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INTRODUCTION
Against the backdrop of a rapidly and continuously shifting technological landscape, changing dynamics of globalization, the impact of COVID-19, and the
juxtaposition of new and tenured members of the workforce, the Institute for Public Relations (IPR) Future of Communications in Asia Report investigates key
changes that are impacting communications functions in Asia. The report seeks to investigate current and future trends, changes and innovations that are
influencing how Asian-headquartered companies communicate, engage with stakeholders and manage reputation.
According to a 2019 McKinsey Global Institute report, Asia is predicted to continue an upward
trajectory across key economic indicators, including gross domestic product (in PPP terms) and
consumer consumption value. The Asian region accounts for half (2.2 billion) of the world’s Internet
users, exemplifying the rapid and ongoing adoption of technology in the region; China, Japan,
South Korea and Singapore are among the most digitally sophisticated nations globally. Around
65% of Internet traffic in the Asia-Pacific region originates from smartphone devices (compared
to 50% in the U.S. and globally), which are consumers’ device of choice for everyday tasks such as
digital banking and social media purchases.
Alongside Asia’s technological advances are an aging generation of workers in some countries,
such as Malaysia and Vietnam, with Japan in a “hyper-aged” state (20% of the population is aged
65+). While the World Economic Forum anticipates this will create a shortage of talent in some
countries such as Singapore, China and South Korea, others such as India and Indonesia will have
younger populations flooding the labour market. This IPR study arose from the need to gain an
in-depth understanding of current and continuous forces of change such as these that will impact
companies and, therefore, communications functions in Asia.
IPR interviewed 27 senior communications executives who work for Asian-headquartered companies, specifically in mainland China, Hong Kong SAR, Japan,
South Korea, Thailand, Singapore and India, through February 2020. Interviews were transcribed and a thematic analysis was conducted. In light of the
COVID-19 pandemic, IPR conducted follow-up focus groups with nearly 20 senior communications leaders in Asia in November and December 2020 to better
understand the long-term impact of the pandemic on communications in the region. These sessions were conducted according to Chatham House rules, so
the participants’ identifiers have been removed.
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Executives who took part in the study represent a diverse mix of organizations. Some work at family-owned companies, passed down from
generations. Others were from well-established brands or technology startups.

Five major themes with corresponding subthemes frame the report’s findings and serve as the outline of the report:

I
ASIA AS A DYNAMIC AND DIVERSE REGION
• Asia as a Dynamic and Diverse Region

EVOLUTION OF THE
COMMUNICATIONS FUNCTION

• Pace of Asia’s COVID-19 Recovery

• An Accelerating Pace of Change

• Mobile is the Focus in China

• Communications Becoming More
Strategic and Influential

• Significance of Culture in Japan

IV
INCREASING FOCUS ON
INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS

• Demands for More Sophisticated Measurement
Will Increase

V
THE RISE OF THE
STAKEHOLDER SOCIETY

• Executive Visibility is Increasing Internally

• Growth of Sustainability

• Engaging Mobile-First Employees

• Expanding into Geopolitical Issues

• An Agile and Adaptive Culture Mindset is Critical

• Pressure to Speak Up and Out

• Investments in Upskilling and Reskilling
Employees Are Needed
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II

III
EXPONENTIAL GROWTH
OF TECHNOLOGY
• Technology Enabling Leapfrogging, Impact of AI and
Other New Tech Will Be Significant
• Communicating to Digital-First Economies and the
Expectation of “Always-On” Communications
• Content is Owned, Shared, Personalized and Localized

THEME I
ASIA AS A DYNAMIC AND DIVERSE REGION

This market-by-market approach has been evident during COVID-19. While some
participants perceived Western markets as having one team and one message, each
market in Asia had different experiences and challenges, which in turn led to the
need for tailored communications.

“Here’s the problem with Asia,
there isn’t one Asia.”
- VP of Communications | Tech Company

Communications leaders noted the challenge of stakeholder engagement around
the region, given disparities stemming from a range of factors, including language,
traditions and religion. It was also noted that for many Asian-based communicators,
their peers and counterparts in the West had turned to them for guidance in
relation to the COVID-19 response, rather than the other way around, which was an
important milestone for some companies.

Asia as a Dynamic and Diverse Region
Asia is distinct in that every market, every region and every country is different
in terms of stakeholders, language, culture, technological usage and even the
workplace environment that continues to develop and evolve.

Technologically, some countries in Asia are more advanced than others; a number
of countries could easily be categorized as digital-first economies. A government
relations executive at a marketing company said that Asia has a “very fast” adoption
of digital, more so than other places, including the West, because in many cases,
that’s all they have known.

One head of communications at a travel retailer said:

“ It always makes me laugh a little bit when I hear talk about an Asia-specific
market. I mean, it’s not a single market. Asia is a very disparate geography . . . It’s
easy to get drawn into this trap to think that Japan is like Singapore is like Australia
is like Hong Kong is like, you know, and it goes on. They’re very, very different.
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”

Digital platforms designed in and for markets in Asia often take a very different form
than those developed for Western markets. Digital platforms differ vastly from one
market to another in Asia, and communications professionals working in multigeographic roles have to adapt to using multiple different platforms in order to

target both internal and external stakeholders. For example, one leader
said they use a host of platforms, including Microsoft Teams, WeChat,
WhatsApp and Viber, and they can’t dictate that only one channel can be
used because of market differences.
In Europe and the U.S., there are a handful of social media platforms
that dominate and transcend almost universally across country lines.
In Asia, this is not the case as there is an array of social media channels
across countries. One communications executive at a global bank said
he is worried about a digital bifurcation between the East and the West.
Additionally, the accessibility of platforms in one country compared
to another can be problematic. So, it takes a skilled communicator to
ensure a company’s messages are localized and suited for its intended
stakeholders.
With diverse countries, cultures and technologies, communications
executives are increasingly becoming more regionalized and localized to
ensure personalization and an understanding of specific Asian markets.
One head of corporate affairs at an Asian-based conglomerate said you
can’t simply apply global models to Asia. Communicators must be more
regionalized and localized.
Payments (especially cashless and mobile) were predicted to be an
increasingly critical future topic for companies and another area where
effective competition will require a deep understanding of the distinct
local digital platforms in different Asian markets. According to the head
of government relations at a marketing company, the progression of
payment adoption influences the future of work and how companies
need to prepare accordingly.

You go to Indonesia and entire generations have
never had a computer or a laptop or even maybe
a tablet, it’s all done on phone . . . I’ve been in
Brazil, Canada, Korea, Singapore and probably
the slowest, and probably the most behind is the
Americas, if I’m being honest.
- Head of Communications | Manufacturing Company

We have a local PR team in China and local
PR team in Hong Kong and Australia. And the
skill sets that they use in China are completely
different from Hong Kong. So, I can actually
hire someone in Hong Kong, who may be very
experienced and well educated or what not, but I
can’t just put this person in China and expect
him to do the same job equally because it’s a
completely different landscape.
- Head of Public Affairs | Utility Company

The reason why Uber is killed in a lot of the Asian
markets is because they are not realizing that the
global cookie-cutter approach is not going to work
in Asia. It has to be really, really localized.
- Head of Corporate Affairs | Asian-Based Conglomerate
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media company added, “I would say that we have a great opportunity

It’s absolutely mobile and, you know, we’re talking
in an Asian context here . . . The state of things, for
example in Korea or China, is far more advanced
compared to Japan where people virtually don’t use
cash or credit cards. All of their commercial life takes
place on the four-by-eight-inch little box they carry
around in their pocket.
- Head of Corporate Affairs | Asian-Based Conglomerate

next year to be telling a much stronger narrative on the Asia growth
story.”
On the other hand, the accelerated growth has also put pressure on
performance. One communications executive at a beverage company
said, “Some parts of the globe aren’t doing as well as Asia, so there’s a
lot more leaning into Asia as a business to do more. And you feel that
extra pressure on our salespeople, our procurement, our supply.”
The next section spotlights the two countries, China and Japan, that
participants most frequently discussed.

