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Abstract

Using a definition of strategic communication that focuses on communi-
cation that is critical for the “survival and sustained success of an entity” 
(Zerfass, Verčič, et al., 2018, p. 487), this chapter argues that to be successful, 
strategic communication needs communication leaders who are strategic 
thinkers and who take a systems approach. The chapter begins with a brief 
overview of strategic communication. This is followed by a discussion of 
what is meant by strategy and where strategic communication fits in strate-
gic planning. The chapter then takes up the idea that to be part of strategic 
decision making, communication executives need to exhibit competencies 
in strategic thinking. Much of the work in this chapter is based on previous 
research by the author, who found that leaders who view their communica-
tion directors as having a strategic orientation are more likely to value them 
and the contribution of the communication function to their organization’s 
success. But not only that, communication executives demonstrating a stra-
tegic orientation are more likely to be invited to strategic meetings, and 
they would be invited early in the process. 

Keywords 

strategic communication, strategic thinking, strategy, systems thinking, 
proactive

Strategic Communication 

There are many definitions of strategic communication. However, many re-
searchers credit a seminal definition of strategic communication to Halla-
han et al. (2007) in the first edition of the International Journal of Strategic 
Communication in 2007. According to these authors, strategic communica-
tion is “the purposeful use of communication by an organization to fulfill its 
mission” (Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 3). They differentiate strategic communica-
tion from integrated communication, which attempts to coordinate commu-
nication activities such as public relations and marketing communication. 
For them, strategic communication “is how an organization communicates 
across organizational endeavors” and “how an organization functions as a 
social actor to advance its mission” (Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 7). 

Zerfass, Verčič, et al. (2018) build on this definition to define strategic commu-
nication as encompassing:  
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all communication that issubstantial for the survival and sustained 
success of an entity. Specifically, (…) [it] is the purposeful use of com-
munication by an organization or other entity to engage in conver-
sations of strategic significance to its goals. (p. 493)

Key to this definition is the word “substantial”, as in issues facing an or-
ganization that are substantial or significant for an organization/entity’s 
“development, growth, identity or survival” (Zerfass, Verčič, et al., 2018, p. 
493). According to the authors, this separates strategic communication from 
communication that may have a purpose but where the purpose is opera-
tional rather than strategic.  

Another view of strategic communication is offered by Botan (2018), who 
views it is as  “the use of information flowing into the organization (re-
search) to plan and carry out a communication campaign addressing the 
relationship between an organization and its publics” (p. 29). For Botan 
(2018), strategic communication is research based, and publics centered 
rather than organization or message centered. He differentiates between 
those who plan and those who implement by saying the planner is being 
strategic while the implementer is just practicing tactical communication.

Argenti et al. (2015) define strategic communication as “communication 
aligned with the company’s overall strategy, to enhance its strategic posi-
tioning” (p. 61). For them, strategic communication is an essential influence 
on corporate strategy. 

This chapter focuses on communication as supporting the survival and sus-
tained success of the organization. To do this, it is necessary for communi-
cation executives to contribute to strategy and strategic decisions at the 
highest level of the organization. This demands distinguishing between an 
operational purpose and a strategic one, a strategic plan and a tactical one.    

Strategy and Strategic Decisions

The idea of strategy and being strategic is widely discussed in the public 
relations literature (for a discussion on strategy and the communication 
field see Frandsen and Johansen, 2017) but is particularly significant when 
discussing strategic communication.  

Strategy is a field of study and practice that is concerned with the over-
all performance of a system, usually in terms of human activity systems. 

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION REQUIRES STRATEGIC THINKING
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Strategy implies a high-level perspective, a broader scope, and greater re-
sponsibility that contrasts with the tactical or operational levels of the firm. 
Strategy is about planning based on long-term goals and objectives, while 
at the same time acting and allocating resources to achieve goals and ob-
jectives. Strategies determine courses of action and should address how to 
gain and sustain advantage over competitors, all in a dynamic and chang-
ing business environment (Dhir et al., 2018). 

