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FOREWORD
We embarked upon this report to find out about
the experiences of in-house communications
professionals through the crisis – the challenges they
have faced, how they have overcome them, what
they have learned and how they have adapted their
communications as a result.

By Emma Kane,
Chief Executive,
Newgate Communications
From early on in the Covid-19 pandemic it was
clear that communications professionals were
going to face some sizeable challenges.
Many of these, of course, are not particular to the
communications profession. Threats to the health
of individuals and their loved ones have affected
people of all professions – many of them much
more seriously than the average communications
practitioner. Difficulties caused by struggling
employers, redundancies, furloughs and having to
work remotely have also been commonplace.
But communicators have also faced challenges
particular to our profession, many of which will be
entirely new to them. From managing a lightningpaced crisis in the early days of the pandemic to
communicating with worried employees estranged
from their colleagues and the workplace, in-house
communications teams have found themselves at the
epicentre of their organisations’ battle to stay on top
of the emerging crisis and all its many arms and legs.
And these communications challenges have been
compounded by all the common difficulties faced
by so many during lockdown.
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With the help of VMAGROUP, we surveyed 84 senior
in-house communications professionals about their
experiences to form the basis of this report, which
has been overlaid by advice from some of our
consultants around the most commonly recurring
themes and issues faced. I would like to thank
VMAGROUP and all those individuals who took
the time to participate in the survey and share their
thoughts and experiences.
In times such as these the job of an in-house
communicator can be a lonely one. Our aim in
compiling this report is to share the experiences and
lessons learned by contemporaries and hopefully
provide some inspiration for communicators as they
and their businesses look forward to the next chapter.
For while this pandemic has brought myriad
communications challenges, I have seen within our
own organisation and within those of our clients that
it has also acted as a catalyst for improving important
skillsets; brought out some innovative thinking and
creative solutions; and made organisations reflect
more deeply on how they behave and how they
communicate.
I hope you find it useful and that it can contribute, in
however small a way, to helping your teams exit the
pandemic stronger.
Emma Kane

METHODOLOGY
This report was written based on research
carried out online in May 2020 by Newgate
Research amongst in-house communications
professionals. A total of 84 professionals1
completed the survey between 6th May
and 27th May 2020.
Two-thirds (65%) of respondents were Director
or Head of Team level; 25% were senior-level
managers; and the remaining 10% were
mid-level managers.
Respondents came from organisations in
a wide variety of business sectors including
finance & insurance; manufacturing and
production; retail; health; professional, scientific
and technical; construction; information and
communication; wholesale; accommodation
and food services; arts, entertainment,
recreation and other services.
Respondents work for businesses with a wide
range of experiences of the pandemic. 14% said
their business had financially been badly or
very badly impacted compared to 61% who had
suffered a minor or moderate impact, and just
10% whose organisation had been positively
impacted by the crisis.

1 Base sizes are reported for each question. Not all questions were answered by all 84 respondents. Note also that percentages won’t always add up to
100% due to rounding.
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THE COMMUNICATIONS
CHALLENGES OF COVID-19
The coronavirus pandemic has posed a
wide variety of challenges to professional
communicators.

Internal communications was the next most
commonly cited challenge, named by four in five
respondents (80%). More people named internal
communications as ‘very challenging’ than any
other discipline (25%).

Of the eight specific areas of communications
mentioned in the survey, at least half the
respondents said seven of them had been
challenging.

72% of respondents said crisis communications
and issues management posed a challenge;
and 61% said they had experienced difficulty in
influencing senior management on key decisions
with communications implications. This was the
second most likely category to be named ‘very
challenging’, cited as such by 23% of respondents.

The area most regularly identified as a
challenge to communicators was managing
the overall communications strategy, named
by an overwhelming 87% of respondents.