Pace of Asia’s COVID-19 Recovery

Mobile is the Focus in China

In October 2020, China became the first major economy to recover
from the COVID-19 pandemic, staging a V-shaped recovery (Kuo, 2020).
However, this has not been the case in all Asian countries. According to
Jonathan D. Ostry of the International Monetary Fund, not all countries are
bouncing back at the same speed, despite some signs of rapid growth in
parts of Asia.
One communications executive at a global media company talked about
the “jaws of recovery” being quite pronounced, especially in China.
Another senior executive at a global PR strategy firm said that many
people have missed or ignored the fact that China has remained open
for business. He noted that his agency is seeing growth as its clients are
looking to expand their China footprint.
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As the second-largest economy in the world, China stands as an anchor
economy to the rest of the region. Nearly all participants spotlighted
China as the most technologically advanced country in Asia. When
discussing Asia’s digital transformation, participants often mentioned
China, specifically, and how it is setting the stage for new ways of
digital work and life – from online grocery shopping to mobile banking

He said, “They’ve positioned themselves for a stronger China, they’re

to a cashless society where donations to the homeless take place

positioning themselves for a domestic China, and then trying to figure out

through a mobile phone. The line between personal and professional

how that fits into a more cohesive global communications plan that takes

lives is also melding as mobile technologies make their way into the

into account and positions them for that as well.” The executive at a global

workplace.

Mobile is a critical platform to engage with younger audiences in China as both
Gen Z and Millennials stay connected via their mobile devices. Increasingly, the
mobile mindset influences behavior. According to a McKinsey study in March
2020, one-third of Gen Z and one-fifth of Millennials across six countries in Asia
spend at least six hours on their mobile devices a day.
Social media usage also varies in China, which influences platform investments
and engagements. A head of marketing and communications at an insurance

China is way advanced. It’s very, very advanced... In
other markets, you could say the website is the
backbone of content marketing, perhaps.
In China, the website is nothing.
- Head of Corporate Affairs | Asian-Based Conglomerate

company said China is a completely separate universe of social media that is
“very vibrant, very dominant platforming.” A noteworthy challenge is that the
ecosystem of social platforms in China is very different from those outside of
this market.
For example, in China, some of the biggest Western platforms such as Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram are blocked. It is local platforms such as WeChat and
Weibo that dominate the market and are considered vital for communications.
Platforms such as WeChat are so integral to everyday life in China that people
will often use this and other similar platforms for professional communications
in place of email. This, combined with the fact that certain platforms are
blocked from use in China, makes devising a global communications strategy
and policy far more complex for foreign multinational companies operating in
China.
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But the fact is that Chinese, particularly young urban
people, are completely a digital generation... Your first
recourse, or your first thought is, “Let me pull out my
cell phone and do it, or take care of it, or complete this
task.” It’s more than just the technology—the mindset
has merged [with it]. You can’t contemplate doing
things without your cell phone.
- Director of Government Affairs | Marketing Company

A director of communications at a technology company pointed out that

After China, Japan was the second most discussed country in this study.

while some Chinese companies have the resources and manpower, others

Despite some sentiment that Japan is an insular country, a Pew Research

are still struggling with how to optimize communications tailored to markets

study found that Japanese are among the most outward looking,

outside of China.

internationally engaged publics among major countries. However,
some communications executives noted certain parts of Japan are more
conservative than others, which affects how they do and will continue

They don’t know the differences between doing
communications in China and in overseas markets.
They’re always trying to compare that with the Chinese
experience. They’re judging whether you’re successful
enough based on their experiences in China. That’s still
very, very common in China to be honest.
Director of Communications | Technology Company

to do business.
The head of government relations at a marketing company continued:

“

We are moving rapidly but gently to kind of nudging, or gently pushing,

these people toward their cell phones. It’s not easy in Japan, particularly
where it’s a conservative society to begin with, and particularly in the more
rural areas. This is a country that, for all its relative compactness and relative
unity, in terms of a culture and a language, is just as varied as the United

A vice president of corporate communications summed up by saying that
China is a more advanced mobile and digital society than the West that will
continue to grow fast. From wearable technology to cashless payments,
people are “living their lives through mobile phones.”

Significance of Culture in Japan

States from region to region in terms of the way people live their lives or what
the local cultures are . . . [In] Japan’s flyover country, where the population
is much older, the population’s declining, people think in very different ways,
but they’re an important part of our business, so we need to find a way to
respect them, make things easy for them, but also push them as rapidly as
possible toward the online business model.

”

Increased globalization will also continue to affect Japan, resulting in some
companies needing to be more multicultural in their mindset.
“Japan is this amazingly complex amalgam of the
cutting edge and the newest, brightest and shiniest
technology with just really old-fashioned habits and
mindsets and ways of doing things,”
- Head of Government Relations | Marketing Company
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Some communicators noted culture also plays a role in terms of governance.
With important issues such as representation, boardroom diversity and
activist investors, these challenges are difficult for some Japanese companies.
Culture has also fed into the impact of COVID-19 for Japanese businesses. One

communications leader at a technology company said that shifting people from a deeply ingrained expectation that being at work required people to be
at their desk during working hours to a work anytime, anywhere type of platform has been challenging for some Japanese companies.

There’s also obviously a cultural thing, which is that
especially in a sort of more insular country like Japan, the
world is, despite all of the current movements politically,
I think still becoming more global and, therefore, people
need to understand the context which they’re operating and
not become too local-minded. That’s more like a cultural
shift that needs to happen within the company as well.
- Leader of Communications | Manufacturing Company

I think there’s really a shift now where many large organizations are
seeing, particularly in Japan, where the majority of their revenue
and profits [are] coming from overseas. I think there’s more and more
realization that if that’s the case, then they can’t effectively run those
global organizations with people from Japan. If 60% of the sales are
overseas and 60% of the staff are overseas, then the functions that are
headquartered in Japan or in Asia need to be reflective of that.
- Director of Communications | Automotive Company
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THEME II
EVOLUTION OF THE
COMMUNICATIONS FUNCTION
An Accelerating Pace of Change
public affairs officer at a building materials company said that rather than
Similar to the 2019 IPR Future of Work study in the U.S., speed of change was

writing a long, scripted speech for the president to read, "We give him key

spotlighted as a significant factor that will contribute to the future of work in

points, and we expect him to authentically get in front of a tripod with an

Asia thanks primarily to the rapid growth of technology and innovation. This

iPhone connected to it, and he is now live to 70,000 employees."