A very simplistic picture of planning and strategy comprises three levels: cor-
porate planning and strategy, business planning and strategy, and functional 
planning and strategy (Chakravarthy & Lorange, 1991). Corporate planning is 
at the top level and is where corporate objectives are established that lead 
to forming the corporate strategy. The organization’s objectives and goals 
are determined here along with decisions on acquiring and allocating re-
sources. This is where the overall direction of the organization is set, includ-
ing its vision and mission. Botan (2018) refers to plans made at this level as 
the grand strategy, or policy-level decisions made about goals, alignments, 
ethics, relationships, and other issues in the organization’s environment. 

Business planning leads to formulation of business strategies, that is, the 
scope of what different individual units or divisions will do to satisfy over-
all organizational strategy. Strategies at this level are subordinate to the 
grand strategy. Involvement at this level is by lower level managers. These 
lower level strategies become operational and culminate at the functional 
level where managers are most concerned with the specific details of im-
plementing strategies decided at the upper levels. Involvement is by even 
lower level managers and their teams who have responsibility for functions 
such as marketing, sales, engineering, and so on.  

Strategic decisions are those decisions that determine an organization’s 
overall direction and viability. Decisions of this kind have a long-term per-
spective. In contrast, operational decisions tend to focus on the short term 
and are anchored in the strategic plans of the organization. Operational 
decisions result in specific actions that are narrower in scope and that orga-
nizations must carry out to implement higher level strategies. For example, 
a marketing strategy involves decision making on issues of product mix, 
promotional and advertising activities, budgeting, and timing. An opera-
tional decision might, for instance, relate to price setting in a particular 
geographic region. 
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This overly simplistic view ignores many aspects of strategy and planning; 
however, it illustrates that corporate planning provides the strategic um-
brella under which lower level strategies are drafted or operationalized.  
People involved at this level are normally from what is called the top man-
agement team or dominant coalition, including the chief executive officer 
and others who perhaps hold titles such as executive director or senior vice 
president. Being involved in strategic planning requires being part of the 
dominant coalition or top management team. Therefore, if strategic com-
munication professionals want to have an influence on strategic decisions 
and engage in conversations of strategic significance, they must participate 
in strategic decision making. This is as true for communication executives 
as for any other executive. As noted by Broom and Dozier (1986), it is im-
portant for public relations leaders to play an integral role in strategic de-
cision making so that they can effectively help the organization achieve its 
mission, goals, and objectives.  

History of Communication Executives Involvement in 
Strategic Planning 

The degree of involvement by communication executives in strategic plan-
ning has been the subject of study by public relations research scholars for 
many years, and an ongoing concern of practitioners. Examples of research 
include: L. A. Grunig (1992) — public relations practitioners are seldom in-
cluded in the dominant coalition —; White and Dozier (1992) — communi-
cation managers are rarely formally empowered as decision-makers at the 
strategic level where they would encounter the dominant coalition —; and 
J. Grunig (2006) — reasons for this include lack of broad business expertise, 
passivity, naiveté about organizational politics, and inadequate education, 
experience or organizational status.  

Several antecedents have been identified within the public relations liter-
ature as necessary for participating in strategic decision-making. These in-
clude managers’ previous education, their perceived position in the organi-
zation, and the dominant role enacted by the public relations manager. It 
is this last antecedent that has received the most attention however as a 
determinant of whether public relations practitioners participate in strategic 
decision making. Two primary roles have been identified: the technician 
role and the managerial role. These two roles represent the main role di-
chotomy of public relations practitioners within organizations and provide 
the basis for several propositions dealing with role enactment.

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION REQUIRES STRATEGIC THINKING
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According to Dozier (1992), those who enact primarily the manager role 
are more likely to be involved in management decision making. While the 
technician is seen as someone who produces, for example, brochures, pam-
phlets (the various task-related or operational aspects of public relations); 
the managerial role, as described by Dozier, is measured by asking respon-
dents if they (a) take responsibility, (b) are viewed as an expert, (c) observe 
that they are held accountable, (d) make policy decisions, (e) operate as a 
catalyst in management decision making, (f) recognize the need for plan-
ning, and (g) keep management informed.  

