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The Chief Communications Officer:
Guiding Your Business in a Chaotic World

The business environment is in upheaval, and it’s not just about the economy. Companies now communicate with

consumers and stakeholders in a significantly different way and through new channels that didn’t even exist a few years

ago. As a result, chief executive officers (CEOs) and boards are closely examining their strategic communications function.

In this paper, Seema Kathuria looks at the changes sweeping through the corporate communications field and reviews the

issues that will be critical in the coming year as companies seek to define and implement their communications strategy.

A Business World (Still) in Crisis:
No company’s reputation (or business)
is safe

Despite what some economic forecasters are saying,
most of those operating in the business world think
that the tumult and uncertainty of the past 18 months
will continue for some time. Many companies still

are grappling with severely tarnished reputations and
pervasive, cross-industry distrust of business in general
on the part of consumers and investors.

While many firms earned their bad reputations over

the past two years, it’s also true that even some of

the world’s most well regarded firms have seen their
reputations tarnished. A U.S.-based Harris Interactive
Poll released December 1, 2009, revealed just how bad
things are. Forty-four percent of the respondents in the
annual scientific poll say they do not trust the public
statements of any business. Only 12 percent think banks
are trustworthy, just 9 percent see the pharmaceutical
sector as such and only 5 percent find oil companies
to be honest dealers. The supermarket industry fared
the best in the annual poll, but with just 36 percent of
respondents finding the sector trustworthy, it hardly
seems like something to celebrate.

In the same survey, people clamored for more
government oversight. Forty-four percent say the health
insurance, oil, pharmaceutical and banking industries all
need more regulation—not exactly an indicator of high
consumer confidence.
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Beyond the Economy: Dynamic forces at
play in society demand new messages
and new communications tactics

Restoring reputations and stakeholder confidence shaken
by the economy is just one element that is spurring
organizations to rethink their communications strategies.
Businesses recognize that they will increasingly need
varying but integrated messages to reach different
constituents. At the same time, an evolving array of
media will be employed to reach these key audiences. As
a result, Communications departments are evolving away
from the more structured and separately functioning
areas such as investor relations, consumer relations,
media affairs and internal communications.

Many CEOs are increasingly making corporate
communications a specific, more comprehensive role,
one that sits in the c-suite and is far more connected

to the business and to revenue streams than typically
has been the case in the past. The result is a chief
communications officer (CCO) charged with centralizing,
developing, leading and executing a robust and fully
integrated communications plan. Beyond the weighty
effects of the economic downturn, the external forces
driving these changes include:

Globalization of Stakeholders

Understanding a company’s stakeholders used to be
a fairly predictable business. There were customers
foremost plus employees, investors, business
partners and regulators. Simple. Global commerce,



the Internet’s transformative power, transnational
governing bodies like the European Union plus
international trade pacts like NAFTA have led to
a massive proliferation of corporate stakeholders.
Non-governmental organizations such as medical
organizations, environmental groups, human
rights campaigners plus state attorneys general
and student activists, to highlight just a few, all
have managed to become powerful and vocal
stakeholders in many corporate sectors.

You can’t grow Roundup Ready corn in lowa without
weighing the concerns of subsistence farmers in Mexico.
And if you sell services or products in America, you’d
better expect scrutiny of your worldwide workforce. It
isn’t just new markets that globalization has opened
up over the past few years but greater visibility and,
therefore, accountability for an organization’s actions.

Message Multiplication

Inextricably linked to globalization is the reality that
companies how have many more issues and messages
to communicate. If it were only about products or
services, that would be easy. Today, organizations often
are judged on the sustainability of their products and
supply chains, their investment and vendor policies, the
role their products play in the health and well-being of
their users, their promotion of gender and racial equality,
and their philanthropic commitments. Gone are the days
when you could just put a product in the marketplace
and go home for the night.