has also been spurred by COVID-19 and other socio-political factors.
Some participants also noted that Asian companies tend to be faster at
A communications executive at a luxury retailer said, "What I found

decision making than those in other parts of the world. A communications

with COVID-19 is that, first of all, it’s changed the immediacy of our

executive at a financial services company said that speed is one of the

communications. Everything needs to be much, much faster, absolutely real

biggest future trends for communications as his function must operate in an

time. We’ve become a lot more informal, a lot more conversational and a lot

environment where “minutes and seconds count.”

more empathetic."
A senior vice president of corporate communications at a supply chain
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The need for speed has changed the style of communications. Multiple

management company said:

communications leaders said they are using more informal communications
in terms of tone and delivery than before the pandemic. Communications

“

leaders also said their functions are investing more in improving the quality

decision making and the ability for companies to move much faster here

of communications technology. The accelerated adoption of technologies

than perhaps in the U.S. Whether it’s because they’re not bound by the

has in turn increased responsiveness and encouraged brevity of messages.

heavier regulations or being part of professional bodies with more formal

Explaining how speed and style of communications are changing, a chief

decision-making processes, I find Asian companies themselves move a lot

Something that’s particularly unique to Asia is the absolute speed of

faster and a lot quicker. And as a result, communications has to really keep
up with that.

”

But with the increased speed comes challenges and, as participants pointed
out, this can have a negative impact if communicators aren’t prepared or
don’t know where to focus their efforts.

Communications Becoming More
Strategic and Influential

When I first joined the company, communications was quite tactical
in nature and very much an order-taking function. Over the last five
years, we’ve really managed to navigate ourselves and upsell, and
the communications function today reports directly to the CEO and is
regarded as a strategic, trendsetting function as well as a connecting
function . . . Today, with the changing environment of transformation
because of disruption, because of technological advances, the
communications function is at the center of the organization. I think
we have more influence now than ever.
- Chief Public Affairs Officer | Manufacturing Company

Several communications executives discussed how, historically, the
communications function in Asia has been perceived primarily as a press
function, but this perception is quickly evolving as the C-suite is increasingly
relying on communications executives to play a more active leadership role.
In Asia, it was generally the case that communicators were traditionally
seen as ‘order takers’ to be brought in at the end of a process. Today, the
best communicators, like in the West, are playing a valued counselor role to
the CEO and others on the leadership team, and this is especially so during
the COVID-19 pandemic. One technology communications leader said
communicators need to lead on the language or narrative of transformation
and change, especially now.

One of the core drivers for my own business, but also for businesses
within Asia, is developing the function to be a strategic function and
a function that looks at multi-stakeholder groups – not just the press
as the tool but everything from internal to government relations
to investors, regulators, et cetera. There’s a big education piece . . .
Companies need to engage with their various stakeholder groups, and
now they need someone really to think about that and execute that as
a job and a function in a way that has existed for a couple of decades in
Europe and North America.
- Chief Communications Officer | Financial Services Company

While most communications executives in this study said they feel their
communications functions have evolved from operating solely as press
functions, some noted that culture in Asia may still hamper that ongoing
transformation. Some communications executives discussed the need for
continual “education” about what a strategic communications function
should look like. A head of a communications company said, "For a lot of
Chinese tech companies, I think they’re still struggling to educate their
bosses about what communications is."
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Corporate communications, or PR, has often been seen as something like
a tax; You have to have it, but no one really wants to have it . . . However,
now, online media and digital have changed the way that people consume
information. We have a much larger role in actually shaping the story of
the company and influencing the people that we want to target about
their image of our company in a very more direct way.
- Head of Global Communications | Automotive Company

Moreover, a head of communications at a life insurance company said:

professionals chose “I do not have any preference” for a communications

“

evaluation method followed by 16% of respondents who said, “I do not use
I think a challenge is to continue to prove and demonstrate the value

PR evaluation methods.”6

that our function delivers to the company. I think we are doing that today,
but we’ve got to continue to demonstrate that we are fundamentally

When asked which methods their organizations use to measure the

connected to the center of the business, that we can contribute to the

effectiveness of their communications programs, participants in this study

success and growth of the business. That’s an ongoing education process

commonly mentioned clip counts, tone and sentiment of media coverage,

with our many campaigns and making sure we are able to articulate a

message pull through, social media engagement, social listening and web

clear understanding of the value and function we provide.

”

analytics. Some participants mentioned employee engagement surveys,
campaign feedback surveys, successfully managing crises and external

For some other organizations, the communications function still has

awards. In reference again to the diversity of the Asian geography and the

some work to do to be realized as a critical function, but communications

relevance of cultural awareness to communications strategies, participants

executives in Asia are optimistic about the future. One executive at a global

commented that culture influences how people interact on digital platforms,

bank said,

which in turn influences communicators’ interpretation of metrics. One

“

corporate affairs director at a conglomerate said some measurement
You can tell by the lack of CCOs in Asian companies [that}

should be taken with a “pinch of salt” due to different levels of social media

communications is not really seen as a valuable part of a company in an

engagements across markets (i.e., Facebook likes in Singapore may be

Asian business, as far as I can see. And so, it means that we can leapfrog

perceived differently than in India).

a lot of that baggage in terms of reputation that a lot of our Western
colleagues have and really drive forward a new modern communications
function that actually benefits the business directly.

”

Demands for More Sophisticated
Measurement Will Increase
Communications measurement has been an industry-wide struggle
for decades, and this is certainly the case in Asia. In Talkwalker’s 2020
Global State of PR report, public relations professionals in the AsiaPacific region reported using vanity metrics, such as advertising value
equivalency (AVE) and impressions, to prove the value of their work
to clients, stakeholders and/or senior management. In the 2019 Asia
Pacific PR and Communications Census report, 19% of communications
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Though some participants said they are working on or already using more
sophisticated measurement, such as proprietary dashboards to measure

campaigns or monthly scorecards, others said company leaders in Asia
do not push for communications measurement. As a result, some believe
that measurement may fall by the wayside.
Communications leaders lamented that some of their metrics are “weak,”
too expensive or they haven’t found the “ultimate” tool. As a whole,

You drive intent, awareness, goodwill [and] loyalty, but how do you
then connect all those dots to say that equaled X million in sales
or business or product purchases? That’s still not something we’re
very good at answering, and I would challenge the entire comms
industry: We’ve got to take it up a notch.
- Head of Global Corporate Communication | Consulting Company

communications executives in Asia said they were feeling more pressure
to provide stronger metrics, but some were not sure where to start.
Despite some participants feeling they were behind the curve in terms of
measurement, several noted they were ramping up their efforts to inform
the business, holding the communications function accountable for
doing so. Providing an example of how data can inform strategy, a head of
corporate communications at a smart card company said they collect an
ample amount of data at the company that they hope to leverage better
in the future to improve communications, marketing and sales. Another
communications executive at a multinational industrial company said
they have been working harder to link “business-driving engagement”

Because of the speed with which things work in Asia, I find the
C-suites less interested in more robust measurement tools compared
to, say, my colleagues that I’ve worked with before in Germany
or elsewhere. Because things change so quickly, looking back and
measuring things over time is less important, and it’s more about
the instant results of a certain action.
- Senior VP of Corporate Communication
Supply Chain Management Company

with stakeholders. Additionally, a marketing and communications
executive at an insurance company said they developed a proprietary
brand tracker to help monitor how effective their communications efforts
are and help their markets define future actions. Overall, measurement
will continue to be a critical tool for communicators, but training and
education will be key.