TABLE 1: COMMUNICATIONS CHALLENGES OF THE PANDEMIC2

Managing our overall
Internal
Crisis
Influencing senior
Managing social
Public affairs (n 41)
comms strategy
communications
communications /
management on
media (n 48)
Managing
Internal
Crisis
senior
Managing social
(n 67) our overall
(n 53)
issues management
key Influencing
decisions with
comms strategy
communications
communications
/ communications
management on
media (n 48)
(n 57)
(n 67)
(n 53)
issues managementimplications
key decisions
(n 52)with
(n 57)
communications
implications (n 52)

Financial
Supplier
communications or
communications
investorFinancial
relations
(nSupplier
45)
communications
or
communications
(n 32)
investor relations
(n 45)
(n 32)

Very challenging
Very challenging

Quite challenging

Not a challenge at all

Quite challenging

Not a challenge at all

2 Q2 In terms of communications, which of the following have you found challenging? Please respond for all types of communications relevant to your
Team. Note base sizes varied between n 32-67.
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Rapidly-evolving priorities
At the outset of the crisis, communications
departments were forced to adapt the regular
focus of their work in a very short space of time
and in some cases, significantly increase the
time and effort they put into communicating
with a given audience.
Overwhelmingly, communications professionals’
attentions were diverted much more heavily
into internal communications, as businesses
dealt with the challenges of employee sickness
and myriad concerns over safety, job security,
financial welfare and new ways of working.
Almost nine out of ten respondents (86%)
increased their level of focus on employees
during the pandemic compared to beforehand,
and around three-quarters of these gave
employee communications ‘significantly’ more
focus.
“Employees have been the real focus,” said one
respondent, “winning their trust early that we
weren’t asking them to choose between money
or health. Having got that right we’ve been
able to ask for - and receive - unprecedented
degrees of flexibility.”
The Government’s employee furlough scheme
posed additional challenges for in-house
communicators.
“Communicating with a furloughed workforce is
essential but raised some practical challenges,”
said one respondent, while another explained
the importance of “keeping people informed,
feeling connected and sharing ideas.”
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The challenges of the furlough scheme have
evolved as time has gone on and some
employees have come back into their roles.
“It has been a challenging time balancing the
communications needs of various audiences
but the particular challenge is communicating
to furloughed staff,” explained one respondent.
“The significant challenge from this is managing
the various reactions to being furloughed once
staff are back in role.”

Clients and customers were the other
clear beneficiary of a heightened level of
communications, with three in four respondents
(75%) increasing their level of focus on this
audience since the onset of the crisis.
While it would be reasonable to assume
that businesses would decrease the level of
communications to some audiences to balance
out the increased focus on priority audiences
such as employees and customers, this does
not appear to have been the case. Every single
audience category named, including media,
regulators, investors and parent companies, was
given a net increase in focus, suggesting that
the overall level of communications produced by
businesses increased by a substantial amount.

While ‘over-communicating’ is a good principle
to follow in a complex, fast-moving crisis of this
nature, it also brings challenges of its own. One
respondent raised the issue of the information
overload facing one of their key audiences, local
authorities:
“The pressure on them is immense and
therefore we have to be succinct with our
comms.”
Consistency of information was another raised
by communicators. “All stakeholder groups
have remained important, so maintaining a
level of consistent messaging and stakeholder
care has been an integral part of our plans,”
explained one respondent.

TABLE 2: CHANGES IN THE LEVEL OF COMMUNICATIONS FOCUS ON DIFFERENT AUDIENCES DURING THE
PANDEMIC COMPARED TO BEFOREHAND3
Significantly more

Employees (n 60)
Clients & customers (n 55)

More

Government and/or local government (n 47)

No change

Investors (n 37)

Less

Social media followers (n 53)

Significantly less

Regulators (n 45)
Suppliers (n 48)
Media (n 52)
Parent companies (n 33)
0

20

40

60

80

100

3 Q4 As relevant to your business, for each audience please indicate any changes in the level of focus you are giving them in your communications
during the pandemic as compared to beforehand. Note base sizes varied between n 33-60.
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Universal challenges
Of course, the challenges faced by in-house
communicators have not just been those
specific to their role. As with employees in other
functions, their role-specific difficulties have
been compounded by a variety of practical
challenges caused by business disruption and
new ways of working.
The management - and specifically people
management – skills of in-house communications
leaders have been called upon more than ever as
they and their teams have been forced to adapt to
many new or heightened demands.
For over half of respondents (53%), workload has
increased significantly during the crisis. A further
29% said their workload has increased slightly, giving
a combined 82% of communicators who have
experienced an increase in workload. This compares
with just 10% whose workload has decreased.
As one respondent put it, “the challenge has been
the pace and volume of work more than anything.”
Managing time efficiently is the most frequently
named practical challenge, with 81% of respondents
saying it has been a challenge, including 45% who
said it has been ‘very challenging’.

