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Corporate
Communications
Horizon
Through the summer and autumn of 2017,
Hill+Knowlton Strategies held a series of
conversations with heads of corporate
communications and corporate affairs at a
number of international corporations. The
conversations explored a range of topics from
talent to technology to geopolitics, with the
aim of producing a snapshot of thinking about
the of future of corporate communication.

Premise
The premise behind this exercise is simple.
Senior practitioners in corporate communication
have little time to consider anything beyond
the demands of the immediate business cycle
and relatively few opportunities to exchange
ideas and thinking with their peers.
We were keen to start a discussion that looked
a step or two ahead, exploring the business
and communication challenges that are on the
horizon and will be important to large, international
commercial organisations. We held informal
conversations with top practitioners within a number
of international organisations about the future.
The conversations were formed
around four questions:
1. What will be the biggest challenges and

issues facing your organisation in the
future —say five years or more— that
you should be considering now?
2. What will be the challenges and issues
facing the corporate communicator
in the same time frame?
3. How will the shape and practice
of the corporate communications
function have changed?
4. What insight would be most valuable
to you in the future, that is currently
unavailable or in short supply?
Our objective through these conversations was
to identify areas of common interest, concern
and opportunity, and to turn these areas
into platforms for future study, conversation
and collaboration in the coming year.
All conversations were held on an unattributable
basis. Hill+Knowlton’s role was as a facilitator.
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Participants

Those taking part in the
conversation are Senior
Communicators (SCs), holding
a senior global or regional
role in communications and
in many cases the most
senior communications role
within their organisation.
Views were also contributed
by the World Economic
Forum and European Round
Table of Industrialists.
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Executive
Summary
Amidst a bewildering array of potential
challenges, issues and opportunities that will
face organisations in the future, the Senior
Communicators (SCs) who took part in the
conversation demonstrated unity in their
selection of those that will be most important
as well as the priority they ascribed to them.
Where they differed in opinion, contrasting
views appear to be rooted in the specific
nature of the organisation and its operations.

In the next five years, Senior
Communicators (SCs) predict
their organisations will face
six major challenges:
1. Volatility and uncertainty during a
period of massive social, economic
and political upheaval;

The corporate communications
function will have changed
in several respects:
▪Recognised as a strategic advisor,
the senior corporate communicator
will sit at the top table and be involved
in every aspect of the business;
▪New features of the corporate communications
function will include greater integration within
the business, a more analytical approach
and consulting style, the presence of
‘newsrooms’ in consumer-driven companies,
and techniques such as ‘surge teams’ to move
resources to where they are urgently needed;
▪Core competences of the function will
expand to include storytelling, videography,
content curation, data expertise,
channel planning, behavioural science,
measurement of communications ROI.
Throughout the conversations, there were
conflicting views about the integration of
Corporate Communications and the Marketing
function. This will be an area to watch.

2. Technology-driven disruption driving
constant re-invention of business models;
3. Demographic shifts upending expectations
of the relationship between brands,
companies and stakeholders;
4. Complex and uncertain
regulatory environments;
5. Competition for talent reaching new heights;
6. Cultural tensions impeding the building
of a global business culture.

As a result, senior corporate
communicators will be occupied
with seven challenges:
1. Creating a purpose driven brand that can
be maintained in fast changing times;

The most sought after insights
for the future are:
▪The future of news and media;
▪Emerging communications technologies
including the impact of Artificial Intelligence;
▪Big data and its application to
corporate communication;
▪Behavioural insights particularly in
relation to consumers and employees;
▪The future of the corporate
communications function;
▪Measurement and evaluation of the
ROI on communications activity.