If other departments and if marketing can provide a ROI and analysis
for everything they’re doing, then naturally that changes the way
that people spend on communications, and communications is under
increasing pressure to be able to demonstrate their value with hard
evidence, let’s say, with hard data. I think people recognize the value,
but being able to show it and demonstrate it is sometimes different.
- Communications Executive | Automotive Company
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THEME III
EXPONENTIAL GROWTH
OF TECHNOLOGY
In the context of trends, changes and innovations that are affecting
companies and their work, communications executives most commonly

A number of participants in this study talked about how Asia is
“leapfrogging” the traditional stages of technological development.

described the rise of digital technology. They discussed how the
prevalence of digital in Asia (combined with COVID-19) is changing the

As a head of communications at a financial services company explained:

way stakeholders expect to hear from them, the skills communications
professionals need and their projections for what the future of the

“

communications profession in Asia will look like.

leapfrog a whole swath of what happened in the West over the past decade

What I’ve found in my time in Asia is that Asia leapfrogs . . . You just

or so, where you log on to a computer and you do your banking, or you

Technology Enabling Leapfrogging

do your grocery shopping, or whatever. They can just go, “This is the best
technology in the world, this is the most convenient. We’re going to go
straight to that. We don’t need to do it in an incremental way.

”

While, overall, most participants talked about the intertwining of technology
through their lives, a few said that their organizations remain technologically
behind. One lamented the challenges of being in a family-owned company
that moved slowly. Another director of external affairs at a marketing
company said some of his company’s distributors still prefer to fax in their
orders. A corporate affairs director at a conglomerate said her company is
still faxing, using typewriters and writing letters.
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The Impact of AI and Other New Tech
Will Be Significant
Artificial intelligence (AI) in Asia is becoming a powerful and positive force to assist with

It sounds unbelievable for a company with this

storing and organizing data, training and upskilling employees, and making work flows

much revenue to be facing this in the modern

more efficient. Communications executives in this study touched on how AI is assisting their

world, but it is true. To me, it’s all in opportunity,

companies at the corporate level through automated training for employees based on how

and the opportunity lies in leapfrogging the

they performed on past training activities, automated bots to increase productivity and
cloud computing systems. Participants noted that technological advances such as machine
learning, robotic process automation and drones will impact their organization more in the
future, but these new processes haven’t trickled down yet to the communications function.

technology, rather than trying to play catch up.
That’s what we’re doing now.
- Corporate Affairs Director
Conglomerate

In terms of corporate communications, executives discussed how new technology, such as
AI, blockchain, virtual reality and the Internet of Things will influence their communications
functions in the future. For instance, they predicted that AI will be used for writing news
releases and annual reports, converting text into video, analyzing social media conversation
or conducting media research. Several communications executives said they are using text-

I think that as we move into a world of Internet

based AI platforms to monitor global conversations. Although the communications function

of Things, and this is a technology that basically

has not fully adopted all that AI technologies have to offer, it’s clear these technologies
could eventually generate immense benefits.

connects all devices with data and artificial
intelligence, I think that PR people will all need
to go back to school and restudy math because

A head of corporate communications at an engineering services company discussed

future than we’ve had in the past. It’s going to be

communicators with storytelling about a companies’ products:

real-time. Therefore, we need people capable of

“

analyzing the data.”
Increasingly related to digital transformation is blockchain because with blockchain,

you’re able to increase your transparency . . . to trace where a product actually came from.
And we’re not there yet! And neither is frankly anyone, at least in our industry.

”

Some executives were skeptical about how fast the communications function will adopt
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we are going to have infinitely more data in the

how blockchain and virtual reality could be used to increase transparency and aid

- President of Corporate Communication
Tech Company

more advanced technologies. A head of global communications at a
technology company said, “Our industry is so, so conservative that it will
limp along. It may not grow much.” While the AI transformation may not
have hit the communications function yet, communications executives said
they must be prepared for when it does.

to a vice president of corporate communications at a technology company:
From a communications perspective, it is just the social media world

that you live in the U.S. [is] on steroids. As a communications function, we
cannot ignore social. We’ve got 5G in China. We will be using it for all kinds
of new things . . . We need to have better data analytical skills to analyze
what the data’s telling us so that we can react in real time.

In the future, we’re recognizing and designing the piping to leapfrog

rather than catch up. When we look at new technologies to help with how
we communicate with different stakeholders, we’re thinking in terms of
not what was available but what will be the best. The two areas that we
are looking at are AI and secondly, whether there are technologies out

All agreed, though, that the rise of technology cannot be ignored. According

“

“

”

Though there are global concerns about AI replacing jobs, communications
executives in Asia said they are not worried and emphasized that they
believe AI will only supplement, not replace, the job of communications

there that will help us distill, analyze and apply the data that we succeed
in deriving.

”

One executive at a global public relations agency mentioned that they are
keeping a close eye on the effect of AI on authenticity, especially when it
comes to brands interacting with stakeholders, which may turn off those
stakeholders. He said he is seeing this play out right now with the use of
chatbots at his organization.

Communicating to Digital-First Economies and
the Expectation of “Always-On” Communications

professionals. As a CCO at a financial services company explained:

“

There is absolutely a role for AI in terms of standardized

communications, but something we’ve talked about as a firm quite a lot
is to what extent AI, given the sophistication of current technology, can
replicate the general communications function or skill . . . I think we are a
long way off AI replacing skilled communications. But for some things like
fact-driven, commoditized, technical information, absolutely.

”

Coming full circle, a corporate affairs director at a conglomerate said her
company is looking at new communications technologies and focusing on
leapfrogging to the next best tools:
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Aligning with a finding from the 2017-2018 Asia-Pacific Communicator
Monitor that “coping with the digital evolution and the social web” would
be the most important issue for strategic communications in Asia until
2020, communications executives in this study discussed how a booming
tech—and mobile-first society will continue to change the way their
companies communicate with their stakeholders. With smartphones as

the most popular means of online access, communicators must adapt their
overall strategy to focus on mobility deployment and engagement.
In addition to social platforms that are popular in the West like Facebook,
Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn, participants said local social platforms that
will continue to be dominant in Asia include WeChat, WhatsApp, QQ, Weibo,
LINE and KakaoTalk. It is important to note that unlike social platforms in
the West, which are primarily designed and used for one purpose or for a
select few interrelated purposes such as posting content, many local social

There’s this always-on, highly informed society in Asia
. . . It’s created a whole new generation of tech-savvy,
highly digital people and high expectations
as a result. So, if the experience is poor when it
comes to brands communicating with them,
you’re going to lose people quickly.

platforms in Asia provide an entire online ecosystem, allowing people to
do most or all of their daily online activity via that one platform without

- Global Head of Communications | Consulting Agency

requiring users to jump between apps or leave the platform.
Compared to some of their Western counterparts who took part in the
2019 IPR Future of Work Report, some participants in this study noted that
they are investing less in websites and more on maximizing their presence
on apps such as WeChat. In addition to needing to communicate in a
simplified, digestible manner, communications executives said the rise of
new technology has contributed to rising stakeholder expectations that
companies will conduct “always-on” communications.
Given these changes in stakeholder expectations for communications, a
chief public affairs officer at a manufacturing company said she anticipates
an emerging trend in Asia of more visual communications to get messages
across quickly while avoiding language barriers:

“

Everything is moving toward video because people would rather

If you’re only relying on traditional mainstream or trade
media to tell your story, it takes time. And I think the
frequency is really indeed at the mercy of the trade media
or the mainstream media. If you have your own media
channels, whether it is your corporate website or your
official accounts or third-party social media platforms
like Facebook and Twitter, you have a, let’s say, better
grip on your own voice, of your own messages that you
want to communicate to your target audiences.
So, we’re using more of these in Asia.

consume knowledge, learning, education and information through a short
video. I think that is something we haven’t really grappled with but is really
going to become much more front and center in Asia in the next 12 to 18

17

- Head of Global Communications | Conglomerate

months . . . There are like 50 different dialects in China alone. If you want

Communications executives said they are placing more emphasis on

everyone to be able to access your information, you have to do things in a

improving their owned media, especially its compatibility with mobile. For

very pictorial, visual way.