These claims are still being tested. For example, Wilson (2016) found that 
top management team members’ “perceptions of the manager role poten-
tial of the Public Relations department was the strongest predictor of their 
perceptions that the department participates in organizational decision 
making” (p. 226). Recent work by Cardwell et al. (2017) found that internal 
relationship management is a “prerequisite to corporate Public Relations 
practitioners’ success in developing mutually beneficial relationships with 
key publics” (p. 152). The authors maintain that their findings have implica-
tions for the discussion of the technician versus strategic manager role of 
public relations and the advancement of the field to a professional status. 

While it seems that enacting the managerial role is key for public relations 
practitioners to be accepted by their executive peers, Cardwell et al. (2017) 
note that communication practitioners still struggle with their status in 
organizations, and there appears to be little research providing guidance 
on how to improve it. However, in 2001, Brønn (2001) raised the question 
if focusing on role enactment is the right metric for measuring a commu-
nication practitioner’s acceptance by the top management team. Enacting 
the managerial role, by some accounts, is after all nothing more than per-
forming high-level technical activities. A new measurement of managerial 
competency is necessary, strategic thinking. 

New Antecedent — Strategic Thinking

Katzenbach (1996) asserts that managers know how to do things — they 
can create budgets, enforce policies, and carry out procedures, and today, 
being a manager is not as important as being a “leader”. Hinterhuber and 
Popp (1993) differentiate between strategic leaders and operational lead-
ers. Operational leaders have skills that enable them to manage resources. 
Strategic leaders, on the other hand, are skilled in “selecting future markets 
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to enter and achieving growth for the organization” (Zabriskie & Huell-
mantel, 1991, pp. 25–26). There is a clear dividing line between managers 
and strategists, those who are successful at, among other things, visioning, 
empowering, and embracing an entrepreneurial approach to business.  

According to Mintzberg (1989) the only necessary competency for help-
ing with the planning process is sharp minds in touch with the situation. 
He proposes that the best thing planners can do is to stimulate others 
to think strategically, and that the real art of planning has to do with the 
ability to detect what he calls discontinuities.  

Schilit (1993) found that the most often-mentioned method of upward in-
fluence between middle-level managers and their superiors in strategic 
decisions was the ability to logically present ideas through rational or per-
suasive argument. Finally, Vaghefi and Huellmantel (1998) found that at 
the leadership level of senior manager, defined as directors, vice presidents, 
executive vice presidents, among others, 70% of the skills needed were 
strategic-conceptual and entrepreneurial, which they defined as strategic 
thinking, scenario planning, and issues management. Chakravarthy and Lo-
range (1991) list nurturing strategic thinking as a critical element of top 
management when it comes to successful strategic processes. Hayes (1985) 
says managers must be able to think strategically to:

•	 understand the appropriate external environment;

•	understand the capabilities and objectives of the organization;

•	understand the connections between loosely connected events;

•	 recognize several influencers;

•	 sense new opportunities;

•	 see several strategies or solutions.

As Mintzberg (1994) stresses “strategic planning isn’t strategic thinking. 
One is analysis, and the other is synthesis” (p. 107).  Strategic thinking is 
recognized as a prerequisite for planning activities within an organization 
and is an important characteristic of managers. Strategic thinking is “the 
process of finding pattern or common thread related to the organization’s 
activities which are derived from its policies, objectives and goals” (Dhir 
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et al., 2018, p. 272).  It is an ability that enables individuals to understand, 
visualize, and confront a given context.  These authors identify four dimen-
sions of strategic thinking: reflection, organizational awareness, trend anal-
ysis, and pattern recognition.  

A study by Nuntamanop et al. (2013) found seven characteristics of strate-
gic thinking that impact strategy formulation, strategic actions, and busi-
ness performance: conceptual thinking ability, visionary thinking, analytical 
thinking ability, synthesizing ability, objectivity, creativity, and learning abil-
ity. According to Brønn (2014), a communication practitioner with strategic 
thinking competencies is likely to be proactive, issues-oriented, creative 
and innovative, organizationally well-informed, future-oriented, and a sys-
tems thinker. These are defined below:

•	Organizationally aware — has extensive knowledge of important issues 
within the organization.

•	 Issues-oriented — has extensive knowledge of issues and changes in 
the external environment.