2. Risk management and crisis
response on a continuous basis;
3. Impact of disruptive communications
technologies;
4. The return to quality content
and rigorous news;
5. A changing role for the CEO
in communications;
6. Centrality of employee communications;
7. The need for speed.
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Overview of findings
Challenges facing organisations in 2023
The senior communicators (SCs) taking part in this
conversation identified six challenges they believe will
be of fundamental importance to their organisations in
five years’ time. All expect to be living in a time of great
volatility, with uncertainty as the norm, and experiencing
massive social, economic and political change.
They believe their organisations will be in a state
of constant reinvention as a result of technologydriven disruption, they will be wrestling with changing
demographics and increasingly complex regulatory
environments, and competition for talent will
have reached a new and mission critical level.
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Volatility and uncertainty during a
period of great upheaval – adapting
to fast changing contexts
SCs agree the future is uncertain and
their concerns are wide ranging. At a
geopolitical level many highlight the potential
fragmentation of the European Union
due to uncertainty surrounding Brexit,
along with social, political and economic
turbulence in other member states.
Others cite the unpredictability of the current
United States administration and the risk of
its adopting a protectionist stance in trade
matters along with a maverick and unilateral
approach to foreign policy. Still others point to
the rise of China both as a global economic
force and a dominant voice in world affairs
filling a leadership vacuum in the West.
One participant cited these factors as
symptoms of the decline and disruption of
the Western order that has prevailed for
the last seventy years. Alongside these
phenomena, several participants noted
the rise of populism and nationalism in
many countries and even the potential reemergence of socialism in the UK, as unsettling
challenges to globalisation and capitalism.
The implications for global
business are several:
▪Companies will need to shift their
focus even more than currently to new
growth markets, particularly in Asia,
▪Global companies may be required to
pay greater attention to the national
interests and trade and foreign policies
of their country of origin, which may
impede their international operations,
▪Corporations may need to consider
their presence in markets such as the
UK as their status changes, and
▪All will need to keep a watchful eye on US
trade and foreign policy and its ramifications.

“We’re at a tricky point
in the shift of world
order. One effect is that
businesses who prefer
certainty are finding
there’s an absence
of the security that
has allowed them to
operate in the past.”

Overview of findings
1. Volatility and uncertainty
during a period of great
upheaval – adapting to
fast changing contexts
2. Technology-driven
disruption driving
constant re-invention
of business models
3. Demographic shifts
upending expectations of
the relationship between
brands, companies
and stakeholders
4. Complex and uncertain
regulatory environments
5. Competition for talent
reaching new heights

Technology-driven disruption
driving constant re-invention
of business models

6. Cultural tension impeding
building a global culture

All participants expect the pace of technologydriven disruption to have accelerated,
particularly in the areas of Artificial Intelligence,
digitisation and big data. This will drive
companies to constantly review, adapt
and reinvent their business models.
Traditional companies will need to respond
more radically and rapidly to changing
conditions than ever before, while new
disruptive players—the future Ubers—will face
a contrasting challenge if they are they are to
thrive in the long-term, learning how to mature
as they develop, and where to compromise
with the establishments they are undermining.
One impact expected from this accelerating
pace of change is the replacement of long-term
planning models in favour of ever shorter cycles.

“We’re in the middle of
the biggest disruption
since the internet. Our
daily goal is to figure out
a continually changing
business model.”
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Overview of findings

Demographic shifts upending
expectations of the relationship
between brands, companies
and stakeholders
Demographic shifts will be exerting varied
impacts on corporations depending
on their product or service set. Ageing
populations in many European markets
and youthful populations in developing
countries will have caused many companies
to shift their focus for growth.
Senior communicators (SCs) of consumer
driven companies expect changed
attitudes to consumption and new patterns
of consumer behaviour to emerge and
mature over the next few years.
These range from wealthy young consumers in
developing markets adopting Western lifestyles
to those in traditional markets who will be less
affluent than previous generations and less
driven by conspicuous consumption as a result.
New trends cited include ‘hybrid’ consumers
who exhibit inconsistent behaviours, such as
buying luxury items on one occasion
then acquiring a ticket on a budget airline.