”

example, a corporate affairs director at an e-commerce company discussed
how her communications teams are now spending a lot of time on the
company’s online news platforms with separate sites in China, Japan, Korea,

Content Is Owned, Shared,
Personalized, and Localized

Indonesia and Thailand. This discussion about the rising importance of

Communications functions in Asia are investing more in personalized

When asked which media channels (paid, earned, owned or shared) would

content. One communications executive at a marketing company equated

provide the most value to their company’s future, respondents in that survey

this with treating stakeholders as the bullseye on a dartboard with the rings

ranked shared and owned media the highest.10

owned and shared media in Asia is consistent with findings of the University
of Southern California Annenberg’s 2019 Global Communications Report.

outside focused on tailored content. Collecting data is increasingly helping
communications executives better understand stakeholders.

The degree of influence of media type also depends on the country. In
Japan, traditional media still remains one of the most important and

Determining which content fits the best channel for reaching stakeholders

primary channels of communication. Television news is and has been

is also critical for communications professionals. A head of global

the most important source of news in Japan, while social networks are

communications at a technology company explained:

used less. A chief public affairs officer at a manufacturing company said

“

the communications landscape in Japan is still following the press club
We have to figure out how to get earned media to work for us in the

social media space. I don’t think anyone really has an answer right now.

messages before they can be distributed in the news. Also demonstrating the

Also, at some point, people are going to realize that these paid spots that

continued and immense reliance on traditional media in Japan, a director

you see on Instagram and YouTube are simply that, paid spots. I think

of external affairs at a marketing company said, still today, there are eight

Millennials today don’t really seem to care if it’s earned or paid, but I think

or nine national newspapers that print 11 million copies of their newspaper

that’s going to change.

”

Although there is still a place for earned media, communications executives
noted they are relying more heavily on owned and shared media as well
as online influencers given stakeholders’ enormous appetite to consume
information in this way.
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model, which requires press clubs to approve public relations practitioners’

daily. Yet, he said, “At some point, it’s going to crater. They’re still struggling
to catch up.”

THEME IV
INCREASING FOCUS ON
INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS

Before COVID-19, Asian companies were, in general, investing more
in internal communications, but when COVID-19 hit, investments in

Executive Visibility Is Increasing Internally

resources and time devoted to this area skyrocketed. According to

A common theme from the study was that COVID-19 has increased the demand

a communications leader at a technology company, "I’ve just never

from employees for leaders to be more visible and communicative. The

done so much internal comms. And it’s actually a good thing because

channels used within organizations to engage with employees have expanded

I’ve often felt that internal comms has been like the stepsister, the ugly

and will continue to expand as the need for executive visibility increases.

stepsister of comms."
Due in part to COVID-19, more companies are investing in technologies
to communicate better with their employees, especially as businesses
see a shift to more employees working from home or splitting time
between home and office. Following the pandemic, Morgan Stanley
predicts that office tenants across Asia will permanently give up
between 3% and 9% of their existing office space due to these new
approaches. In fact, LinkedIn reported a 60% increase in the volume
of “remote” job searches in key markets such as China, India, Australia
and Singapore.11

Some of them are very cautious or even embarrassed to
be using social media. Some of them still think that it
looks like they are fishing for a career change or they’re
trying to, you know, build up their reputation, putting
themselves in the front, before the company.
- Communications Expert
Insurance Company
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Companies in Asia are also focused on increasing the presence of their

personalized communications from their employers and to be

companies’ executives on their internal social media platforms. This is one

entertained at work, such as through gamification or competition.

area in which Asia continues to lag the West. While employees want their
executives to be more visible internally during the pandemic, one challenge

Also describing those blurred boundaries in the workplace, a senior vice

is getting them to feel comfortable doing so. Multiple communications

president of corporate communications at a supply chain management

executives noted their senior leadership is inexperienced with social and,

company said:

therefore, they are conducting one-on-one trainings to help them be more

“

comfortable on social platforms.

Employees expect that companies will engage with them socially

across those boundaries. You’ll get work colleagues or potential
However, some leaders have embraced this visibility as it allows them to be

business colleagues wanting to communicate with you on what you’ve

more successful in achieving corporate goals. This shift to executives having

considered to be your private social channels, whether it’s Facebook or

a greater presence in front of employees has also increased the value and

WeChat or others. In Asia, those lines between business and personal

demand of the communications function. As an executive at a multinational

are increasingly blurred and, therefore, as communicators, you need to

beverage company said, "It’s clicked to people that if you can tell what

understand that and reach out to your stakeholders where they want to

you’re doing more efficiently to more people, you can progress what you’re

be contacted.

aiming to do in your business purpose."

”

To engage employees in this manner, communications executives

Engaging Mobile-First Employees

discussed how communicators must be attuned to using various
channels depending on the audience and location, and not necessarily

COVID-19 has changed and will continue to change internal communications.

email. Therefore, they must stay on top of the various best-performing

In Asia, multiple communications executives said they are focused on short,

and new communications channels, according to a senior vice president

personalized communications through localized digital platforms, not only

of corporate communications at a supply chain management company.

with external stakeholders but also with employees. Similar to what was

However, with multiple platforms come additional challenges. For

found in the IPR 2019 Future of Work (United States) study, communications

example, a vice president of corporate communications at a technology

executives in this study discussed how they are increasingly using digital

company said she thinks there are too many platforms being used.

tools to communicate and engage with employees and leadership within
their organizations.
Communications executives in Asia emphasized how the line between
personal and professional life is blurring as employees desire more
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Even though communications executives in the 2019 IPR Future of
Work (United States) study were more likely to complain about
outdated and lagging intranet systems, these platforms were not
completely absolved in Asia.
In short, employees in Asia want to be communicated to using digital

“We are struggling, and to some extent succeeding, in merging this
legacy business model with digital age.”
- Communications Leader | Automotive Company

tools they are already using in their personal lives. Packaged and polished
internal communications is falling by the wayside as employees desire
authentic, real-time communications. Communications professionals in
Asia are meeting this demand by implementing a mobile-first, authentic
employee communications approach.