•	Proactive – is proactive and encourages the introduction of new struc-
tures, methods, and guidelines.

•	Creative and innovative — comes with very creative and innovative 
ideas.

•	 System thinkers — rises above the immediate problem or situation and 
sees the broader problem areas/issues and far-reaching consequences 
of them.

•	 Future-oriented — determines future priorities and can forecast fore-
seeable changes to meet future.

Creativity is required because of the need to be future-oriented, to make 
or create scenarios based on today’s view of the world and possible fu-
tures. Analysis is required to make sensible and logical extrapolations and 
to present them in a readable and understandable manner. 

Another model of strategic thinking competency is illustrated by Nunta-
manop et al. (2013; Figure 1), who found evidence that strategic think-
ing competency impacts strategy formulation, which in turn influences 
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strategic actions and subsequently business performance. In other words, 
strategic thinking competency contributes to the quality of the strategies 
and strategic directions.

Figure 1 Model of strategic thinking competencies.
Source. From “A New Model of Strategic Thinking Competency”, by P. Nuntamanop et al., 
2013, Journal of Strategy and Management, 6(3), p. 256 (https://doi.org/10.1108/JSMA-10-
2012-0052). Copyright 2013 by Emerald Group Publishing Limited.

The ability to think strategically is a primary requisite for being able to 
perform at the highest levels of an organization. The capability to create 
“sanity” out of an often unpredictable environment by making decisions 
that are complex and have a huge impact on the organization are key char-
acteristics of managers who are part of the dominant coalition. And there 
is evidence that having a strategic orientation or being a strategic thinker 
is critical for communication’s executive participation in decision-making. 
Brønn’s (2014) research shows a correlation between strategic thinking and 
the personal influence of the communication executive, whether they have 
the support of top management, and the perception of the communication 
function on organizational success. More importantly, however, is the im-
pact that strategic thinking has on communication executives’ participation 
in top level meetings and the timing of participation in decision-making. 
They are significantly more likely to be invited to these meetings and at an 
early enough stage to make meaningful contributions.  

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION REQUIRES STRATEGIC THINKING
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Becoming a Strategic Thinker

The set of abilities and skills discussed above are evidence of possessing 
“strategic thinking competency”. Performing well on this competency is key 
to being involved in strategic decision-making with the top management 
team. However, the concept of “strategic thinking” is a difficult abstraction 
and while it is easy to report on what characteristics describe a strategic 
thinker, the question is if these can be learned, that is, is it possible to be-
come a strategic thinker. 

Most researchers agree that strategic thinking is built on the systems per-
spective, and that strategic thinking is also systems thinking (Haines, 2009; 
Liedtka, 1998). Systems thinking is concerned with developing and test-
ing operational explanations of organizational behavior and requires an 
understanding of the whole through the relationships between organiza-
tional pieces. It also “focuses on relationships, multiple outcomes, holism 
and boundaries, the environment, the larger system and feedback” (Haines, 
2009, p. 1). As noted by Liedtka (1998), the systems thinker has a mental 
model “of the complete end-to-end system of value creation and under-
stands the interdependencies with it” (p. 122). The differences between tra-
ditional thinking and strategic or systems thinking are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 Comparing thinking traditions.
Source. Richmond, 1997.

Traditional thinking Strategic/systems thinking

Understanding the whole by understanding the pieces. To understand the whole, one must understand the 

relationships between the pieces. 

The relationships generate performance over time.

To understand the pieces, one must drill deeply into the 

details.

To understand relationships or interconnections, it is ne-

cessary to have the knowledge and ability to understand 

relationships and interdependencies between system 

elements and push back from the detail of the individual 

pieces.

The pieces are unique; the boundaries are sharp; it is 

easy to categorize as “this, and not that”. 

Thus, to understand the pieces, precise measurement is 

required.

Pieces are unique, but relationships are generic; distinc-

tions are not either/or but fall along a continuum. 

Quantification can aid in better understanding rela-

tionships, measurement comes later.
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Experiences contributing to strategic thinking Important Characteristics

Being mentored Experienced strategic thinking 

Affirming relationship 

Facilitates reflective practice

Other peers New ideas 

Mutually supportive colleagues

Education New ideas 

Challenging assumptions 

Learning to think critically

Practical experience Variety 

Repetition 

Responsibility

Mental models are influenced by, for example, education, experiences, so-
cial roles and culture, and assumptions regarding the cause and effect rela-
tionships relevant for a problem. 

