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This book is dedicated to the many communications professionals who work tirelessly behind the scenes to relay the voices of CEOs to their stakeholders.












FOREWORD


ARE WE GOING THROUGH the biggest crisis of the last 100 years or are we on the threshold of unimaginable opportunities that may be within our reach if we are willing to stretch ourselves? The answer to the question lies in communication backed by intent and what it is that we want the foreseeable future to be.


On the one hand, there’s a massive slowdown in growth – a global phenomenon – and on the other, the kind of technology adoption and instantaneous innovation that we have experienced leaves us with tremendous hope of what lies ahead. In the last six months, digital adoption for many people and industries have amplified ten times over or even more. This contactless world which we have entered is here to stay, and we aren’t going back to the old ways, when face-to-face interaction was taken for granted.


The offshoot of this great change is a data-driven, trust-led economy that is hard to build but easily lost if the standards aren’t met.


Communication is the most important tool in a leader’s kit. There are two parts to it – internal and external. In times of crisis, especially a prolonged one, the toll on people can be heavy. All the solutions to it may not be forthcoming and that’s perfectly normal – but it’s not okay to pretend that the problems don’t exist. On the contrary, people appreciate it hugely if communication is open and honest. The process of arriving at a solution to an unnamed problem is evolutionary, and leaders must not shy away from saying, ‘I don’t know right now, but as a team, we will get there.’


The stress test for effective communication is the action that follows immediately after. Actions, and timely ones at that, need to follow the words if one has to lead in a trust-led environment.


External stakeholders comprise customers, the government, business partners, vendors and the community at large. Almost everyone today is facing challenging circumstances and trying hard to sustain and build on existing relationships. When growth is uncertain, organizations look to cost as the controllable lever and that does not always leave a favourable impression. Be that as it may, for the first time, many big budget deals are being conducted virtually and without the reassurance of the customary handshake. That’s the level of trust people are showing one another.


The corporate communications team is a company’s brand custodian and has to be alert as to what’s happening externally and position the brand accordingly. With multiple channels, the format is never uniform, and yet the tone and tenor cannot be compromised. While leaders struggle to get revenue back in order, inappropriate communication can set things back further – more than one can imagine.


This crisis must not be allowed to go waste and the Indian technology sector understa nds this very well. It’s an opportunity to reimagine and reinvent who we are, what a brand stands for, and sustain communication in a way that addresses these angles most effectively.


Given this backdrop and the deep interlinkages that exist, I am extremely happy to write this foreword to A Question of Trust, the timeliness of which the authors must be congratulated for. The importance of communication will reach an altogether different level in the new normal, and this book deftly explains its significance by distilling the cumulative learnings of some of the leading lights of our industry.


Debjani Ghosh


President, NASSCOM


September 2020












INTRODUCTION


A Question of Trust: Why the CEO Urgently Needs a Comprehensive Communications Strategy


ONE THING THAT THE 2019 Indian general elections and the 2020 pandemic have proven in spades is that people, not newspapers or television or digital platforms, are the new media.


The Covid-19 pandemic specifically made the communications distance between a CEO and their people (employees, customers, peers) extremely short. A mere tweet is enough to get the attention of and access to a CEO. This is an unprecedented situation and a challenge for the CEO of any firm: to be available and accessible at all times, reasonable or not, and to respond, solve, guide and inform about whatever issue the CEO is being asked to comment on.


This change in communications is permanent. If you look at the role of the CEO pre-Covid-19 era, it was to grow, manage and inspire the company’s team members to perform so as to meet the business goals of the organization. It remained, especially in cultures like South Asia, fairly patriarchal and highly centralized. The startup boom in the region a decade ago and the attention given to ‘rockstar CEOs’ of startups further emphasized that the role of the CEO in India and South Asia remained similar to that of the head of the family, with access and communication controlled accordingly.


A political example of this style of CEO leadership is also seen in Prime Minister Narendra Modi and the BJP’s entire brand communications strategy to get ‘CEO’ Modi elected in 2019. The strategy was around direct interaction with the ‘customers’, that is, the voters, bypassing the mainstream media – which were the traditional carriers of communication by leaders. In this way, Modi controlled how he communicated and how he was perceived.