If executed the right way, these issues present a
valuable opportunity to connect with stakeholders in

a meaningful and positive social dialogue. But this is
critical: These issues also require strategic management
and a coherent message that builds the brand. Left
uncontrolled, these varying messages can overwhelm
an organization and undermine the integrity of the brand
and its overarching value in the minds of consumers.

Endless Technological Revolution

Finally, technological and entrepreneurial innovation is
creating an ever-changing menu of new communication
channels. Facebook and Twitter are the most obvious
ways the latest technologies have transformed
corporate communications, but let’s not forget that
until 2007, most people didn’t even know what a tweet
was. It should go without saying that communication
and media channels will continue to evolve and

decentralize. The old, privileged sources of information,
whether traditional media outlets or corporate
marketing departments, are becoming only single
nodes in a vast communication network connecting
producers, consumers and intermediaries.

With these dynamic and often unpredictable forces

at work, it should be no surprise that businesses are
actively seeking out or cultivating CCOs who can both
synthesize and leverage these changes. Enterprises that
do not respond and capitalize on these dramatic changes
are squandering a potential competitive advantage and
are exposing themselves to significant business risk.

How a strategically aligned CCO plugs
in to your business

One thing that the last year has made clear is that a
company’s CCO must be able to develop and execute
sophisticated strategies across multiple channels. So
perhaps the most distinguishing characteristic of an
effective CCO is a highly strategic mindset. The CCO
needs to be someone other c-suite leaders expect at
the table for a wide range of discussions. This person’s
network will extend broadly throughout the company
and the industry. It also will extend into other industries,
giving the CCO a wide perspective and range of
resources upon which to draw. Thanks to these skills,
the CCO should know as much, if not more, about the
business than anyone else. Taken together, these are
the big-picture competencies of a communications
leader as we enter the new decade. More specifically, a
CCO’s interlocking responsibilities will include:

Communications Strategy

The CCO is an enterprise’s chief spokesperson

as well as trusted communications advisor to the
CEO and the rest of the executive team. Now more
than ever, business decisions must be analyzed
through the lens of communications, and the CCO
should drive this activity. The CCO also must be

a prognosticator, able to anticipate technological,
societal and regulatory trends and advise c-suite
colleagues accordingly. Different business units
and various constituencies will require unique tools
and it is the CCO who develops and oversees
implementation of them. The CCO also acts as an
educator within the organization to raise awareness of
communications issues and corporate strategy.



Business Intelligence and Stakeholder Interface
The CCO should be an impeccable source of
intelligence regarding your business, its stakeholders
and the market at large. The key people and
organizations involved with your business, their
motivations and their alliances will be familiar to the
CCO. Working with c-suite counterparts to assess
stakeholder expectations on all manner of corporate
initiatives also will be a necessity. For example, will a
new rollout alienate traditional customers? How can
the company get ahead of the issue, and what tools
will it use to get there? Ask the CCO.

Management

The CCO must assemble, manage and develop a
team with the capabilities and perspectives that a
truly strategic communication campaign demands.
The leader of this group must both develop and then
implement a culture that reinforces that strategic
orientation. As with any excellent manager, the CCO
must continuously assess the functional capabilities of
the broader communications team in light of changing
needs and adjust accordingly.

Company Culture, Values and Beliefs

While not charged with setting company culture, the CCO
will be its guardian and chief interlocutor. As part of this
task, the CCO should ensure that a company’s culture,
values and beliefs are integrated into its communication
efforts and that it is consistent across channels. Because
of globalization of markets and many industries’ recent
cycles of consolidation and cross-pollination of talent,
corporate cultures also are also being assessed more
rigorously and are evolving to meet new opportunities:
The CCO is the lead facilitator for spreading these values
inside and outside the company.

Communications Infrastructure

The expansion of new communications platforms
will require more than simply deciding to embrace
today’s social media and other new communications
tools. CCOs must be early adopters of many new
technologies and channels, they must be able

to evaluate new media platforms for degree of
appropriateness to their markets and they must
leverage those avenues that will have the greatest
impact. The CCO then must be able to strategically
reallocate resources and ensure that the necessary
new channels are integrated within the business.