An Agile and Adaptive Cultural
Mindset Is Critical
Family-owned businesses are especially prominent in Asia. Stemming
from the history of these legacy companies, cultural complexities (such

Resources are not an issue. The issue is resistance and mindset. By
resistance, I mean we are our worst enemy because we think that we
are always right because we have been right for centuries. Suddenly,
people are telling us, “Well, you know, you have to think in a different
way.” Resistance may not be so prevalent at the business-unit level,
but it is at the upper echelon. It’s a challenge because the advocacy
needs to start from the top.
- Corporate Affairs Director | Conglomerate

as a conservative society in Japan) and a multi-generational workforce,
participants said that change is not always easy.
In spite of Asia’s growth, some changes and advances are met with
suspicion by those who have been operating their companies the same
way for decades. While not the case for the majority of participants in this
study, some challenges due to legacy were apparent.
Recognizing that resistance to change may result in their companies
becoming obsolete and that change starts with leadership,
communications executives said they are pushing their leaders and
colleagues to have an adaptive and experiential mindset. As a CCO at a
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The point is that the whole culture of provincial Japan is one of
pessimism, is one of trying to retain what you have. It is not one of, “Wow,
there’s a new technology. Let’s embrace it because change is cool.” For
them, change is anything but cool. Change is just decline.
- Head of External Affairs | Marketing Company

financial services company said:

“ There is a mentality in Hong Kong until very recently, anyway: “If

Investments in Upskilling and Reskilling
Employees Are Needed

it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” And it’s been a very successful market . . . I

Communications executives said hiring, upskilling or reskilling employees

think there’s a big cultural piece first within the whole organization and

to prepare for ongoing and anticipated workplace changes is important. But

within my department to push people to be a bit more creative, a bit

some participants said there are challenges to being able to do that, including

more ambitious, a little more commercial.

”

resource availability. Some said they need to reskill their “mature” workforce
to change their mindset and deal with advances in the future of work such

Some noted that COVID-19 has spurred some changes for the better.

as robotics and technology. According to the head of public affairs at a

Providing an example of the need to push past resistance in a

manufacturing company:

communications context, a head of communications at an automotive
company explained:

“ We launched an internal social network for internal use, which
was very different from how the company had been managing internal

“ On the one hand, I’ve got a team of much younger talent who are kind
of biting at the chomp to get ahead and really get reskilled and retooled, but
we’re not investing nearly enough, so that’s really where I feel the investment
needs to be in the next one to three years—training and reskilling.

communications before . . . And when employees could see that it

Similarly, a communications executive at a technology company said there is

changed quite quickly, but we needed a bit of a push at the start to get

room for improvement across the board:

people to do that.

”

Building a more change-ready, agile and adaptive culture from the top
to bottom will be a challenge that some communicators will have to
focus on in the future of work.
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”

was okay to do that and you kind of break that barrier, I think that it

“ Reskilling, I think, it’s what we have to improve in general for all Chinese
tech companies. Because, as I mentioned, we spend a lot of time on building
the foundation. We’re not there, yet, to focus on the reskilling side.

”

Others said that some of their hiring practices have shifted over the past few years as new skills
are needed in the communications function. One communications executive at an international
conglomerate noted a lack of talent, especially in the digital and content space.
Engaging a multigenerational workforce in Asia is another factor that will continue to be important in the
future of work. In LinkedIn’s 2020 Global Talent Trends Report, 56% of companies said they have recently

Hong Kong is quite the center of a lot of regional
titles, but finding someone who’s good at content
and content marketing is quite a new concept in Asia
- Head of External Affairs
Industrial Corporation

updated their policies to appeal to a multigenerational workforce. Doing so means paying attention to
the way young people consume information and what they expect from the companies they work for.
In Hong Kong, a director of public affairs at an utilities company said there is a growing divide between
the older and younger generations. As a result, she said companies especially in Hong Kong will need to
work at creating a welcoming environment for the younger generation and ensuring that their views and
ideas, which may differ from those of the older generation, are heard.

For the leaders, they know that if they don’t
engage or listen and connect with the younger
staff, there will be no pipeline.
- Director of Public Affairs
Utilities Company

Others spoke about the complexities of engaging both the younger and older generations in the
workplace at the same time. For instance, a head of media communications at a technology company
explained how different generations prefer different training opportunities. While the older generation
prefers to physically attend events and listen to a trainer in person, the younger generation may prefer to
complete their training courses online. She said, “We really have quite extremes, so we have had to catch
up on both.”
Participants said the shift of corporate communications away from a press function toward a more

We need to reskill from having 15 media relations
experts to having two media relations experts
and then a whole load of other people who can
deal with paid and owned media.
- Head of Global Communications
Automotive Company

holistic and strategic function has contributed to the lack of talent because finding communicators who
are equipped with skills for this changing communications function can be challenging. This finding
aligns with LinkedIn’s Future Skills of 2019: Asia-Pacific Edition Report, which stated that transformation,
innovation and growth in the Asia-Pacific region are contributing to a lack of availability of key skills,
which is driving the talent crunch in certain markets.
Some noted the importance of having a team that can work respectfully and knowledgeably across
markets that are culturally different. Participants also discussed the need for employees who are agile,
willing to take on challenges and lifelong learners.
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In terms of workplace and how we’re going to
gear up a workplace for the future, we look
for people who embrace that kind of curiosity
and who are not afraid of being challenged at
something that they have never done before.
- Head of Communications
Blockchain Company

THEME V
THE RISE OF THE
STAKEHOLDER SOCIETY
Some also noted the rise of the importance of purpose over profits, which has
COVID-19 and all those other challenges have impacted us over the last
year, so it has raised the awareness that as a business, you will have
to plan ahead, you will have to look at risk that’s ahead of you, very
much like climate change.
- Communications Leader | Energy Company

become more prominent since the start of COVID-19. Additionally, COVID-19
fatigue has brought about opportunities to focus on more long-term strategies,
such as climate change.

Growth of Sustainability
According to the Harvard Kennedy Ash Center for Democratic Governance
and Innovation, over the past 10 years, Asia has dominated the global energy

A growing focus on environmental, social and corporate governance (ESG)

landscape, consuming one-third of the world’s primary energy, three-quarters

in Asia has made ESG a core responsibility for many communications

of Middle East oil exports and over 90% of global coal consumption growth

functions. Additionally, some communications executives noted that

over the past decade.

COVID-19 has accelerated more attention to ESG investments.
President Xi Jinping pledged for China to reach carbon neutrality by 2060
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A communications executive at a luxury retailer said, “I think from a

(Myers, 2020) and in Japan, Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga pledged carbon

communicator’s viewpoint, whether you have oversight directly of ESG or

neutrality by 2050 (Oxner, 2020). China is the world’s largest energy market and

not, from a reputational point of view, it’s going to become an increasing

is looking to reduce its carbon intensity because of domestic issues including

topic of attention in the years to come.”

pollution. One of the partnerships from the UN Sustainable Development Goals

is the Asia-Pacific Environmental Innovation Strategy Project to aid with

to do so in the future. Multiple leaders pointed out how they are closely

environmental protection and management throughout Asia.

following issues relating to the government and trade issues, especially
between the U.S. and China.

