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Welcome to The 2019 State of the Industry Report produced by Prospect and PublicAffairsAsia. This is 
the 7th study in the series and, once again, we identify emerging trends and challenges confronting the 
Communications and Corporate Affairs industry across Asia Pacific.

This year we surveyed over 420 frontline practitioners and conducted nearly 50 in-depth interviews with 
In-House and Agency professionals across different areas of the industry. 

As in previous years, the survey respondents are predominantly mid to senior level, reflecting the Prospect 
client base and the PublicAffairsAsia network membership. The largest segment of respondents (34%) are aged 
35-44, and 60% of respondents have worked in the industry for more than 11 years. As a result, a large number 
are managers or heads of function, and this should be taken into account when reviewing salary averages.

We would like to thank everyone who participated for giving their time and the insights they offered. Many 
of those interviewed are directly quoted in the report and the views of others have either informed the 
study or appear without attribution.

This year we discover some key statistics and trends that shed light on the current state of our industry, 
most notably:

Salary & Benefits
 
The industry remains buoyant, with average regional salaries in 2018 of US$143,000 – with bonus levels 
running at 22% of base salary. Average salary increases were in the 7 to 8% bracket, an increase on previous 
years, with younger staff often securing double-digit increases. Those staff who move to new employers are 
no longer so sure of getting significant pay increases, which appears to have calmed the problem of poor 
staff retention – for now at least.  This year we also highlight an ongoing problem of gender pay disparity, 
with men earning on average US$20,000 more than women.

Talent Issues
 
On first examination the labour market appears more settled. There appears to be little appetite for Agency staff to  
move to another agency, although many would still like an In-House role. Expatriates still make up a significant 
portion of the industry’s workforce, but they are feeling a squeeze, seeing fewer opportunities opening up. As a result 
they are less inclined to jump ship than they once were, and are often replaced by local hires when they do move. 
       The report also highlights what could be seen as a lack of ambition on the part of many 
younger and mid-level industry practitioners: half of all professionals surveyed said they were not 
actively seeking promotion and a third said they did not want to move into a leadership position.  
        Some 6% said they planned to leave the industry altogether, but in general satisfaction levels remain quite 
positive. However, overall levels of satisfaction are higher on “soft” issues such as company values and lower on 
the “hard” issues such as pay, benefits and bonus levels. This is particularly so among Agency professionals.
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> Agency Issues

In the Agency sphere, senior management are grappling with some significant macro trends. Most signifi-
cant on the operational side is the push for consolidation and integration. Many networked agencies 
are undergoing significant structural change. This is creating opportunities both for the large global 
operators and a new wave of smaller, and potentially more agile, independent and boutique operators. 
      The second major Agency-side trend is the advance of Data and Analytics. This is opening up a raft of new 
opportunities, which, when combined with digital and technological advances such as AI, is seriously disrupting 
the traditional PR and Communications industry model.

In-House & Industry Issues

In-House teams are also grappling with rapid change. In most companies, resources are tighter than ever and there 
is a growing sense that professionals are having to do more with less.  

At the same time, In-House teams are still struggling to come to terms with the long-term impact that digital, 
data and analytics have had on the way companies communicate with their stakeholders. Internal communications 
continues to rise in importance, and in some companies the influence of Human Resources on employee-related 
communications is restricting the positive impact such engagement can drive.

At a macro-level, the combined threats of nationalism and trade conflict continue to unsettle markets. And 
growing risks to corporate reputation, such as data breaches and privacy, have led to renewed pressure on 
Communications and Corporate Affairs professionals.

We do hope you enjoy reading the report, which for ease has been split into four digestible sections.  Please 
do not hesitate to get in touch if you have any questions or comments on our findings.

Emma Dale 
Managing Director 
Prospect

Email us: 
 
emma@prospectresourcing.com 
markobrien@publicaffairsasia.com

Report Sections: 

1. Salary and Workplace Issues 

2. Talent Issues 

3. Agency Issues 

4. In-House and Industry Issues
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This report follows telephone and face-to-face interviews with over 

45 practitioners and an online survey. The survey was conducted 

in the final quarter of 2018 via self-completion. For the purposes of 

this report, 424 relevant responses were analysed.

NOTE: Where region-wide statistics are presented, these figures 

include India, Japan and New Zealand. Due to low sample sizes, 

these figures do not appear in sub-regional breakdowns. 