Conclusion

The chief communications officer cannot drive change
alone. It should go without saying, but there must be
an organizational commitment to the CCQO’s success.
This begins with ensuring that the CCO has unfettered
access to the CEO and the freedom to forge direct
connections with unit leaders across the company.
Those executives, in turn, must abandon outdated
views of the communication chief’s role and engage
the CCO on a strategic level. The CCO isn’t there only
to make sure other executives get profiled in the news
or just drive the creative ad campaigns but rather to
help drive a profitable business.

No matter how brilliant and how strategically oriented
a communications leader is, he or she inevitably will
fail without the right resources. Even in these lean
times, the most progressive organizations are making
sure their CCO has a critical mass of people and the
financial resources required to do their job effectively.
When it comes to chief financial officers and general
counsels, it works the same way, and, in this new
business environment, the CCOs also need that level
of commitment and backing.

The changes under way in communications
technology, stakeholder engagement and globalization
present a powerful impetus for CEOs and boards

to rethink their communications function—and the
person who leads it. There will be no “one size fits all”
template for doing so. Each organization will have to
approach the matter based on the current state of its
communications group and the long-term objectives
of its business. However, we believe organizations that
quickly and effectively adapt their communications
strategy to these new demands will enjoy a significant
competitive advantage.

Author

Seema Kathuria is a consultant in the Corporate
Officers practice at Russell Reynolds Associates.
Seema serves global organizations across the
gaming, consumer, retail, leisure & hospitality,
health care, technology, industrial, and utility
sectors, advising on recruitment, assessment
and retentions strategies for senior level
communications and investor relations officers.



RUSSELL REYNOLDS ASSOCIATES | Global Ofﬁces

Americas

Atlanta

1180 Peachtree St., NE
Suite 2250

Atlanta, GA 30309-3521
United States of America
Tel: +1-404-577-3000

Boston

One Federal Street

25th Floor

Boston, MA 02110-1007
United States of America
Tel: +1-617-523-1111

Buenos Aires

Buenos Aires Plaza

Manuela Saenz 323

Seventh Floor, Suites 14 and 15
C1107CBP Buenos Aires
Argentina

Tel: +54-11-4118-8900

Chicago

200 South Wacker Drive

Suite 2900

Chicago, IL 60606-5802

United States of America
Tel: +1-312-993-9696

Dallas

8401 N. Central Expressway
Suite 650

Dallas, TX 75225-4404
United States of America
Tel: +1-214-220-2033

Houston

600 Travis Street

Suite 2200

Houston, TX 77002-2901
United States of America
Tel: +1-713-754-5995

Los Angeles

11100 Santa Monica Blvd.
Suite 350

Los Angeles, CA 90025-3384
United States of America
Tel: +1-310-775-8940

Menlo Park

2500 Sand Hill Road

Suite 105

Menlo Park, CA 94025-7015
United States of America
Tel: +1-650-233-2400

Mexico City

Torre Reforma

Paseo de la Reforma
115-1502

Lomas de Chapultepec
México 11000, D.F.
México

Tel: +52-55-5249-5130
Minneapolis/St. Paul

225 South Sixth Street
Suite 2550

Minneapolis, MN 55402-3900
United States of America
Tel: +1-612-332-6966

New York

200 Park Avenue

Suite 2300

New York, NY 10166-0002
United States of America
Tel: +1-212-351-2000

San Francisco

101 California Street

Suite 2900

San Francisco, CA 94111-5829
United States of America

Tel: +1-415-352-3300

Sao Paulo

Edificio Eldorado Business Tower
Av. Nacbes Unidas, 8501

11° Andar

05425-070 Sé&o Paulo - SP

Brazil

Tel: +55-11-3566-2400

Stamford

301 Tresser Boulevard
Suite 1210

Stamford, CT 06901-3250
United States of America
Tel: +1-203-905-3341

Toronto

Scotia Plaza, Suite 3410
40 King Street West
Toronto, ON

M5H 3Y2

Canada

Tel: +1-416-364-3355

Washington, D.C.