“The successful
companies will be
those that respond
quickest to these new
marketing truths.”
Within many organisations, maturing millennials
will represent the next generation
of managers, bringing with them new and more
demanding attitudes than their predecessors
towards corporate responsibility, transparency,
ethics and the nature of employment.
These factors suggest corporate behaviour
and communications, particularly employee
communications, will have risen on the
agenda of many organisations by 2023.

Complex and uncertain
regulatory environments
Many participants in the conversation expect
regulation to be a primary challenge. This was
expressed in two ways. Firstly, many industries
foresee increased regulation from national and
supranational bodies, particularly in matters
relating to the environment and sustainability.
In industries that are highly regulated SCs
also expect their communications with
stakeholders to be closely monitored.

“The main challenge we
are faced with is on the
policy landscape, and
its evolution in different
geographies... Different
approaches have been
taken by policy/regulatory
bodies at countries or
regional level. We need
to constantly adapt to
these changing rules
and it is hectic...”

1. Volatility and uncertainty
during a period of great
upheaval – adapting to
fast changing contexts
2. Technology-driven
disruption driving
constant re-invention
of business models
3. Demographic shifts
upending expectations of
the relationship between
brands, companies
and stakeholders
4. Complex and uncertain
regulatory environments
5. Competition for talent
reaching new heights
6. Cultural tension impeding
building a global culture

On a more general level, several participants
foresee an unravelling of regulatory
certainty. Since World War II international
standards have been set by the US and
Europe providing both clarity and a relatively
clear process for their development.
The geopolitical shifts referred to above
suggest the disruption of this order
bringing with it the question of who will
set standards in the future and what will
be the process for their development.
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Overview of findings

Competition for talent
reaching new heights

Cultural tension impeding
building a global culture

More than one participant cited differences
between Western vs. US vs. Eastern
cultures and approaches to management
—often present within a single global
organisation— as a factor in their organisation’s
However, the scope of change expected in the
dysfunctionality, and an inhibitor in the
future will send companies in search of new
development of a global culture. Inherent
and different types of talent, particularly in terms
in this is a tension between centralisation
of technological and scientific competences.
and decentralisation of decision-making.
This challenge will be compounded by a
One SC specifically cited centralisation as
changing demographic of employees and
a block to internationalisation in Japanese
the emergence of ‘millennial management,’
companies and another noted a conflict
bringing with them a new value set, which
between the bias towards action within US
is more demanding of the employer
companies with the consultative approach
brand. Moreover, the working world will
of many European corporations.
itself be fundamentally changed.
All expect the war for executive talent to have
reached new heights. As always, the best
talent will be in short supply and acquiring and
keeping it a critical factor in competitiveness.

Technology will have made home and
distance working, as well as distributed
teams, more common. But even more
significantly, the talent base in this new world
will be anticipating multi-job or freelancing
careers, and is consequently unlikely to offer
unquestioning loyalty to their employer brand.

1. Volatility and uncertainty
during a period of great
upheaval – adapting to
fast changing contexts
2. Technology-driven
disruption driving
constant re-invention
of business models
3. Demographic shifts
upending expectations of
the relationship between
brands, companies
and stakeholders
4. Complex and uncertain
regulatory environments
5. Competition for talent
reaching new heights
6. Cultural tension impeding
building a global culture

“We SAY we are a
global company but our
behaviours don’t reflect
a global company. There
is so much centralization
in our organization and
too much aversion
to risk. This is driven
by everything from
geopolitics, fear about
our national economy,
and how to come to
grips with the pace of
change in the world.”
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The communications
challenges + opportunities
All participants hope, and most expect, corporate
communications to be at the centre of business
strategy in five years’ time and deeply embedded
within the business. Participants identified seven
communications challenges and opportunities they
believe will be occupying corporations in 2023.
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Creating a purpose-driven
brand that can be maintained
in changing times
In a fast changing and crowded world,
corporate brands will remain vital differentiators
and marks of trust but they will need to be
driven by a higher purpose to stay relevant
to a new and demanding demographic of
employees, customers and other stakeholders.
Transparency, responsibility and authenticity
will continue to increase in importance,
particularly within Western corporations and
a key challenge and opportunity will be how
to maintain an organisation’s purpose and
narrative within fast changing contexts.
A deeper understanding of customers
and stakeholders will be required to
provide the foundation for character
management; stakeholder dialogue will be
no less important than it is today; and a
more rigorous approach to measurement
and the evaluation of the impact and ROI of
corporate communications will be needed to
justify the discipline’s increased influence.