Countries striving to be carbon neutral affects many communicators who
are significantly involved in this charge. According to a vice president at an

Communications executives also noted how the new Biden Presidential

industrial company:

Administration in the U.S. plays a role in the U.S-China relationship. They

“ If you look in terms of the major trends, I will say that [sustainability]

are increasingly becoming more involved in areas such as regulation,
stakeholder interactions, and a range of ESG-related matters.

would be the key. That’s the reason why we announced our strategy,
which is to focus on performance, sustainability and having a dynamic

Also discussing the rise of Asian companies’ vulnerability to geopolitical

organization. I think the key in terms of the sustainability part is it’s also a

issues, a head of communications at a bank explained:

function of the fact that if you look at investors, there’s a lot more focus and

“ I think we are seeing more companies in this region at risk of being

importance placed to this area, so investors are a little bit more resistant to
looking at companies that are not as green.

”

caught up in a wider geopolitical debate or conflict. They risk getting
drawn into U.S.-China trade tensions or other local tensions that exist

Another communications executive at an industrial company discussed how

in the political sphere, and that is a totally new ballgame because it’s

she saw the anti-single-use-plastics movement as an opportunity for her

not something of your own making. It’s not something that you can

company to become a thought leader on sustainability and recycling. Others

necessarily control all of the elements of. It’s more how the external

spoke more broadly about stakeholders’ desire to purchase from and invest

environment plays out and how that draws you in.

in companies whose values align with theirs and the importance of ESG
reporting.

”

Because of the geopolitical environment, a vice president of corporate
communications at a technology company said communicators must stay

Expanding into Geopolitical Issues

current and act swiftly:

Several communications executives discussed a recent communications

“ We’re in a very uncertain geopolitical environment. I think where

curveball: their companies are being drawn into conversation around

there’s such instability in the external environment, it’s very difficult to

geopolitical debates and, in many instances, the communications executive

have confidence that you can know what’s going to happen to impact

must decide how to respond, if at all.

you internally, so just stay flexible, keep focused, keep listening, keep
analyzing the data and then be prepared to make sometimes quite

Overall, communicators said their companies were hesitant to speak out
on the subject of geopolitical issues but did anticipate increased pressure
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radical decisions pretty quickly.

”

Many participants said predicting future changes on a global scale is
difficult. While communicators in Asia are managing what they can control,
there is a great deal of uncertainty.

Pressure to Speak Up and Out
The geopolitical arena has also influenced companies’ willingness to speak
out on social issues, which is a greater trend in Western cultures. In a 2018

Investors are a little bit more resistant to looking at companies that
are not green. Banks have come out to publicly state that they will no
longer be financing coal-fired power plants. All these have an impact
on our business, which is why in terms of sustainability, we do have
targets and goals like doubling our renewables capacity and reducing
our greenhouse gas emissions to show the part that we are playing and
how we are functioning as a responsible company.
- VP | Engineering Company

Weber Shandwick report on CEO activism, 46% of U.S. consumers thought
there would be an increase in the number of CEOs speaking out against
current issues in the next few years. But communicators in Asia historically
aren’t as outspoken as their counterparts in the West, according to the head
of external communications at a technology company:

“ While more companies are speaking up and speaking out, that makes
the job of a communicator also very different. I’m very open to talking
about certain things, but when it comes to inner workings that maybe
a public company in the West might have no problem disclosing, here it
would be considered a risk.

”

At the macro level, the things that are driving the way we
communicate and how we evolve as an organization are geopolitics,
U.S.-China trade relations, domestic issues in Hong Kong, Brexit to a
lesser extent, technology wars. All of these things are defining how we
evolve, and you will see us as an organization increasingly wanting to
be part of that conversation . . . So, there’s a big macro piece that is
driving what we do from a communications perspective, but also what
we do as a business.
- Chief Communications Officer | Financial Services Company

Nevertheless, communications executives in this study described how their
companies are increasingly seeking to have a voice on societal issues and
communicate more transparently about what their companies are doing
beyond making a profit.
More employees are also demanding their companies take a stand, which
has accelerated for some since COVID-19. One communications executive
at a luxury retailer said even though employees were losing their jobs, they
wanted the company to be more committed to the communities where they
live and work.
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We are currently in an unsettled geopolitical world. That makes life
unpredictable . . . We look for predictability. I think, and this is true of
many people in my function that I speak to in other parts of the world
in other organizations, there is an uncertainty coming from, let’s call it,
an unstable or destabilized geopolitical environment that we have to be
conscious of because it affects us directly.
- VP of Communications | Technology Company

But one of the challenges cited was how to speak up and what issues
to speak out about from the perspective of a global company. One
communications executive at a technology company offered an example of
how difficult it is decide. For example, she said if there is an outcry from U.S.
employees to speak up about “Black Lives Matter,” how does this resonate
with their employees in China? She further explained, “Not that we don’t
agree with it, but is the company always going to take stand wherever in
each different market?” That question will continue to be at the forefront of
communications in global companies.
Overall, most participants in this study said that their functions are
increasingly being asked to weigh in on these issues as well as other critical
issues that will affect the business in the future, such as the impact of
regulations and legislations on the company’s brand and reputation.

We always say that we’re politically neutral, so
we try to take the politically neutral stance. But
there are times that we are asked to respond.
And how do you respond? How do you respond
so that you won’t look like you just like chicken
out? But at the same time, you’re not drawing
the company or your senior management into a
bigger debate. That has been a fine art.
- Head of Public Affairs
Utilities Company

We’re privately held, so if we choose to, we can
say nothing. But we don’t, for instance, when it
comes to politics. We support whoever is in office
and follow all of the laws of the land, and we’re
very, very careful not to take a stand because
political segments will come and go with each
election cycle, so we’re very neutral on that.
- Director of Communications
Industrial Manufacturing Company
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COMMENTARY: STRATEGIC
COMMUNICATION IN ASIA
Read by: Su Lin YEO, PhD Associate Professor of Communication Management (Practice)
Lee Kong Chian School of Business, Singapore Management University, Singapore

The eclectic nature of every country in Asia, which has its own unique

invoke media censorship. There is little appreciation for the equality of

interplay of infrastructure, media and culture, makes the practice of

individual opinions, especially from common folks who are deemed to

corporate communication and public relations (PR) in the Far East

have little knowledge or are uneducated on governing issues and the

distinctively different from how it is practiced in Western countries. This

“truth.” The elites or leaders who are in positions to influence usually take

dissimilarity can be attributed fundamentally to human values driven by

the lead in shaping, creating and interpreting public opinion. Naturally,

political philosophy and culture. These factors in turn shape and impact

the Western concept that prizes the importance of two-way symmetrical

economies, activism, media systems and social structures across the

communication that drives strategic PR between organizations and

nations in the continent (Sriramesh, 2004).

their publics is difficult to grasp, let alone practiced, in Asia. More often,
the “default” communication model adopted by many communication

History informs us that PR thrives and flourishes in open democracies

functions in Asian companies tends to be more one-way asymmetrical or

where public opinions are valued. This Western concept of a marketplace

one where information flows mostly from top to bottom.

of ideas (i.e., maintaining that truth will emerge from unrestrained
debates, transparent exchanges and discourse) is however foreign to

Compounded by social values that emphasize the principle of placing

many countries in Asia. The political landscape of this continent is a

greater importance of the group over the individual, the concept of

kaleidoscope constituting of absolute or constitutional monarchies, one-

collectivism is prevalent across Asia. It proposes that individuals are to

party states, “liberal democracies,” military dictatorship and various forms

forego his or her personal interests for the sake of the larger community

of independence movements.