He was able to successfully do so also because he was also willing to use ‘enrage and engage’ as a communications strategy and expand the window of negative issues that could be talked about in the public domain.1 It did not matter that a group of people who are labelled as ‘elite liberals’ hated this approach and voted against him. The vast majority loved it and voted for him.


This was also observed in the recent clashes with China and his handling of the pandemic. His appearance at the border provided a great photo opportunity with the troops, allowing him to strike a commanding pose, quite in the manner of a king posing on the fort ramparts to inspire his subjects. His addresses to the nation with regard to the pandemic were also in the manner of a head of the family or patriarch laying down the new rules for the household. But what works for an elected leader does not work for a corporate CEO. Especially in the post-pandemic era.


The modern CEO cannot take this approach without risking a negative impact on his personal and the company’s brand image. The CEO cannot ignore, let alone enrage, a customer, a partner or a policy influencer group. He needs to empathize with, connect to and inspire each one of these groups. They cannot leave any group behind. CEOs are increasingly being called upon to perform the role of the ‘chief trust officer’ for their organizations.


A CEO today, therefore, needs to be able to communicate effectively with several audience groups, way beyond the immediate customer of their product or service. The audiences include the government, employees, peers, customers, potential customers and market influencers – both at home and in international markets. If you consider the range of these audiences, it seems like a daunting task. One that is over and above the main purpose of a CEO: to deliver business results.


The Post-pandemic CEO: Inclusive, Clear-headed, Trustworthy and Inspiring


The post-pandemic CEO needs to show strong leadership. But strong in ways that includes and inspires, lays down the vision and gets the buy-in of all the stakeholders: employees and employers, customers and non-customers. It is all about building circles of trust with all these different audiences, with communication providing the means to do so. It is a delicate balance that is achieved by communicating correctly.


The CEO needs to deal with several generations in the course of a day, from his peers to middle management to young professionals who need to be inspired more than others. The leadership of many firms during the pandemic have made special efforts to reach out to their young colleagues, especially if they are staying alone or with ageing parents, even going to the extent of planning their household rations for them and calling their extended families. It is leadership with good interpersonal and communication skills that have made this extra effort to inspire and reach out.


In the pre-pandemic era, rockstar CEOs, who were highly visible but perhaps not empathetic or vulnerable, could thrive and did. However, Covid-19 has changed all of that. A recent article by Fast Company lists confidence–resolve, perseverance and being vulnerable as three of the most important CEO traits during a crisis such as the pandemic.2.


Management gurus, such as Jim Collins, have shared research that shows startup CEOs underperform compared to CEOs who are more reticent.3 At the same time, it is rare to meet a CEO who cannot sell and talk about the company’s products. By definition, the role of the CEO is externally focused. Startup CEOs are especially externally focused on brand communications as the survival of the brand is at stake as they offer a product or service that needs to be talked about.


It is the quality, tone and content of a CEO’s communication that defines their effectiveness. And that is more important than ever in these difficult times.


Why this Book will Work for You


A Question of Trust is aimed at helping CEOs and corporate professionals be strategic in terms of planning messages for their target audiences, prioritizing who they should be talking to and who can wait, and how to ensure that the CEO is smartly engaged with the tidal ebb and flow of the feedback available today.


CEOs should expect their corporate communications teams to help them in several areas:




1. Listen better, to all stakeholders, and make sense of the overflow of information from multiple sources.


2. Develop strong and clear messages that articulate the position of their organization.


3.  Drive branding, for themselves and their organizations.


4. Be good spokespersons.


5. Drive an inclusive organizational culture.




All of the above goals are in sync with certain qualities the modern CEO is expected to possess. This book discusses ways to obtain the best audience feedback in an age where correct information is gold; to articulate and share their vision clearly and then carry the team along towards that goal; to be a brand ambassador for the company – the truest and the most authentic one; and to ensure employees are engaged and motivated, especially during a crisis such as the pandemic.


If any of these goals resonate with you – with respect to how one needs to communicate in a corporate world: strategically and with measurable impact – then this book is for you.