With children forced to stay at home while schools
and nurseries have been closed, juggling work and
family commitments has proved ‘very challenging’ for
44% of respondents, the second highest figure in this
category.
Maintaining mental and physical health has
posed a challenge for three-quarters of in-house
communicators (76%), including a third (31%) who
said this has been ‘very challenging’.
Team management has been more demanding
in many respects while teams have been working
remotely and in many cases undergoing difficult
personal circumstances. Keeping up team morale
has proved a challenge for 72% of respondents,
closely followed by responding to staff needs (68%).
Effective team management was cited as challenging
by 65% of respondents.
Many communications professionals have also
struggled to maintain effective contact with senior
management in a remote working environment,
with just under half (49%) saying this has been
challenging.

TABLE 3: NON-COMMUNICATIONS-SPECIFIC CHALLENGES OF THE PANDEMIC4

Managing my
time efficiently
(n 58)

Keeping healthy
and mentally well
(n 55)

Keeping team
morale up
(n 57)

Responding to
staff needs
(n 57)

Effective team
management
(n 54)

Juggling work and
family commitments
(n 55)

Very challenging

Meeting client
expectations
(n42)

Effective contact
with senior
management
(n 51)

Quite challenging

Not a challenge at all

4 Q3 And on a practical level, to what extent have you found the following a challenge? Note base sizes varied between n 42 – 58.
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COPING WITH THE CRISIS: HOW
COMMUNICATIONS TEAMS HAVE ADAPTED
Senior in-house communicators have a high
degree of confidence in the ability of their
departments to cope with the challenges
posed by Covid-19.
Nearly one in three (32%) believe their department is
very well-equipped to deal with the communications
challenges posed by the pandemic, and a further
60% believe their departments are reasonably wellequipped to do so5.
However, communicators have had to learn a
range of new skills to adapt to the demands of the
pandemic.
Three in five respondents (61%) said they or their
team have develop new skills to adapt to the crisis
compared to 30% who haven’t6. And 79% said
they have learned important lessons or developed
innovative ways of managing the challenges faced7.

5 Q1 Do you feel your department is adequately equipped to deal with the communications challenges posed by Covid-19? Base size n 84
6 Q7 Have you or your team developed any new skills to adapt to the crisis? Base size n 61
7 Q9 Have you or your team learned any important lessons or developed innovative ways of managing the challenges faced? Base size n 59
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Multi-skilled teams
Staff shortages have affected many inhouse communications teams. One in four
respondents to the survey (25%) said they have
furloughed members of their team; 6% have
made redundancies within their department
and 8% have suffered from a lack of staff
resource due to sickness or self-isolation8.
In this context, communications teams have had to
adapt and learn a range of new skills they hadn’t
previously required.
“We have a small team with distinct
specialisations,” said one respondent, “so we
needed to give crash training in key tasks to
other team members and implement shortterm job swaps” to cover potential absence
through illness.
Numerous respondents suggested their teams had
very quickly become more skilled in digital marketing,
with specific examples including webinar set-up and
management; editing and subtitling video content;
live broadcasting at-scale via Microsoft Teams live
events; graphics production; podcast production;
design; and social media management.
“Team members who previously were our
inhouse video experts have been furloughed,”
said one respondent, “so those still working
have quickly learnt to use the software and
start producing videos.”

Another explained that others within their teams
have learned more about “social media and website
maintenance to cover lack of personnel who have
been furloughed.”
But new skills developed have by no means been
limited to the digital arena. One respondent said the
crisis had “given a lot of the internal comms team
more exposure to crisis comms - before it was
mainly the external comms team.”