Risk management and crisis
response on a continuous basis
Given changing consumer attitudes,
proliferating social media and the prevailing
climate of fake news, senior communicators
expect reputational crises to be a more
frequent and highly publicised occurrence
with the potential to inflict lasting damage on
a company’s brand equity and operations.
Consequently, organisations will need
to be more alert, better prepared
and faster to respond to events.
Political risk, regulation and issues related to
environmental responsibility and sustainability
were highlighted in addition to a range of
operational risks peculiar to each organisation.

Impact of disruptive
communications technologies
High on the agenda of all participants was
the need to identify and embrace new
technologies impacting communications.
Most frequently cited were the needs
to understand how to use data to drive
corporate communications, the implications
and potential of Artificial Intelligence, and
the future of distribution platforms like
Facebook, LinkedIn and Instagram.
At least one participant cited these platforms
as transformational, having already changed
the meaning of privacy, data and the nature
of engagement, and most are eager to
understand their future impact on marketing
practice and the industry as a whole.

The communications
challenges +
opportunities
1. Creating a purposedriven brand that
can be maintained
in changing times
2. Risk management
and crisis response
on a continuous basis
3. Impact of disruptive
communications
technologies
4. Return to quality content
and rigorous news
5. Changing role of the CEO
in communications
6. Centrality of employee
communications
7. A need for speed

“The advertising agencies
should be very worried
indeed: as distribution
platforms like Facebook
and LinkedIn move into
the creative space and
analytics, they are eating
the agencies’ lunch.”
There was a divergence of views over the
role of face-to-face communication in the
future with some participants seeing almost
total dominance by technological media
while others predict a resurgence of face to
face communications including set piece
events within and outside organisations.
Those favouring technological dominance
tended to be organisations with larger
global footprints, a history of distance
working and distributed teams, and a
high degree of technological literacy.
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Return to quality content
and rigorous news

Changing role of the CEO
in communications

Most participants predict a return to
quality content. Many accept marketers
and communications practitioners have
been engaged in a content arms race as
they’ve experimented with social media,
which has come at the cost of quality.

Senior communicators agree brand and
communications will be higher on the CEO’s
agenda in five years’ time but are divided
on the role the CEO will play. Some, mostly
in B2B environments, expect a backlash
against flamboyant, high profile CEOs and
predict a return to understated leadership.

They expect to see a rebalancing in the future
with the return of long-form and other written
content alongside the latest advancements
in social media and use of video.

“Cheap headlines
don’t build brands.
Corporations need to
build resilience and that
is based on authenticity
and reliable content.”
In line with this, whilst not going so far as to
predict the end of ‘fake news’, the majority
of senior communicators expect to see the
return to favour of rigorous, evidence based
news, though they recognise people will be
challenged in identifying which sources to
trust. Many believe traditional news sources
will remain most influential but see them
changing form to become news aggregators
and curators or subscription based, in many
cases packaging news for the careerist.
Meanwhile social media that embrace high
standards will also emerge as trusted sources.
More than one SC believes consumers will
need help identifying what represents quality
news and feels this education need is partly the
responsibility of corporate communicators.

Those in more disruptive organisations, or
where millennials form an important part of
their consumer base, foresee a more extrovert
approach. To them the corporate leader of the
future will need to be a consummate performer,
at ease in front of the camera, the congressional
hearing or in the face of shareholder activism,
able to engage with employees on the factory
floor as well as with management, and sensitive
to a world where social media can expose
poor corporate behaviour in an instant.