With close to five decades of combined experience in news reporting, news analysis, public relations and corporate communications, the book’s authors Paarul Chand and Gayatri Rath have observed and worked closely with hundreds of communications stakeholders: CEOs, cross-sections of business leaders, politicians, think tanks and leaders in the non-profit sector. The chapters in this book draw from this range of experiences as well as recent interviews with a group of experts and contributors.


You may ask why a book on something that should come naturally; certainly communication is being human! The reason is the sheer scale and frequency of modern communications and its impact on CEOs and brands. Communications is a corporate function that is as important to a company’s business as sales or marketing. Yet, many firms tend to bypass and ignore this important function. Having worked in communications throughout their careers, Paarul and Gayatri hope to share their learnings about the role and impact of communications on a brand, a business and how it can be one of the most important tools for effective leadership for the post-pandemic CEO.


This book is for both the CEO of an established firm, who wishes to fine-tune and maximize their business impact using communications, and the startup CEO or entrepreneur who wants to learn how to use communications as a growth hack for their company. Through the chapters of this book, readers can understand how to set up and implement the full range of communication strategies for companies – from setting up listening posts to listening to key audiences to managing crises.


The book is packed with interviews with current CEOs and global corporate communications heads representing a wide range of sectors. In the subsequent chapters, the reader will meet Suresh Narayanan, Chairman and Managing Director of Nestlé India, who shares his take on how communications fits into the overall matrix of a company. He also shares his experience with communications when he returned to India during the Maggi-crisis in 2014. D. Shivakumar, former CEO of Pepsi and currently Group Executive President of Corporate Strategy and Business Development, Aditya Birla Management Corporation , gives tips on how he manages communications as a corporate leader.


Dave Samson, former General Manager, Public Affairs at Chevron and part of the Arthur W. Page Society’s Hall of Fame, speaks about how to manage communications for a wide range of stakeholders including local communities.


Paarul and Gayatri believe that branding and communications professionals the world over are embracing new learnings and adapting to meet the demands of a new information-driven world. The role of communications professionals has changed from being guardians of information flow to strategic advisors who help organizations build trust. Even if you are not a CEO and wish to build your personal brand, this book can help you with a personal branding roadmap. Young professionals today, who have grown up in the Industry 4.0 information-driven age, are especially open to learning the best way to brand themselves. These young professionals do not like to wait till they have reached a senior management or CEO role to communicate and build their professional brand and create personal impact. They are already talking about their work, life and company via blogs, tweets, Instagram posts and WhatsApp. This book will be useful for them too.


The forthcoming chapters will help the reader discover how to use corporate communications to drive their brand, its business objectives and broader important goals, such as driving inclusiveness. It also provides suggestions that will help CEOs and corporate professionals set up the right corporate communications department suited to their needs, to develop their priorities in terms of communications as well as measure the impact of their communications, especially during a crisis. It also explains how to be an effective spokesperson. The examples and tips in the book’s chapters are drawn from the authors’ first-hand experiences in relevant fields.
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RISE OF THE CORPORATE COMMUNICATIONS DEPARTMENT


Mass Media and Unidirectional Communciation


IT WOULD NOT BE wrong to say that the advent of organized mass media gave birth to modern corporate communications. Mass media gave a platform for discussion and discourse outside the pillars of modern society – government, citizens and the law. With mass media, for the first time in human history, people had a platform that potentially rivalled the reach and influence of a religious group or a political structure. Users of mass media – like, corporations – required structured communications outreach to fully utilize the power of the platform.


Several world events were responsible in shaping the corporate communications function as we know it today. The growth of modern journalism in the early nineteenth century fueled a need to manage the flow of information from an organization to its customers and partners. With the two World Wars and increased awareness about public health in the 1950s and 1960s – with regard to polio, tobacco and cancer – people around the world demanded greater and more transparent information about policies and products that impacted their lives. Corporations needed to manage the flow of information to their shareholders and customers. Meanwhile, the rise of popular television in the western world presented a megaphone that was more effective than any street corner or town hall promotion.