Strategic thinking as a mental model arises from specific experiences (per-
sonal, interpersonal, organizational, and external), which occur gradually 
over time, normally 10 or more years (Goldman, 2007). Personal experience 
that influences strategic thinking include family upbringing and educa-
tion, general work experience, and becoming a top leader. Interpersonal 
experience includes being mentored and being challenged by colleagues. 
Monitoring results and benchmarking, doing strategic planning, and spear-
heading a major growth initiative comprise organizational experiences. Fi-
nally, external experiences that impact strategic thinking are dealing with a 
threat to organizational survival and vicarious experiences. 

In a qualitative study, Mellon and Kroth (2013) identified the experiences 
contributing to their subjects’ development of the ability to think strategi-
cally. These were: being mentored, other people in their profession, edu-
cation, practical experience, challenging experiences, experience in other 
cultures, and reading books. Table 2 lists the experiences and the charac-
teristics associated with the experiences that contributed to the ability to 
become strategic thinkers. 

Table 2 Important characteristics of experiences for learning strategic thinking.
Source. Mellon and Kroth, 2013, p. 73
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Challenging experiences Significant organizational impact 

Responsibility 

Required focus

Experience in other cultures Challenging assumptions 

Learning to listen

Reading books New ideas 

Challenging assumptions

While strategic thinking is an individual competency, according to Gold-
man (2007) there are things that organizations can do to improve strategic 
thinking. Bonn (2001) refers to this as strategic thinking at the organiza-
tional level with the organization providing opportunities for individual 
strategic thinking. This includes creating structures, processes and systems 
that encourage strategic dialogue among top team members, and taking 
advantage of the “ingenuity and creativity of every individual employee” 
(Bonn, 2001, p. 66). Program suggestions by Goldman (2007) include:

•	making strategic thinking a formal component of management devel-
opment programs;

•	 requiring managers to develop strategic thinking of subordinates;

•	 encouraging early participation in strategic planning and benchmark-
ing activities;

•	 supporting activities that incorporate experiential learning;

•	maximizing the benefits of strategic planning sessions.

It is imperative that programs are highly individual as mental models are 
not the same in any two people. Further, programs must take place over at 
least a year and emphasis put on encouraging individuals to take responsi-
bility for completing any initiatives.

Goldman (2007) does not address the communicative challenge of chang-
ing mental models, in this case moving from traditional thinking to systems 
thinking. This requires skills identified from the organizational learning 
literature (Argyris & Schön, 1974): reflection, inquiry, and advocacy. These 
three organizational learning skills are central to the successful mastery of 
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working with mental models. Reflection is an internally focused skill whose 
objective is to make the practitioner more aware of his or her own thinking 
and reasoning processes. Inquiry engages parties in a joint learning process 
where the objective is to understand the thinking and reasoning processes 
of the other party. 

Advocacy is the process of communicating one’s own thinking and reason-
ing in a manner that makes them visible for others. The reflective manager 
seeks to find a balance between inquiry and advocacy. Too much advocacy 
results in one-way communication with little feedback, too much inquiry 
means being bogged down. The objective of consciously developing these 
skills is to be able to surface the mental models and their underlying as-
sumptions that are activated in a particular situation.

Public Relations Tools and Strategic Thinking

Thinking in terms of a formula of steps is the “essence of the strategic 
thinking Public Relations managers use”, according to Heath and Coombs 
(2006, p. 137). Another characteristic that distinguishes a strategic thinker 
in public relations is “knowing that Public Relations tactics are not an end 
in and of themselves” (Heath & Coombs, 2006, p. 167) but are for achieving 
objectives and accomplishing goals. This definition focuses on the plan-
ning aspect of work within public relations/strategic communication but 
as noted by Gulbrandsen and Just (2020), a plan does not determine the 
success of strategic communication, neither is strategic planning strategic 
thinking (Mintzberg, 1994).  