8 Q 20 Has your team been directly affected in any of the following ways? Base size n 51
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The art of remote working
Remote working practices have been used by
many companies for years, but lockdown has
turbo-charged the use of it, enforcing entire
companies to work remotely on a full-time
basis.
This necessity has forced senior communicators to
map out new ways of working and how to keep their
teams motivated and engaged, taking into account
individual circumstances such as team members with
children at home.
Many communications teams have been compelled
to use technology they have had available for some
time but have previously underused.
Video conferencing and communication platforms
such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams were frequently
cited by in-house communicators as being heavily
relied upon in recent circumstances. One respondent
said of Microsoft Teams: “we’ve had it a while but
some team members refused to use it - now
they don’t have a choice!”
Many communicators have quickly discovered
that learning to use the technology is not enough,
however, and have put time into using it as effectively
as possible. This includes learning to manage and
chair virtual meetings with many participants; how to
give effective video presentations; and even how to
recruit virtually.
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BATTEN DOWN THE HATCHES:
LESSONS FOR THE NEXT MEGA-CRISIS
the pandemic highlighted just how
important effective preparations are.
These should include identifying your
vulnerabilities; introducing procedures
for the early identification of potential
issues; drafting crisis plans and
procedures; agreeing escalation and
decision-making protocols; training
spokespeople; putting monitoring
tools in place; and testing your
response.

Ian Morris, Partner,
Newgate Communications
No-one really expected the
Covid-19 pandemic. Even
the world’s most crisisready organisations and
communications teams will
have been tested by it.
But those who had invested time and
effort in proactively preparing for the
worst will have negotiated the last few
months with a lot more success than
their under-prepared counterparts.
A vital principle of crisis management
is to take the lessons of one crisis into
your preparations for the next one. So
here are some important lessons from
Covid-19 so that next time, you’ll be
battle-ready.
1.Make a plan
It may sound obvious but many
organisations are still highly
underprepared for crises, and the
relentless pace of the early days of

2.Know when to talk and when
to shut up
At the outset of Covid-19 businesses
faced a vast number of potentially
serious, fast-moving implications.
Most businesses found that their
communications should be very
regular, due to the speed and the
huge variety and gravity of concerns
being experienced. As the pace of
the crisis slowed, the most effective
communicators also lowered the
regularity of their updates to ensure
they weren’t becoming part of the
white noise. When determining
regularity of communications in a
crisis two key questions to ask are
“what do my audiences want to
know?” and “do we have anything
new and useful to say?”
3.Remember all your audiences
Covid brought myriad issues affecting
multiple stakeholders, ranging from
staff and customer safety to costcutting, the threat of job losses and
pay cuts, supply chain issues, or
extreme falls in revenues. Businesses
in the midst of a serious issue must
consider how they communicate to
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all the key individuals and groups
that need to understand what is
happening within your organisation
and how you are responding. The
central message may be the same but
will at least be nuanced for different
audiences.
4.Take your people with you
More than any crisis I can remember,
Covid has demonstrated just how
important it is that organisations
communicate effectively with
their own employees. Internal
communications will surely now be
given an elevated status in everyday
communications as well as part of
crisis planning. Businesses are waking
up to the realisation that more than
any other group, it is employees who
help them through a crisis and help
them recover, so they must properly
consider how they communicate with
them with respect, integrity, empathy
and transparency.
5.Multi-skill your team
When a third of the team were
self-isolating and another third were
furloughed, the remainder of the
comms team wished they had been
given the social media passwords
or shown how make and post video
content. The pandemic has shown
the value of making communications
teams more resilient by ensuring
multiple people understand how to
perform each vital role. In a crisis you
don’t have time to learn new skills,
so building this capability into your
team has been shown to be a crucial
element of crisis planning.

Internal communications
One respondent mentioned “upskilling the
senior management team to enable them to
film effective videos” and another talked about
developing “interactive tools for leadership
communications.”
Communicators have put a heightened focus
on helping to lift or maintain team morale, by
enabling and encouraging the internal sharing
of stories from members of staff, instigating
team ‘shout-outs’, and using enterprise
social platforms like Workplace to keep staff
connected.