Over time, corporations moved from regulating the flow of information to deliberately shaping perceptions. For over fifty years, starting in the 1950s, reputation management was at the core of the corporate communications function. The American automotive industry excelled at it. After the Korean War of 1950, the American automotive industry used media relations to fight what they labelled as excessive government taxation by highlighting that cars were a necessity and not a luxury item1. Many successful global industries used communications as a powerful tool to lobby for favourable policies in the 1960s, 1970s and 1990s. The trend continues to this day, albeit with more nuance.


The Internet and Multidirectional Communication


In the 1990s, things changed significantly with the coming of the commercial Internet. The Internet disrupted the way organizations communicated with their customers, partners or employees. The Internet media impacted traditional media and news reporting as well. Corporate communications was no longer a source of unidirectional information outreach and dissemination. Multidimensional platforms and channels sprung up to help organizations reach informed and discerning users.


In a conversation with us, Dave Samson, former General Manager of Public Affairs at Chevron and a global communications industry veteran for thirty years, said, ‘Most communications departments were built in the analog world. Today we are moving in a digital world, an AI world, a cognitive world. In the new world, people come together based on shared experiences, shared belief and shared interests.’2 He explained that experiences and emotions connect people more than geography, ethnicity or company.


The Internet has changed the way traditional organizations interact with their audiences. Something the pizza company Domino’s found out in 2009. Two disgruntled employees posted a video online of unhygienic practices during the pizza preparation process. The video soon went viral.3 The New York Times quoted a Domino’s spokesperson Tim McIntyre, and reported that the company was preparing a civil lawsuit against the truant employees. McIntyre said, ‘Even people who’ve been with us as loyal customers for 10, 15, 20 years, people are second-guessing their relationship with Domino’s, and that’s not fair.’


By the mid-2000s, the Internet had started to impact work cultures within the organizations. Business leaders had started to feel the need to communicate faster and more transparently with their employees, customers and partners. Employees connected and collaborated more with one another. With the advent of social media – starting with Orkut and LinkedIn and followed by Facebook a few years later – the role of the corporate communicator further evolved. However, not all the Internet trends survived. One example of this is Second Life, for brand communication. Second Life is a platform where people and brands can create their avatar in a virtual world. It is a parallel make-believe universe that allows engagement with employees and other audiences. IBM owned twelve islands on Second Life at one time. In 2006, the company generated terrific media hype by holding a block party on the platform.4 But IBM has since moved out of Second Life.5


* * *


The Covid-19 pandemic is arguably the biggest world event that has affected us in recent times. The pandemic is a great example of how widespread communciations have kept people aware and connected. In mid-April 2020, according to an estimate by a global newspaper, one-third of the global population was in lockdown. Through these unprecedented times, communication was an important tool used by governments around the world. New York City Mayor Andrew Cuomo held a daily public brieifng. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi addressed citizens directly through live video streaming three times in a single month. Information from the World Health Organization and national health bodies was shared every second of the day through Internet-based chat and social media platforms. People who were otherwise uninterested in scientific advancements, kept track of ongoing research to find a vaccine for Covid-19. The role of communciations professionals during this crisis was less about the dissemination of information and more about helping people process the information overload and ascertain what was necessary to keep themselves healthy and safe. In other words, not just communicating but shaping the assimilation and processing of a desired communication impact the pandemic has irrevocably established the significance of corporate communciations.


The evolution of the modern corporate communications department can be categorized into three phases. The first phase was about managing relations with the media and, by extension, with the public. The second phase was about reputation management when organizations tried to shape perceptions by deliberately communicating in a certain manner, and the third phase – currently underway – is marked by the need, for risk management and trust-building with respect to social and political issues.


Shaping Industry Norms


In the 2000s, against the backdrop of growing Internet usage, global corporate communications departments evolved to manage a firm’s interactions with society and governments. This is truer for industries with disruptive technologies like Internet-based companies or those in transportation or new energy solutions areas such as Uber, Tesla and Facebook. New-age consumer companies, such as Facebook and Uber, and Microsoft and Google before them, have created strong outreach programmes to influence national laws and policies.