The materials contained in this report remain the copyright of Public Affairs Asia Ltd. 
Registered Office: Level 19, Two International Finance Centre, 8 Finance Street, Hong Kong. PRC

© Public Affairs Asia Ltd, 2019. All Rights Reserved.

To download the full report visit: 
www.publicaffairsasia.com/soi2019
www.prospectresourcing.com/blog/soi2019/  
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Section 1: In numbers - the survey results

424
The number of survey responses included in this 
report. We also interviewed over 45 practitioners

Average 2018 salary across APAC

US$143,000
Average bonus in 2018 was 22%. In-House 
average was 25% and agency average 19%

22%

7%
Average salary increase among survey 
respondents who remain in the same job

10%
6% 

3.5 days
The average number of days spent on 
training.  40% of training was compulsory

20 days
The average annual leave among profes-
sionals in APAC. In Australia it’s 22 days

71% 

Satisfaction

... average annual salary increase for those aged 45-54

... average annual salary increase for those aged 25-34 

US$189,000
... average Corporate Affairs Salary. 
Average Public Relations salary is US$99,000

Agency staff are most satisfied with company values and culture, but are least 
satisfied with their bonus payments. In-House staff are more satisfied about 
their working hours but less satisfied with the internal mobility prospects 

US$20,000
On average men out-earn women  
by US$20,000 per year

7%
Only 7% of In-House professionals self-
identify as working in PR. In Agencies this 
figure is much higher at 47%

Nearly 7 in 10 In-House staff are expected to 
check emails or take calls while on leave

45%
The number of agency professionals who 
want to move to an In-House role next
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This year, more than 420 professionals participated in our 
salary survey, with the majority employed in the region’s 
two core hubs of Hong Kong and Singapore.

We asked respondents about their age, function, sector, 
gender, salary, bonus, annual leave entitlement and their 
training. We also asked what they value about their job and 
remuneration to see how satisfied they are in their current 
roles. We also explored what factors, such as diversity and 
company culture, are important to them.

This section explores what they told us.

1.2: Regional Averages
This year, the average salary recorded across all disci-

plines regionally is US$143,000. Average salaries in the 
In-House Corporate environment continue to be higher 
than in Agencies.

Regionally the average In-House Corporate salary is 
US$154,000, compared to an Agency average of US$129,000. 
Regional averages for In-House roles in the NGO and 
Government arenas remain lower than those for In-House 
Corporate positions, with US$135,000 for NGO professionals 
and US$125,000 for public sector professionals.

Geographically, those in Australia still earn the most, 
which is likely to be due to both cost-of-living and tax 
considerations. This year, Hong Kong has the second highest 
salary base, with Singapore reporting lower  salaries. This is 
a shift over last year, where Singapore was marginally ahead 
of Hong Kong – although readers should bear in mind that 
the sample base differs from year to year. Sample sizes in 
other localities are likely to be less statistically significant, 
although China, on a low sample base this year, reveals 
itself to be a high-salary area. 

South East Asia, excluding Singapore, records an industry 
average of US$90,000, with Thailand recording the highest 
within the region at US$114,000 (on a low sample base). 
Among the small number of Thai respondents, salary 
increases were recorded of 13% - aligning with anecdotal 
evidence that salaries are rising sharply among a restricted 
talent pool in the country.

1.1: Salaries In Detail TABLE 1: Average salary levels

Corporate Affairs professionals continue to top the earnings 
league table, earning an average regional salary of nearly 
US$190,000 – ahead of Corporate Communications at 
US$172,000 and Public Affairs and Government Relations 
at US$158,000. Those working in In-House Public Affairs and 
Government Relations roles earn significantly more than their 
agency counterparts – US$179,000 versus US$123,000. This 
reflects high demand for Public Affairs professionals in the 
In-House arena, with many younger practitioners spending 
time “earning their spurs” within a specialist agency before 
moving into a better-paid In-House role. 

The lowest-paid practice areas were CSR and Sustainability 
(US$111,000), Internal Communications (US$102,000) and 
Public Relations (US$99,000).  The lower figure for PR is likely 
to stem from the number of younger Agency-based practi-
tioners who are much more likely to self-identify as working 
in PR than their specialist colleagues and those working in 
better-paid In-House Corporate Communications roles. 