Numerous respondents mentioned a
greater focus on internal communications,
and the pandemic appears to have been a
catalyst for many to improve their internal
communications capability, with many
increasing the regularity of internal comms
as well as adapting style and content.
With some normal internal communications channels
removed, in-house teams have adapted. For some, a
key part of their role was in educating others within
the business to create their own content from home.
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With many company employees on furlough,
communicators identified keeping this audience
engaged and giving them a sense of worth
as a particular challenge that has required
careful handling and some creative solutions.
Communicators have used apps and platforms
such as Workplace to keep furloughed
employees connected, creating specific groups
for furloughed employees and creating specific
content around topics such as their mental and
physical welfare, charitable initiatives they might
want to be involved with, or non-work-related
team updates.

Skills gaps
Despite the high level of confidence in their
departments to deal with the challenges posed
by Covid-19, the crisis has highlighted the need
to upskill or add resource in certain areas.
More than one in five respondents (22%) said their
recent experience had highlighted the need to
increase the internal communications capability
of their team, the area most regularly named. This
was followed by digital communications (20%),
overall strategic capability (19%) and crisis & issues
management (16%).
One in ten respondents (9%) said they specifically
need or expect to need additional communications
resources to meet increased requirements as a result
of Covid-19, with 59% saying they won’t require any
additional resources and 31% being unsure.

TABLE 4: TOP 5 AREAS WHERE IMPROVED SKILLS ARE REQUIRED BY IN-HOUSE COMMUNICATIONS
TEAMS, AS HIGHLIGHTED BY THE PANDEMIC9
Percentage of respondents who say the crisis has highlighted the need to increase capabilities in this area
INTERNAL
COMMUNICATIONS

22%

DIGITAL
COMMUNICATIONS

20%

OVERALL
STRATEGIC
CAPABILITY

19%

CRISIS & ISSUES
MANAGEMENT

16%

CUSTOMER
INSIGHT

7%

9 Q11 Has your recent experience highlighted a need to increase the capability of your Team in any of the following areas? Note base size n 50
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SKILLING UP IN A POST-COVID WORLD
wide-spread reverence; even when
communicating adverse news.
When Airbnb CEO Brian Chesky
announced mass redundancies,
his “human tone” and carefully
formulated action plan was widely
praised, despite making the difficult
decision to reduce staff
by 25%.

Julie is a Principal Consultant
at VMA Group. Julie is a
former communications
professional and journalist
who now specialises
in recruiting for the
communications industry.
It’s no doubt that the
pandemic has fundamentally
changed the business world
as we know it. As a result,
communicators must adapt to
these changes to be viable in
the job market. Here are the
most sought-after skills that
we at VMAGROUP are finding
employers are focusing on.
Empathy and resilience
The pandemic has highlighted that
communications and marketing
professionals need to be able to
create empathetic messaging.
There are numerous examples
of unempathetic and tone-deaf
communication which have resulted
in reputational damage. On the flip
side, we’ve also seen how carefully
articulated messaging can lead to

Concise writing skills
We are being hit with information
overload from multiple sources,
both from within and outside our
organisations. Whilst strong writing
has always been a must, now more
than ever communicators must
ensure that they can understand,
translate, and communicate
complex or unclear messaging to
their stakeholders. Communicators
must be able to do so quickly whilst
keeping in line with the brand’s
tone of voice.
Crisis communications planning
Before Covid-19, many
organisations admitted they did
not have a crisis communications
plan ready to go. In a postpandemic world, we anticipate that
communications leaders must be
able to craft communications plans;
advise at Board level; and have
a proven track record of leading
a communications strategy that
protects their organisation’s brand.
Digital adaptation
There has been lightning-fast
adoption of digital technology
and channels throughout the
pandemic. As we look towards a
world where flexible working is a
permanent aspect, communicators
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must continue to keep up with
digital trends. Failure to do so will
mean a failure to connect with
key stakeholders. Communicators
must look ahead of the curve to
identify industry-changing digital
innovations.
Commercially minded
By being commercial,
communicators will gain a thorough
understanding of key stakeholders,
competitors, and current business
challenges. Communicators who
add commercial understanding to
their skill set will be able to create
messaging that resonates at a
much deeper level.
Agility and creativity
With resources being stripped due
to cost restraints, communicators
throughout the pandemic have
learnt to do more with less.
Communicators of the future
must be willing to experiment
and take risks to pave a way
for their organisation in our
newfound reality. Business needs
are changing, and communicators
must develop effective problemsolving skills to change with it.
Communicators must be careful:
this newfound fluidity in working
could be difficult to translate
into long-term strategic goals or
decision-making.
This list is not exhaustive, and as
we move out of crisis mode, we
anticipate that the in-demand skills
of communicators will shift
to reflect this.