Often, new-age companies, like ride-sharing and coworking space companies, operate in areas that do not have clear societal and business norms or defined government regulations. For instance, is driver welfare Uber’s responsibility or not? As these organizations create highly successful commercial businesses, they self-regulate (or are expected to self-regulate) to create credibility for themselves and their industries. This is not unlike what newly formed banks and financial institutions in the eighteenth century encountered. Today’s new businesses need to help governments and social organizations create balanced frameworks to guide the responsible growth in their industry. CEOs and their communications partners need to address trust and credibility challenges faced by their organizations.


Corporate Communications in India and South Asia


Professional corporate communications is a relatively new management area in India and South Asia. PR consultancies began offering professional services in the 1990s. In those days, many consultancies operated solely to drive positive media coverage for their clients. There was the occasional campaign that went the extra mile, but oftentimes both the client and agency were happy to return to the world of counting positive media stories. Any consultancy promising bigger, better positive media stories was sought after. Those early years were before the dawn of the Internet. PR executives spent hours printing press releases on dot matrix printers and then distributed them by hand. Later, in the early 2000s, mass faxing was introduced. A national news dissemination exercise needed advance planning. If an organization wanted to make an all-India announcement, they would print and post the press release through an overnight courier on the previous day. There was no fear of news leaks via courier intercepts.


In the early 1990s, foreign multinationals started establishing their presence in India, bringing with them western public relations practices. The rise of business journalism amplified the need for professional communicators within a commercial organization.


Pepsi’s entry into India was preceded by a national debate about allowing foreign companies to operate in the country, in sectors that had been out of bounds so far. The debate lasted four years and took up much political and government mind space. A total of 250 questions were raised in the Indian Parliament and thousands of media stories were written for and against the venture between the years 1986 and 1990.6 Then came the economic liberalization of India in 1991. Pepsi and several other storied entries of Western brands into India in the 1990s set the ball rolling for professional public relations services as well as its main counterpart, business journalism, in the country. It also set the ground rules for professional relationships between business journalists and professional PR practitioners.


Soon PR and media professionals were sought after to run in-house communications departments for global brands. These companies inevitably brought in their communications practices. Over the years, the in-house corporate communicators in South Asia developed their own practices to suit the needs of local audiences. Gradually, local best practices emerged from local experiments.


There were various other changes taking place in the Indian subcontinent during the late 1990s. Television news was booming, the Internet had entered the workplace and after the dotcom explosion, South Asian dotcoms seemed as aggressive and ambitious as the Silicon Valley ones. The clamour for funding and valuation was evident and gave rise to a sharp increase in the demand for communications services. The rise of the information technology services industry in India and South Asia changed the way people looked at career growth and stock options. It also changed how the media regarded corporate governance practices – giving rise to the need by greater transparency and disclosure for organizations.


From Public Relations to Corporate Communications


The corporate communicator’s role is no longer about managing the media or informing certain sections of the public. It is about managing the organization’s link with its various audiences to create trust and belonging. There are three realities that have helped reshape the role of corporate communicators in South Asia:




1. Internet-based communication platforms have made information sharing much more democratic, with 90 per cent of 600 million7 Indian Internet users are on one or more platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp and TikTok (until it got banned). With 290 million users on Facebook, India is Facebook’s largest market.


2. Audiences no longer have to be masses that consume information passively – they can now participate in an exchange as aware, discerning and opinionated individuals. And they demand personal communications tailored to their unique relationship with the organization or brand.


3. Who doesn’t love a well-told story? Consumer to CXOs, people want to hear things that move them. In fact, if you study any successful election campaign, you will notice how politicians and community leaders use this to their advantage. Often, powerful stories have the potential to polarize public opinions.




Authenticity is the cornerstone of the modern corporate communications department. In their book Marketing 4.0, Philip Kotler and his co-authors write about the role of ‘expressive evangelists’ on the Internet and their role in telling authentic stories from the point of view of customers.8 Corporate ccommunications departments are now using these third-party ‘expressive evangelists’ to tell their stories, using voices that promote trust in their company and brand.


As the modern corporate communications department have evolved, so have professionals working in these departments and the processes followed by them. Corporate communicators have learnt (or are learning) to create and measure trust, brand credibility and meaningful brand relationships. Corporate communications departments are now setting up a trust barometer9 for their organization.
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