The communications
challenges +
opportunities
1. Creating a purposedriven brand that
can be maintained
in changing times
2. Risk management
and crisis response
on a continuous basis
3. Impact of disruptive
communications
technologies
4. Return to quality content
and rigorous news
5. Changing role of the CEO
in communications
6. Centrality of employee
communications
7. A need for speed

A number of SCs went further and expect more
examples of corporations actively involved in
public issues with the CEO as activist, partly in
response to growing expectations of consumers
for brands to “stand for something”, partly filling
a gap left by the absence of stable political
leadership. The response by CEO’s to US
President Trump’s actions over the Paris climate
accord and immigration were cited as examples.

“Managing the CEO
brand will be much
more complicated – an
essential ingredient within
the corporate brand, and
a key task for the Chief
Communications Officer.”

“If you’re going to
trade or make a major
business decision,
you’ve always done it
on the basis of hard
information. Rigorous,
evidence-based news
has never had more
power for the corporation
or professional.”
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Centrality of employee
communications
Employee communications, too often a
poor relation to external communication,
will grow in importance becoming central
to communications strategy, according to
almost all who took part in the conversation.
Ensuring employees are aligned with
the brand, understand the business
strategy and are equipped to respond
rapidly to changing situations will be ever
more critical to competitiveness.
A powerful employer brand will be vital in
attracting, motivating and retaining the best
talent. However, most senior communicators
believe the internal communications and
employee engagement disciplines will
need to have developed considerably.
First and foremost it will have to accommodate
the new value set of the millennial generation
and their expectations of employer behaviour.

A need for speed
Lastly, every participant in the conversation
noted that all the challenges highlighted will
need resolving at greater speed, requiring the
best use of technology, the best practitioners
and more effective management systems.

“We’ll be living in a
fast moving and
unpredictable
environment where
speed and ability
to prioritise will be
deal-breakers. The
winners will be those
that can keep up.”

The communications
challenges +
opportunities
1. Creating a purposedriven brand that
can be maintained
in changing times
2. Risk management
and crisis response
on a continuous basis
3. Impact of disruptive
communications
technologies
4. Return to quality content
and rigorous news
5. Changing role of the CEO
in communications
6. Centrality of employee
communications
7. A need for speed

It will be rooted in behavioural science, with a
sophisticated understanding of the behaviour
and attitudes of those in employment,
as well as a thorough understanding of
their media consumption and use of the
latest and most credible social media.
Almost all participants agree face to face
communication will remain vital in this arena
and that top down communication must be
balanced with a more open, collaborative and
continuous dialogue within an organisation.

“The faster things change
the more important
internal communication
becomes. Employees
need to know the
plan, and that plan
may have changed
in the last week.”
The greatest challenge and opportunity
however, according to several SCs, will be
managing the permeability of messaging
made possible by social media, whereby
every employee is a potential communicator
for their organisation.This represents a huge
and as yet unrealised opportunity for brand
building as well as carrying risk and its
management will be central to successful
employee communications in the future.

12

How will the corporate
communications
function change?
Most of the SCs taking part in the conversation
expect greater recognition of the importance of
the corporate communications function and a
corresponding increase in its influence within five years.
However, they expect the bar to be raised on what
is expected of the senior corporate communicator
and the function. They also cited a number of issues,
opportunities, and challenges on the horizon.
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The Senior Corporate
Communicator involved
in everything
Most expect the corporate communications
function to have become more influential, with
the most senior corporate communicator in
the organisation becoming more prominent,
sitting at the top table as the CEO’s right
hand and guardian of their organisation’s
character, reputation and moral compass.
The senior corporate communicator will be a
consummate practitioner possessing many of
the competences suggested for the CEO earlier,
a deep understanding of the business as well as
the skills to apply communications strategically
to deliver against business objectives.
He or she will be deeply involved in every aspect
of the organisation and a strategic planner but
also able to improvise in times of crisis and
uncertainty. He or she will preside over an
increasingly sophisticated and well organised
function with clearer ways to measure and
evaluate the ROI on communications activity.