Mapping techniques are an important aid for developing a systems perspec-
tive (Liedtka, 1998). Fortunately, students of public relations or strategic 
communication already have such tools. These are tools that reflect, and are 
recognized as being employed by, practitioners who are proactive or futures 
oriented. These tools deal with detecting and analyzing issues, selecting 
courses of action, and evaluating outcomes. They thus mirror the processes 
that represent a strategic way of thinking. They are all also systems models 
in that they imply iterative processes that occur continually within organiza-
tions as they seek to survive in rapidly changing environments. 

One well-known tool is issues management (IM), developed in the 1970s by 
W. Howard Chase, a veteran corporate public relations officer for American 
Can Company. IM is seen as a method for managing the numerous challeng-
es and occurring changes facing organizations by identifying and analyzing 

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION REQUIRES STRATEGIC THINKING
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issues, setting priorities, selecting strategy options, implementing a pro-
gram of action and communication, and evaluating effectiveness.  

Although communication was not explicitly identified, the IM model was 
designed to improve the effectiveness of organizational communication 
and to allow organizations to become proactive by identifying potential 
issues early enough for effective action. It adds value to organizations, 
according to Heath (2003) by strategically taking actions that can reduce 
costs and increase revenue. It is also a systems approach as it implies that 
change in one element of the system correspondingly affects other parts 
(Heath & Nelson, 1985). The steps go on and on throughout all parts of 
the IM process system until the organization either succeeds or fails at its 
desired mission.  

Issues monitoring requires environmental scanning, a radar-like vigilance 
used to spot potential or actual issues at their earliest point of develop-
ment. As issues develop and mature, efforts are needed to identify and ana-
lyze them. Environmental scanning enables firms to identify both potential 
issues and stakeholders before they become problematic, or, conversely, to 
develop opportunities. Environmental scanning is an organizational meth-
odology for collecting and analyzing information about every sector of the 
external environment that can help management. It is the activity that fol-
lows what is occurring within the environment that the organization op-
erates. Environmental scanning is the acquisition and use of information 
about actors (stakeholders), events, trends, and relationships in an orga-
nization’s external environment, the knowledge of which assists manage-
ment in planning the organization’s future course of action. It is generally 
agreed that this activity is a key component of strategic processes, as the 
acquisition of information is a major organizational effort.

Another tool is stakeholder mapping. Organizations exist in environments 
made up of stakeholders, those persons or groups of persons who are (a) im-
pacted by the implementation of change initiatives, and/or (b) have a vested 
interest in the outcome of these initiatives (Freeman, 1984). It is impera-
tive that communication departments are knowledgeable of an organiza-
tion’s stakeholders. Stakeholders may include donors to non-profit organi-
zations, potential members, elected officials, church groups, judges and the 
legal community, business leaders, minority communities, trade associations, 
women’s leaders, teens, senior citizens, and the general public. In addition to 
these important outside audiences, it is important for the organization not to 
forget its internal audiences, such as staff and board members.  
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The ability to identify and analyze stakeholders (both internally and ex-
ternally) is critical for an effective communication strategy. Managers can 
use a stakeholder analysis to identify the key actors and to assess their 
knowledge, interests, positions, alliances, and importance. This allows pol-
icymakers and managers to interact more effectively with key stakeholders 
and to increase support. 

By combining influence and importance, stakeholders can be classified into 
different groups, which will help identify assumptions held by stakeholders. 
Influence refers to how powerful a stakeholder is; importance refers to those 
stakeholders who are the priority for the success of the communication ef-
forts. Influence is perhaps best understood as the extent to which people, 
groups, or organizations (i.e., stakeholders) can persuade others into making 
decisions and following certain courses of action. 

Exhibiting the use of these tools combined with an ability to think strate-
gically can significantly increase a communication professional’s standing 
within an organization. However, even though there are tools particularly 
relevant for strategic thinking, Zerfass, Volk, et al. (2018) found in a study 
of the use of management tools in corporate communications that there 
is room for improvement. The most used tools by communication profes-
sionals are editorial planning, topic planning, and media response analysis. 
Stakeholder maps were used in three out of four communications depart-
ments, but significantly fewer practitioners (57.7%) are satisfied with their 
practical application. 