POST-PANDEMIC COMMUNICATIONS
So what will be the lasting legacy of the
coronavirus on business communications?
Top communications professionals are divided.
Half of them (51%) think business will respond to the
end of the crisis by embracing a more conscious
capitalism, acting as a force for good in the world.
But 29% believe the business world will return to
business as usual10.
Numerous respondents mentioned heightened
expectations of corporate behaviour from the public.
“The public will expect more of business”
said one respondent. “They bailed out business
and will be paying higher taxes as a result.
They will want business to work for the good
of society.”
“I think companies which don’t embrace it will
be cast aside by many consumers,” suggested
another respondent. “The public will demand
and expect it,” claimed another.
Communicators pointed out that during the crisis,
many companies deemed to be behaving poorly
have been berated in traditional and social media,
with high-profile examples including Sports Direct
and Wetherspoons. One respondent explained that
“you look at the companies that have been
hammered and they’re clearly only thinking
about their numbers and not about their wider
impact on society, especially their employees.
That isn’t acceptable now and probably won’t
be going forwards.”

Many respondents believe businesses were
already well on their way to displaying compelling
credentials in the ESG (Environmental, Social and
Governance) arena pre-crisis. And others pointed
out that many businesses have displayed admirable
behaviour during the crisis. Prominent examples
include Unilever adapting manufacturing lines to
produce sanitiser and paying SME suppliers early,
to the Spectator offering to return to the taxpayer
the funds taken from government to furlough staff,
after faring better than expected during the crisis.

10 Q17 Do you think that business will respond to the end of the Covid-19 crisis by embracing a more conscious capitalism (i.e. business acting as a
force for good) or returning to business as usual? Base size n 51
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“I think it was happening anyway but we have
seen lots of companies launching initiatives to
help the fight against COVID and that will push
CSR up the corporate agenda at a quicker
pace than before,” said one respondent.
“Corporate purpose and values should have
always been every company’s North Star
but this will now be more vital than ever
for internal and external comms,” said another.
One respondent suggested that “one thing
that has been noticeable is the sense of
community and doing the right thing. More
people are focusing on the simpler things
in life, no one will be in a rush to return to
the way things were…either in their business
or personal lives.”

The responses provide some evidence that the
pandemic has shifted attitudes in respondents’ own
businesses, and that changes adopted during the
crisis will be carried forward in the ‘new normal’.
As one respondent put it, there has been “more
realisation among business leaders that the
impact of our business goes beyond what we
do day to day - our impact on people and the
planet becomes even more important.”
Other respondents were more sceptical. One said:
“I suspect that not much will change at all
unless businesses have been badly affected by
Covid-19. For most companies there is simply
a desire to get back to ‘normal’ as quickly as
possible.”
Another suggested that “companies need to
make money. Most have a tried and tested
way of achieving that. Implementing change
in order to embrace greater sustainability is
unlikely to be top of the to-do list.”
Another agreed, suggesting that “the pressure to
return to business as normal will outweigh the
need for conscious capitalism.”
Among the more pessimistic responses, arguments
put forward included the need for investor
expectations to change in order for businesses to
change the way they operate; and an expectation
that businesses’ first priority would be getting their
finances back on track, and subsequently looking at
longer-term goals which would be likely to include a
greater focus on ESG.
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Evolving communications
Most respondents said they expect the crisis will
change the way businesses communicate with
stakeholders in at least some ways.
One of the most common changes expected
by communicators was a greater focus on
certain stakeholder groups post-pandemic, as
businesses have gained a deeper understanding
of the complexities of their business models and
importance of effective communications with
audiences they previously didn’t always pay
enough attention to.
Chief amongst these is employees, with several
respondents stating that internal communications
will become a more important part of their overall
communications strategy. With many businesses
having developed new internal communications
initiatives during the pandemic, many of these
look set to stay.
“We’ve opened new channels for employees
that allowed more regular info from CEO,”
said one respondent, “and I don’t think we’ll
turn them off once this crisis passes.”
Other respondents cited an increase in the level of
communication with business partner companies,
and customers, with an expectation that the new
channels developed would remain in place, even if
the regularity of communications dropped.
Tone was another recurring theme. Several
respondents predicted that business
communications would show much more empathy
in their messaging from now on, and would be
much more human, transparent and honest.
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One respondent suggested they were giving
much greater consideration to the human
impact of their communications, with, for
example, a bigger focus on staff wellbeing and a
smaller one on their more traditional corporate
messaging.
On a tactical level, many communicators
pointed out the crisis has demonstrated to
many businesses that large-scale remote
working is possible, which will lead to it being
much more commonplace on a permanent
basis. This will lead to a much greater number
of webinars and online events than before,
and better use of digital technology within
communications.

