Communication Leaders Become Trusted Advisors
Lessons I have learnt
Over the years I have increasingly felt that communications is at its best when it elevates the reputation of
the company in line with its business strategy. I stress on reputation to underscore the importance the word
holds for communicators. How companies communicate internally & externally shapes its reputation. In fact,
according to a recent Weber Shandwick global survey, communications and marketing initiatives were the
fourth highest drivers of a strong corporate reputation. Creating a compelling narrative for a company and
taking it to the right audience is almost as important as leadership and industry reputation. The success of a
campaign depends a lot on message development and delivery, engagement and measurement. In other
words, a lot on practicing communicators like us.
So, what does all this mean for those, who are in the driver’s seat of reputation management?
The need to constantly innovate, build, nurture, ideate and more importantly, socialize, these ideas are
growing. Our roles as leaders continue to evolve fast as we manage a wide range of specialists, both inside
and outside the company. And to become trusted advisors to our CEOs, we must build: communications
leadership.
When I started my professional career, communication was a choice by mere love of the work we do. Today
looking back, I think there is a lot more to us than just our job!
It is managing an entire ecosystem within the organization and outside that makes us what we are. Most of
these are things often beyond our control. That is why our leadership styles demand us to be sharp, conﬁdent,
articulate, flexible and credible.
Young professionals ask me what I do more of these days to manage communications of a diverse company.
This is how I would summarize it for them:
I am more curious than ever, always looking for new ideas. Communications started as an enabling function
in most organizations and is now an innovation and leadership function. Two decades back, most of the
Public Relations campaigns started with planned launches and it only meant press coverage. But today, it’s
a different world, offering both opportunities and challenges. You are expected to get in ideas out of air, look
at what’s the new world and curate what has not been done earlier. Today is a given, it is the tomorrow that
we get paid for. That also means it is not just following but most of the times clearing the road. Leading the
way without knowing what’s coming is indeed interesting! I lead a ‘venture bet’ to insure my team is not doing
the same thing each year. Launching Quartz in India was one such initiative which I take great pride in.

Numbers no more scare me! These days, data analytics exhibits interesting trends that can make our jobs
valuable. But the success lies in analyzing the right data and not getting caught in just data mining. I spend
more time on learning from previous campaign performance, compare engagement metrics and study
reputation indicators carefully. I look for opportunities to improve and for trend lines to predict future
performance or messaging fatigue. Today I insist on objectives that are working and encouraging them to
adopt new tools and channels. The brand surveys, opinion surveys and engagement numbers equip me to
make stronger business cases.
Better prepared to pivot – what’s the next change? – change is a way of life.??? Communicators inherently rely
on instincts or sixth sense – most of us just know it. With the growth of new media and engagement channels,
I love to experiment but sometimes outcomes are not as sharp. I do not shy away from failing, I rather choose
to fail fast and pivot fast. In the digital age, do we have time to stop and crib? But that does not deter me from
trying new things.

Integrated communications - The new age communications is no longer one way, internal is now beyond
employees, stakeholders are becoming influencers, issues can come from any direction, hence
communications has to cater to all of these. All engagement touch points need to collaborate with each other
to make an impact. It is interesting to note the trend, as we increasingly leverage employees & other
stakeholders for storytelling, develop content for 360-degree amplification and look at new ways to engage
with our stakeholders. I firmly believe that PESO has to work in perfect symphony for maximum impact. One
such favorite campaigns being Mille.

The art of influencing - Influencer base of every brand will increase exponentially. Every prospect that a
brand is willing to talk across digital platforms will be treated as an influencer. That means, we as
communicators need to change the way we think and work. It’s no more about delivering campaigns. It is about
the changing mindset and perceptions. I use more of this skill internally and externally. And most importantly
encourage my leaders to be able to influence their own stakeholders and equip them with enough proof points.
Our digital industrial storytelling in India is a great example to this leveraging of our leaders.

Initiating conversations – It’s not always about leading. Sometimes it's just about starting the relevant
conversation. With the online communities in action this is much easier. I recently organized a Global Insights
Network conversation in India around innovation and felt how much we communicators can do to make an
impact.

Technology is my best friend – Having spent enough time in the telecom industry, I realized that keeping
abreast with gadgets is a must and hence I am an early adopter of all social media tools. However, over the
years I have learnt to maintain my style of balance. As much as I can manage! I do this through @pandarachana
or https://in.linkedin.com/in/rachanapanda
Like reputation, you cannot build communications leadership overnight. These are honed over time. And it is a
long journey that requires organizational and personal patience. While I work in a strong communication culture
that is effective within my organization, I cannot afford to become complacent. I will need to continue nurturing
new skills and keep evolving forever. I believe that communication, as a skill, is never perfect – the smartest
ones know it can always get better. It is this striving that excites me every day!
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