in order to ensure progress. For this reason, strong in-group loyalty
is a desired virtue, and conflicts are discouraged and best avoided to
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As a result, public opinions are not similarly valued as many governments

ensure harmony and unity. Consequently, intimate relationships, social

in Asia tend to establish control over individual views by passing laws to

connections and personal favors to achieve business objectives or career

goals dictate the state of play. These entrenched social values that regulate
business conduct and direct organizational behaviors are antithetical to
the Western reasoning that strategic communication is used to ensure
transparency, disclosure and professionalism key to building trust and
mutual understanding between the organization and its key stakeholders.
Intertwined and nestled within the practice of prioritizing group interest
over self are other cultural values that shape the attitudes and behaviors
of Asians. As a whole, the countries in Asia share matching cultural tenets,
although the degree of similarity and how they are expressed in each
country is different. High in power distance, many Asian societies adhere
tightly to hierarchies and deference to authority. This applies to every strata
in the society, within families, schools, organizations and governments.
Overt expression of ambition that challenges views and decisions taken
by those higher in the packing order deemed inappropriate, annoying and
unwelcome. Having to constantly adopt conflict-avoidance communication

perceptions nor do they see the urgency to focus on building objective

styles, PR practitioners in Asia end up taking orders most of the time

and credible corporate reputation. Rather, PR and communication exist

instead of utilizing engagement to facilitate conversations for greater

mainly to sustain ambiguous and informal structures in order to maintain

understanding and acceptance like those practiced by their

the organization’s image. On this account, few practitioners succeed in

Western counterparts.

integrating Western democratic values with Asia’s indigenous cultures,
traditions and history.

Although countries like Japan, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan have
achieved a high degree of liberalization towards open market economies,

However, technology is stirring up a storm as it brings alongside with it

many organizations in Asia are still struggling to understand the value of

changes that are sweeping across Asia. In fact, Asian countries like China

strategic communication beyond its commercial and marketing functions.

are already on the path to creating for themselves a digital civilization as

As such, unlike their Western counterparts, many PR practitioners do

technology is increasingly used and developed to drive political, economic

not have a seat in the board room, and their roles are often relegated to

and social agendas. On the PR front, digital threatens to overthrow the

carrying out technical communication activities.

present state of communication as the medium makes it necessary for Asian
organizations to place greater emphasis on managing communication with
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Hence, given the interplay of complex societal factors, many business

multiple stakeholders. First, the lightning speed at which information travels

leaders in Asia do not see the need to manage the sum of all stakeholder

across the globe means corporate decisions must be made decisively and

quickly. This leaves no time and no room for hierarchical reporting, thereby

advent of technology, the expansion of the digital space and continued

flattening existing social structures. Communication practitioners would

economic development in some regions, it is optimistic to project that

further have to be invited into the board room so that they can be part of

infrastructure is likely to produce a more favorable environment for

the dominant coalition if practitioners are to be in the front line managing

strategic communication in Asia. Culturally, Asia is also beginning to

external publics. Second, online audiences today are highly polarized and as

conceptualize its own version of strategic communication and recognize

social media promote superficial perceptions that threaten to destroy hard-

its value in having to build corporate reputation in the digital era. With the

earned reputations overnight, the communication function will be tasked

rise of social media, technology-based communication platforms and the

with the need to engage in two-way symmetrical communication in the

influence of foreign media outlets, the strategic value of communication

‘harder to censor and regulate’ digital space if organizations wish to be better

and the PR function is likely to be elevated as organizations are

understood. Third, with the COVID-19 pandemic forcing employees in Asia to

increasingly exposed to public scrutiny as well as the influence of an

work mostly online and from home, PR will have to help manage or take over

internationalizing mediascape. Ultimately, the road toward crafting

internal communication, which is key in shaping organizational culture and

the Asian concept of strategic communication is a dynamic and

ensuring consistency in organizational narratives. This enlarged job portfolio

transformative path that will likely develop further into the future.

aids to bulletproof and secure a stronger anchor as an indispensable
function in the organization.
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Sriramesh, K. (Ed.). (2004). Public relations in Asia: An anthology.

CONCLUSION
Many of the internal and external issues affecting companies and the future of work in Asia are also having an impact in the West. However,
culture and the workplace both play a significant role in how these issues impact the region specifically. The Asian region is leading the world in
terms of technological transformation. At the same time, Asia is not a monolithic block; it is highly diverse in multiple ways. While some Asian
countries are spearheading the creation of digitally advanced societies and leapfrogging technologies more so than in the West, other markets
are working to catch up. Naturally, this digital transformation has trickle-down effects on communications executives at Asian-headquartered
companies and the way they do their jobs.
The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the transformation and growth of the communications function in Asia. Communications executives
discussed a shift toward mobile-first channels and a greater emphasis on internal communications.
In Asia, localized social platforms like WeChat, WhatsApp, QQ, Weibo, LINE and KakaoTalk are imperative communications channels. With
disparate countries and fragmented audiences in the region, messaging must be tailored, localized and distributed via appropriate channels.
However, disparate channels require local knowledge and cultural understanding while at the same time ensuring that global companies
communicate effectively, respectfully and appropriately with both internal and external stakeholders.
In the past, the communications function in Asia was perceived as a press function. Today, it continues to evolve into a strategic management
function that is helping to shape the sustained success of Asian-headquartered companies.
In spite of challenges some Asian-headquartered companies are facing, such as internal resistance to change or lack of talent, communications
executives are optimistic about the future of their companies and their work, which they believe will be informed by data, analytics and
innovative technology.
Other macro-trends, such as Asian companies’ vulnerability to geopolitical issues and stakeholders’ desire for more transparent corporate
communications, are also putting communications executives at the forefront of their companies, especially as the COVID-19 pandemic
has helped spur executive visibility. Companies in Asia are focused more on ESG issues, especially in consideration to the environment and
sustainability. Given the accelerated growth of business, the continued and rapid adoption of new technologies and the myriad of issues
surrounding companies in Asia, the communications function in Asia is more important than ever. Different markets in the region face different
challenges and are at different stages of sophistication and development in the communications space. As corporations navigate a dynamic, fastpaced, and uncertain landscape that is highly scrutinized by a wide range of stakeholders the role of communications in Asian companies is likely
to continue to advance.
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METHODOLOGY
The Institute for Public Relations (IPR) conducted in-depth telephone and audio-conferencing interviews with 27 communications leaders
at Asian-headquartered companies in 2019 and 2020. Because of changes to the communications function and business from COVID-19, IPR
conducted three focus groups of nearly 20 Asia-based communications leaders in November and December 2020 to get additional insight into
changes to the future of work.
The intent of this research was to uncover how communicators are experiencing and anticipating changes in the workplace. Research participants
were drawn from different countries from a diverse set of both consumer and business-to-business industries, including automotive, financial
services, retail, logistics, real estate, building and materials, insurance and technology. All participants were assured confidentiality in order to
elicit the most candid responses. Therefore, general descriptions are used to describe some of the executives and their companies to prevent
identification. Thematic analysis of the transcripts was conducted by multiple coders to elicit major themes within the data. Because of the large
sample size and skewed sample of practitioners from China, Hong Kong, and Japan, this study cannot be generalized to all communications and
public relations professionals in Asia.
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