HOW HAS COVID-19 IMPACTED
CORPORATE PURPOSE?
pandemic or a sign of a business
that is rotten and out of step with
the mood of the times?
As we emerge into a post-pandemic
world will companies be judged for
the way they do business as much
as for what they do and the profits
they generate?

Andrew Adie,
Managing Partner,
Newgate Communications
What is the purpose of
business? This question is
frequently being asked and
tested by a world that is
increasingly activist and has
increasingly high expectations
of its corporate citizens.
Covid-19, as this report shows, has
highlighted conflicting opinions on
just how important this question will
be during the recovery, not just from
the pandemic but from the worst
recession for 600-years.
Is the purpose of business to make
money, generate profits for owners
and shareholders and to create
jobs? Or should business also have a
higher, ethical purpose?
Is furloughing staff, preserving cash
and wielding an axe to your supply
chain a pragmatic response to the

These questions are business
critical. Firms that reach the
‘wrong’ conclusion (i.e. the one
that is found to be out-of-step with
public sentiment and ethics) risk
being legislated out of business
and targeted by activist investors
and NGOs who can easily destroy
reputations, one Twitter storm at a
time.
In reality business has to find a
balance that lets it have feet in both
camps. Unless we’re to turn into a
nation of charities then profit still
matters. Post lockdown business
will need to put its foot on the gas if
we’re to avoid a social and economic
catastrophe as challenging as the
health crisis caused by Covid.
However, conscious capitalism,
purpose and ESG are not going
to go away and numerous studies
have shown they can be profit
and revenue accelerators. Public,
politicians and activists and NGOs
want leadership from business on
key issues: Sustainability, diversity,
equality, fairness in business and
society.
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As anyone working in
communications knows, the ability
for viewpoints, anger and uprising to
spread fast and wide is now an everpresent danger for brands. Burying
your head in the sand and hoping
for the best is not a viable option.
Companies can only protect
themselves by showing true
leadership and true purpose, and
reporting transparently against
that plan. Covid may have elevated
our societal understanding of the
importance of business but it has
also raised our expectations of how
we want business to conduct itself
as a member of society.
When we look back at Covid and
the lockdown we will find numerous
examples of businesses that have
stepped up, donated goods to
charities, worked hard to maintain
services and tried even harder to
retain staff (even on furlough). We
will also find examples of businesses
axing staff under NDA, treating their
supply chains with contempt and
milking government support for
their own benefit.
What we can be confident about
is that all corporate behaviour will
continue to be judged through an
ethical as well as a financial lens.