New features of the
communications function
SCs expect a more strategic, analytical
and integrated function with a leaner,
flatter and less hierarchical structure.
Most expect the function itself to be
multi-disciplinary but more integrated
with several expecting the disappearance
of separate digital departments.
A number predict a more distributed
approach with communications experts
embedded in business teams across the
organisation providing communications
consultancy, strategy and support
on every aspect of operations.

How will the corporate
communications
function change?
1. The Senior Corporate
Communicator involved
in everything
2. New features of the
communications function
3. New competences
4. Integration of Corporate
Communications and
the Marketing function
– an area to watch.

Several expect to see ‘agile’ or ‘surge’
teams, where resources are moved speedily
from one part of the business to another as
needed, or brought together to resolve a
particular issue or opportunity; yet another
SC is thinking of experimenting with a ‘fast
track’ development programme, similar
to that present in the UK Civil Service,
where select communications staff will be
moved through placements in different
communication or business areas in order
to develop their competences and careers.
Yet others spoke of agency style experiments,
either styling the function as an internal agency
or in one case establishing the function as a
commercial agency with additional clients.
Those in B2C environments expect to see
a ‘newsroom’ approach with a premium
placed on creative news generation using
multiple media, with a focus on creative
storytelling across the organisation.

“The function is going
to change, it has to,
but it’s also going to
be a lot smarter and
a lot more influential.
Part of our role will be
to educate from the
CEO down on the
value of communication
and reputation as well
as its mechanics.”
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New competences
Participants cited a range of competencies
that will be more important in five years’ time:
▪Communications strategy and planning
▪Research, analysis and evaluation
▪Application of data
▪Consulting skills
▪Creative strategy
▪Storytelling
▪Content curation and editing
▪Channel planning and measurement
▪Videography
▪Social media
▪Writing
▪Behavioural science

Integration of Corporate
Communications and
the Marketing function
– an area to watch
Almost all SCs raised integration of the
Corporate Communications and Marketing
functions as a possibility during the next five
years but were divided on the likely outcome.
All expect to see some level of greater
integration fed in part by increased corporate
communication direct to the consumer
and the rise of corporate brand marketing
as a driver for both brand and sales.

How will the corporate
communications
function change?
1. The Senior Corporate
Communicator involved
in everything
2. New features of the
communications function
3. New competences
4. Integration of Corporate
Communications and
the Marketing function
– an area to watch.

A small minority predicted formal integration
of the functions within the period. Whether
separate or integrated, there was division
on which discipline will dominate, with B2B
/B2G organisations favouring corporate
communications, and consumer brands
predicting the marketing function will lead.

▪Employee communications
▪Crisis and risk management
▪Regulatory
▪Sustainability
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What insight would be
most valuable to you
in the future, that is
currently not available
or in short supply?
Participants identified a range of areas
where insight would be valued

News +
media
futures

How will traditional
and social media
develop during the
next decade? How
will consumption
patterns change
and what will be
the implications for
communications?

Big Data

insight into its
application
to corporate
communication

The future of
the communications
function

...including
shape, trends,
competencies,
evaluation and
measurement
of ROI

Emerging
technologies

...which will have
an impact on
communications,
particularly
developments
in social media
and Artificial
Intelligence.

Behavioural
insights

...into consumers,
executives and
employees,
particularly as it
relates to their
attitude and
behaviour towards
corporates and
response to social
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Further participation
in the conversation
We are looking forward to taking these findings
forward, and most participants in the survey
expressed a high degree of interest in ongoing
conversations – provided the group was made
up of a suitably senior set of peers drawn from
organisations of a similar scale, complexity and
sophistication in the use of communication,
and that the agenda was relevant, and there
was a real possibility of salient insight.
Our ambition is to convene interested parties in
early 2018 for further discussion on next steps.

“There is nothing more valuable
than a spotless reputation.”
—William Shakespeare
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