Ongoing Issues

The comparative excellence framework for communication management 
(Tench et al., 2017) identified nine principles of excellence at the organi-
zational, departmental, and professional level. At the departmental level, 
an excellent department is characterized as: embedded in decision-making 
processes, working closely with top management; datafied, using data for 
insights and automated communication; and strategized, which refers to 
the alignment of communication activities to overall goals. However, stud-
ies show that there is still a gap between how communication professionals 
view their contribution to organizations and how other leaders view their 
contribution, with communication professional rating their contribution 
significantly higher (Falkheimer et al., 2017; Zerfass & Sherzada, 2015). 

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION REQUIRES STRATEGIC THINKING
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Zerfass, Verčič, et al. (2018) found that even communication professionals 
themselves seem to have difficulties describing the core contributions of 
communication and in particular the strategic role of the department. Falk-
heimer et al. (2017) say this raises questions about the consequences of 
these views. For example, if the communication practitioners’ function and 
contribution are not seen as important, their influence on strategic deci-
sion making may be reduced. Closing this gap then becomes tantamount 
and could be done by making the professionals’ strategic thinking abilities 
clearer to other managers. 

Perceived influence of communication executives was part of a 2019 study 
of corporate communication officers (CCOs) in Scandinavia’s 150 most vis-
ible firms listed in the RepTrak reputation rankings (Brønn & Brønn, 2019). 
To learn more about the communication executives’ position in their or-
ganizations, a simple exercise was carried out to map their visibility and 
presentation on the companies’ websites; whether they were listed with the 
top management team, on the firm’s site for press contacts/media relations, 
or both. 

Results showed that many communication executives are not recognized 
as legitimate members of the top management team, but instead are only 
listed on a press contacts site.  Sweden is clearly the leader in recognizing 
their CCOs as part of their top management team on firm websites, with 
67% of CCOs listed with the chief executive officer and other top leaders 
and 33% only under press contacts. Norway follows with 54% listed with 
the top management team and 46% only under press contacts/media re-
lations. The results for Denmark are distinctly different. A mere 13% of the 
CCOs in Denmark’s most visible firms are listed with their top management 
team, meaning that a high 87% of Danish communication executives are 
only listed under media relations/press contacts.

It is possible to argue that inclusion with senior leaders on the website 
sends a signal that the head of communication is equal to other top execu-
tives. This is important as where CCOs sit within an organization says some-
thing about the organization’s perception of the importance of not only the 
CCO’s role, but also of communication itself. The findings presented here 
represent only three countries, one of which performed very poorly. Clearly, 
there is more work to be done. 
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Conclusion

In a 2012 interview with Public Relations Society of America, Robert Scott 
Pritchard, instructor and faculty adviser at the University of Oklahoma, was 
asked what is most important for students to learn and what tools do they 
need to be fluent in, in order to succeed. He answered that:

it was less about the tools and more about their strategic think-
ing. Being able to see the big picture can be learned if students are 
willing to put in the effort to do so and if we coach them correctly. 
Developing a leadership mentality is also of prime importance. One 
of the myths of leadership is that you have to have the title to be a 
leader. (Jacques, 2012)

For public relations executives, the three most important qualities of excel-
lent leadership are: strategic decision-making capability, problem-solving 
ability, and communication knowledge and expertise (Meng et al., 2012). 
These competencies clearly match those demonstrated by strategic think-
ers. However, subsequent research from Meng (2013) shows that students 
of public relations find the top three unique leadership qualities are: having 
the ability to cultivate relationships with key publics, having a compre-
hensive understanding of the needs and concerns of diverse publics, and 
having a compelling vision of communication for the organization. This is a 
considerable gap in perceptions, but as noted by Meng, the gap provides in-
sight into how curriculum changes can be made that might better prepare 
public relations students for leadership positions.    

Leadership tools and education are both available, as are strategic thinking 
tools and education. Key for practitioners is learning and enacting them. Oth-
erwise, strategic communication becomes just another buzz word and never 
fulfills its promise of contributing to the survival and sustained success of an 
entity because communication professionals will continue to be viewed as 
message producers and technicians.   
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