LESSONS FOR AGENCIES
AND CONSULTANCIES
Agencies have played a key role in supporting
businesses during this crisis. In-house
communicators responding to the survey have
faced some significant resourcing challenges
during the period. One in four respondents
(25%) have experienced headcount reductions
within their department because of employees
being furloughed, 6% lost team members
through redundancies and 8% have suffered
from a lack of staff resource due to sickness
or self-isolation. In this context, agency
support should be even more vital.
On the whole, respondents’ agencies have
performed relatively well in supporting them
during the crisis. More than one in three
respondents (36%) said their agency has been
very effective, and a further 29% said their
agency had been fairly effective11.
Praise was given to agencies for their role
in acting as strategic advisors and being a
sounding board in relation to how to deal with
tricky communications issues. This role has
proved particularly useful where in-house teams
were faced with issues for the first time, as has
frequently been the case in recent months.
Agencies have also earned their spurs by being
able to offer additional support at a time when
many in-house teams have been stretched by
additional workload and less in-house resource.
However, others said their agency had not
been effective in supporting them through the
crisis. With 33% of respondents have seen their
budget cut since the start of the pandemic,
these agencies will need to stay on their toes.

Bombshells aimed at under-performing
agencies include criticism for a lack of
proactivity; being too reactive and not strategic
enough; and not providing any insight into
competitors and the wider marketplace.
Equally damning, one respondent said
(anonymously) of their agency “they were
slow to proactively offer insights, strategy
or recommendations” and another said their
agency had been “rather invisible during this”.
Other respondents said they had taken more
work in-house as their agency had not been
useful in this situation.

11 Q12 How effective has your PR agency been in supporting you during the crisis? Note low base size (n 28)
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CONCLUSIONS

Covid-19 has provided the mother of all
tests for many professions. This is certainly
true of communications. But this report has
shown there is reason to be optimistic
about the future.
Firstly, communicators have learned an awful
lot. They have learned that they can operate
effectively in a remote working scenario, still
managing to communicate with all key audiences
even from their own kitchen tables with children
and partners providing constant distraction.
Proving that necessity is the mother of invention,
they have adapted to the limitations of lockdown
to operate in new ways and learn new skills.
Communications teams have become multi-skilled
to cover for absence and staff shortages – surely
a lesson in communications resilience that should
be a lasting legacy of the crisis.
And though many practitioners believe they need
to reinforce the capabilities of their teams in some
key areas including internal communications,
digital comms, crisis management and overall
strategic know-how, the fact that they have had
the opportunity to recognise this and hopefully
do something about it should be seen as a
positive lesson.
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Secondly, for many, the pandemic has underlined
the importance of communicating effectively
with audiences that were all too often neglected
by business communications, their own staff
being the prime example. This period will surely
lead to a more concerted effort by businesses to
put much greater time, resource and effort into
communicating better with their own people,
their most important asset.
And thirdly, the highly sensitive situations facing
so many during this pandemic has woken many
organisations up to the importance of showing
empathy and humanity in their communications.
The formal tone of the past may well move in a
softer, more compassionate direction for many
businesses.
But what of corporate conduct post-pandemic? In
the new normal, will business behaviour be ‘new’, or
back to ‘normal’?
Many communicators are optimistic that conscious
capitalism will prevail, though the
great and pressing need to focus on financial
recovery may delay grand plans for endeavours
of broader purpose.
Will communicators simply play the role of the
messenger in this, or can they play a more influential
role in shaping their organisations’ behaviour? I
believe that more than ever, they can.

Covid-19 has accelerated the tectonic shift
towards higher expectations of company behavior
from all sides. Businesses increasingly need to
maintain high ethical standards or they will face
consequences from investors, staff, partners
and customers alike. The coronavirus has supercharged this movement.
At the same time, the pandemic has given
professional communicators a platform to
prove their value to company boards and senior
management teams in a way that they will rarely
if ever have done before. The stock of those who
have performed well will doubtless have risen as a
consequence.
Big wheels turn slowly, of course, but I hope and
believe that the combination of these two factors
will put communications teams in a stronger
position than ever to influence their companies
not only to communicate in a more transparent,
human, and empathetic way – but to behave in
one as well.
Emma Kane
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About Newgate
Communications
Newgate builds and protects brands,
reputations and businesses using
strategic communications, advocacy
and research. Newgate was recently
ranked in the UK’s top 30 PR
consultancies for 2020 by PR Week.

About VMAGROUP
VMAGROUP has built its business
around phenomenal people. Since
launching in 1978, it has grown to be
a leading recruitment agency
specialising on international interim
and permanent recruitment and
executive search for communications,
digital and marketing.

For more information regarding the
content of this report, please contact:
hello@newgatecomms.com
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