1701 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Suite 400

Washington, D.C. 20006-5810
United States of America

Tel: +1-202-654-7800

Asia/Pacific

Beijing

Suite 1320, China World Tower |
No. 1 Jian Guo Men Wai Avenue
Beijing 100004

China

Tel: +86-10-6505-2688

Hong Kong

Room 1801, Alexandra House
18 Chater Road Central

Hong Kong

China

Tel: +852-2523-9123

Melbourne

15th Floor

Bourke Place

600 Bourke Street
Melbourne VIC 3000
Australia

Tel: +61-3-9603-1300

Mumbai

Unit 9(A), Grand Hyatt Plaza
Santacruz (East)

Mumbai 400 055

India

Tel: +91-22-6733-2222

New Delhi

203, Eros Corporate Tower
Nehru Place

New Delhi 110 019

India

Tel: +91-11-4603-4600

Shanghai

Room 4504, Jin Mao Tower
88 Century Avenue
Pudong, Shanghai 200121
China

Tel: +86-21-6163-0888

Singapore

2 Shenton Way
#08-01 SGX Centre 1
Singapore 068804
Singapore

Tel: +65-6225-1811

Sydney

Level 40, Aurora Place
88 Phillip Street
Sydney NSW 2000
Australia

Tel: +61-2-9258-3100

Tokyo

Izumi Garden Tower 14F
1-6-1 Roppongi

Minato-ku, Tokyo 106-6014
Japan

Tel: +81-3-5114-3700

Europe

Amsterdam

World Trade Center
Tower H, 18th Floor
Zuidplein 148

1077 XV Amsterdam
The Netherlands

Tel: +31-20-305-7630

Barcelona

Edificio Prisma

Avda. Diagonal, 613, 2°A
08028 Barcelona

Spain

Tel: +34-93-494-9400

Brussels

Boulevard St.-Michel 27
B-1040 Brussels
Belgium

Tel: +32-2-743-12-20

Copenhagen

Ostergade 1, 1st Floor
DK-1100 Copenhagen K
Denmark

Tel: +45-33-69-23-20

Frankfurt

MesseTurm

60308 Frankfurt/Main
Germany

Tel: +49-69-75-60-90-0

Hamburg
Stadthausbriicke
1-3/Fleethof

20355 Hamburg
Germany

Tel: +49-40-480-661-0

London

24 St. James’s Square
London SW1Y 4HZ
United Kingdom

Tel: +44-20-7839-7788

Madrid

Calle Miguel Angel, 11
Seventh Floor

28010 Madrid

Spain

Tel: +34-91-319-7100

Milan

Via Mascheroni, 5
20123 Milan

Italy

Tel: +39-02-430-0151

Munich

LudwigstraBe 7

80539 Munich
Germany

Tel: +49-89-24-89-81-3

Paris

7, Place Vendéme
75001 Paris

France

Tel: +33-1-49-26-13-00

Stockholm

Hamngatan 27

SE-111 47 Stockholm
Sweden

Tel: +46-8-545-074-40

Warsaw

Belvedere Plaza

ul. Belwederska 23
00-761 Warsaw
Poland

Tel: +48-22-851-68-38

Ziirich

Léwenstrasse 28
CH-8001 Zurich
Switzerland

Tel: +41-44-447-30-30

©2010 Russell Reynolds Associates, Inc.
RUSSELL REYNOLDS ASSOCIATES is a trademark
of Russell Reynolds Associates, Inc. Other
brand names and marks referenced herein

are trademarks of their respective owners.

Code: 1LDCO



