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Leading a 
new era of 
communications

O

A look at the transformation of a 
function.

B y  G i z e m  W e gg  e m a n s

nce heralded as the seat 
held by the best storytell-
er in the company, cor-
porate communications 

is no longer about amplifying what an 
organisation wants to say. Social media 
and vanishing boundaries have exploded 
the old model. Instead, communications 
today has a very different focus: to man-
age the dynamic, two-way conversation 
between an organisation and its stake-
holders. It is all about how best to in-
fluence and orchestrate this continuous 
dialogue, positively shaping perceptions 
to enhance reputation. 

The World Economic Forum esti-
mates that up to 25 per cent of a compa-
ny’s market value is determined by the 
strength of its reputation. Unsurprising-
ly, in a Deloitte survey, almost 90 per 
cent of business leaders suggested that 
reputation is the single most important 
risk that faces a business today. And as a 
result, boards and executives across the 
world are increasingly realising the val-
ue of appointing well-rounded and truly 
skilled professionals to define and over-
see reputation management.

In fact, we are seeing an increasing 
number of corporate affairs directors be-
ing elevated to senior leadership. Across 
the Financial Times 500, in the UK, 45 per 
cent of corporate affairs directors sit on 
the executive committee of their compa-
ny. The figure is similar in the US and we 
expect the trend to continue globally over 
the coming years. As a result, employers 
are no longer just looking for functional 
skills, but strategic capabilities that can 
allow these individuals to play a part in 
wider discussions. 

Corporate affairs directors are no 
longer being called into the room only 
once a decision has been made so that 
they can help communicate it. Instead, 
leading companies want them in the 
room during the decision making process 
to ensure all outcomes take stakeholder 
implications and reputational consid-
erations into account. They look for di-
rectors who can be proactive, carefully 
evaluating how each business decision 
will be received and perceived by a rather 
complex ecosystem, from the media to 
policy makers. Leading companies can no 
longer manage the stakeholder landscape 

through stand-alone engagement efforts. 
Reputation management today requires 
a fully integrated communications ap-
proach, with a consistent strategy across 
all communication channels and all areas 
of the business. This means that corporate 
affairs directors need to have the skill-
set to match. Businesses are looking for 
candidates who have spent time holding 
the entire corporate affairs mandate: from 
media to public policy, from corporate 
social responsibility to investor relations.

The requirements of a new 
role

Communications directors are not 
‘sole traders’ – they have increasingly 
wide and varied teams working with 
them, requiring true leaders occupying 
the number one seat. When progressive 
organisations are assessing their corpo-
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aging a culture of ideas, innovation and 
problem-solving from all levels of the 
business.

The third requirement for tomor-
row’s successful leaders is to define the 
broader purpose for which the organisa-
tion stands. Without the ability to anchor 
the business in society, going forward, 
organisations will be unable to obtain 
and retain their license to operate. Corpo-
rate social responsibility is seen as an in-
creasingly important element of business 
strategy and owning this agenda further 
augments the importance of the corpo-
rate affairs director in the C-suite. 

Another critical feature of business 
leadership that has implications for the 
function is the requirement to nurture 
and develop future talent in order to give 
the business strength and depth in its 
talent pool. This is even more critical at a 
time when the function is transforming 
itself, so the appetite and ability to invest 
in proper succession planning is key.

The fifth and final skill needed is 
the ability to leverage emotion to drive 
change. Establishing and driving engage-
ment have never been so vital in a leader. 
In an increasingly digitalised and auto-
mated world, corporate communications 
has an advantage in that it relies on the 
ability to understand how people speak, 
think and feel – a unique spike in cor-
porate affairs directors and one which 
they need to cultivate consistently. Just 
as the chief financial officers are relied 

upon to ensure the 
financial health of 
a business, cor-
porate affairs di-
rectors are often 
called upon to 
act as the ethical 
conscience of a 
company. How-
ever, empathy is 

not only a necessity for decision making. 
Businesses want to recruit people they 
will be comfortable working with; the 
ability to work effectively with colleagues 
in a highly challenging macro environ-
ment is critical. These leaders need to 

rate affairs directors, they are no longer 
just focusing on functional excellence.  
Businesses are looking for natural lead-
ers, who can manage change and inspire 
their colleagues to work towards a par-
ticular vision. As such, what is required 
of the successful leaders of any function 
today and tomorrow is 
also required from the 
corporate affairs leader.

Firstly, these leaders 
must be able to master 
complexity, integrat-
ing the perspectives of 
multiple stakeholders 
(whether they be internal 
or external) to help drive 
necessary change. It is especially vital for 
a corporate affairs director to be able to 
distil the implications of an ever-chang-
ing landscape and drive simplicity.

Secondly, these leaders also need to 
be able to orchestrate creativity, encour-P
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show they have a personality which can 
inspire and motivate an entire organi-
sation.

In a world where corporate reputa-
tions can be built or destroyed in seconds, 
the value of effective communications 
has never been so highly regarded. This 
presents a unique opportunity but also 
responsibility for communications ex-
ecutives. Corporate affairs professionals 
need to be empathetic, strategic and ad-
aptable, whilst also showing their ability 
to lead. Indeed, no longer a mouthpiece, 
the new corporate affairs director is the 
most exciting, multifaceted profile to 
emerge within the C-suite in a long time, 
and investing in oneself beyond the day 
to day to fill and expand that seat has 
never been more critical. •
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5 future skills 

• �Tomorrow’s communi-
cations leaders must be 
able to master complexity, 
integrating the perspectives 
of multiple stakeholders to 
help drive change.

• �These leaders also need 
to orchestrate creativity, 
encouraging a culture 
of ideas, innovation and 
problem-solving from all 
levels of the business.

• �Communicators will define 
the broader purpose for 
which the organisation 
stands.  

 
• �Another requirement is to 

nurture and develop future 
talent in order to strength-
en the business. 

• �The final skill is to leverage 
emotion to drive change.

“Businesses 
are looking for 

natural leaders.”


