears. This is especially
useful for remote teams, like ours. When we know each other a
little better, we work a little better together.
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— Reflect every 6 weeks: Heartbeats

Heartbeats summarize the last ~6-weeks of work for a given team,
department, or individual (if that person is a department of one).
They're written by the lead of the group, and they're meant for
everyone in the company to read. They summarize the big picture
accomplishments, they detail the little things that mattered, and
they generally highlight the importance of the work. They'll also
shine a light on challenges and difficulties along the way. They're a
good reminder that it's not all sunshine all the time. On balance,
Heartbeats are wonderful to write, fun to read, and they help
everyone - including those not directly involved with the work -
reflect on jobs well done and progress well made.

— Project every 6 weeks: Kickoffs

Kickoffs are essentially the opposites of Heartbeats. Rather than
reflect, they project. They're all about what the team plans on
taking on over the next 6 weeks. Projects, initiatives, revamps,
whatever it might be, if it's on the slate, it gets summarized in the
Kickoff. While Kickoffs detail specific work for a specific group,
they're also meant for full-company consumption. Like Heartbeats,
they're written by the team lead. Kickoffs are broad in scope, so
they don't cover all the details in the work ahead - the teams doing
the work are the ones that wade into those weeds. We don't want to
overwhelm everyone with details that don't matter. If anyone's
curious about something included in a Kickoff, they're free to post
a comment and ask a question.

Whenever relevant: Announcements

Occasionally we update an internal policy. Something about
vacation time, or a new benefit, or reiterating that 40 hour weeks
means 40 hour weeks. When we have something to announce
company-wide, we don't send an email. Email is decentralized and
there's no permanent record in a permanent place everyone can
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see. Instead, we post it either to the Basecamp HQ message board
or as a comment on an existing policy document stored in
Basecamp. This means everyone sees the same thing, everyone
hears the same thing, and everyone knows the same thing -
including future employees who are yet to join Basecamp. We now
have a shared truth.

Day-to-day project work: In context

Effective communication requires context. Saying the right thing
in the wrong place, or without proper detail, leads to double work
and messages being missed. That's why we spin up a separate
Basecamp project for every project we work on. Everything related
to that project is communicated inside that project. All the tasks,
all the discussions, all the documents, all the debates, and all the
decisions happen inside those walls. Everyone who needs access,
has access. Every Basecamp project is a capsule of everything
someone needs to know about that work project.

Further, we take spacial context seriously. If we're discussing a
specific task, we discuss it in the comment section below the task
itself. If we're talking about a specific document, we discuss it in
the comments attached to the document. Communications stay
attached to the thing we're discussing. This provides the full story
in one reliable place. The alternative is terrible - communication
detached from the original source material, discussions all over the
place, fragmented conversations missing entire chunks of time and
detail, etc. Basecamp's "everything is commentable" feature is
what makes this possible for us.

Other resources
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We've detailed the pros and cons of chat vs. long form writing in
our infamous "Group Chat: Group Stress" guide. We definitely
recommend checking it out.

You'll also find a detailed explanation of how our teams work day-
to-day on software projects in "Shape Up: Stop Running in Circles
and Ship Work that Matters".

Basecamp-exclusive Hill Charts help us see where projects really
stand without having to rely on inefficient status meetings, daily
standups, or regular in-person check-ins.

The Basecamp Company Handbook is also worth checking out. It
explaines how we're structured, how we define titles and roles, our
full benefits package, our company values, the responsibilities of
individual contributors, managers, and executives, and other
essential bits.

Anything else?

We hope this guide was useful, but we're sure we're missing
something. What questions do you still have? What did you hope to
learn that you didn't? Was anything more confusing than
clarifying? What would have made this guide more helpful? It's a
work in progress, and we'll update as necessary based on your
feedback. Please send questions, suggestions, and thoughts

directly to the author, Jason Fried, at jason@basecamp.com.
Thanks!
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Tried Basecamp lately?

Used an earlier version, but moved on? Heard of it, but never signed
up? Today's Basecamp will surprise you! It's all-new, thoroughly
modern, and unlike anything else. Now you can ditch Slack, Asana,
Trello, Jira, Dropbox, or some other messy jumble of products.
Simplify and centralize around Basecamp instead. It's all you need
for project management and internal communication. Try it free
today and see what you've been missing.
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