1.3: Practice Areas

Average Salary By Practice Area (Agency and In-House):
Corporate Affairs:    US$189,000
Corporate Communications:  US$172,000
Public Affairs:    US$158,000
Financial Communications:   US$125,000
Marketing Communications:  US$121,000
CSR & Sustainability:   US$111,000
Internal Communications:   US$102,000
Public Relations:    US$99,000

Average Salary By Practice Area (In-House Corporate):
Public Affairs:    US$179,000
Corporate Communications:  US$173,000
Marketing Communications:  US$113,000
Public Relations:    US$102,000

Average Salary By Practice Area (Agency):
Corporate Communications:  US$165,000
Marketing Communications:  US$146,000
Public Affairs:    US$123,000 
Public Relations:    US$99,000 

Regional:   US$143,000
Australia:   US$165,000
China:    US$164,000
Hong Kong:   US$147,000
Singapore:   US$142,000
SE Asia (Excl Singapore): US$90,000

Number: 321 respondents

LOCATION       SALARY   

TABLE 2: Average in-house and agency
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1.4: In-House and 
Agency - by Age range
In-House Corporate Practitioners continue to 
out-earn their peers in Agencies. This remains 
the case across all age bands, with the gap 
between In-House and Agency salaries being 
narrowest in the upper age bracket. This reflects 
the fact that senior agency professionals often 
have P&L responsibility and can command 
high salaries at this stage in their careers.

Across the industry as a whole, average 
salaries among those who remained in 
the same job rose by 7% - an increase on 
the 5% recorded in the 2018 report. 

The average salary increase recorded this year 
appears quite high. However, this is being driven 
by larger salary increases among lower-earning, 
younger staff (those under 34). When we look at 
salary increases by age, a different picture emerges. 
Salary increases achieved through annual review 
among those over 45 drop to an average 5%.

Geographically, increases were highest 
in South East Asia and lowest in Australia. 

The trends appears to confirm that salary 
increases are lowest in the most established 
markets, but can spike in emerging markets 
and those which are rapidly shifting from 
being low-cost manufacturing-based 
economies to more expensive consumer-based 
environments, with China reflecting this. 

TABLE 1: Average salary levels

1.3: Practice Areas

TABLE 4: 
Annual rises around the region

Average Salary Increase By Location 
(In House and Agency): 

SE Asia (Excl. Singapore)  9%
Hong Kong:    8%
China:     8%
Singapore:    7%
Australia:    6.5%

A rising cost of living, most notably in 
housing, is likely to account for the increase in 
Hong Kong wage settlements, whereas evidence 
suggests slowing housing costs in Singapore.

Between Agencies and In-House Corporates 
there was no significant difference in overall wage 
increases, which were routinely in the 7% to 8% 
bracket across the APAC region as a whole.

The notable exception is the In-House Government 
sector, which recorded an average salary increase of 
just 3% last year.

1.5: Reason for Increases
Surprisingly, the survey suggests that on average 
Communications and Corporate Affairs professionals 
are not gaining significant salary increases when they 
move to new roles with new employers. This might 
surprise headhunters and HR professionals who 
normally expect significant pay demands to lure staff 
from their current roles. 

Those moving to a new job with a new employer 
secured an average of 8.5%. However, this is again 
dependent on age. Those under 34 secure an average 
salary increase of over 13% when they move to a new 
company. Those aged 35 and over manage to get 
increases averaging just 6%.

So, with the exception of the under-35 age group, 
those moving jobs do not tend to receive much more 
in pay terms than they would by remaining in their 
existing role. This might signal that employers are 
finally prepared to loosen pay restraints rather than lose 
staff – especially if they face having to pay incoming 
staff higher wages anyway. 

TABLE 3:
How age affects average salary increases:

Regional:   US$143,000
Australia:   US$165,000
China:    US$164,000
Hong Kong:   US$147,000
Singapore:   US$142,000
SE Asia (Excl Singapore): US$90,000

Number: 321 respondents

LOCATION       SALARY   

TABLE 2: Average in-house and agency

Age:  % increase In House and Agency:
25-34:      10%
35-44:      7%
45-54:      6%
55-64:      4%
* via annual review – i.e. those remaining in existing roles

Number: 329 respondents

Number: 312 respondents
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1.6: Career Mobility
 
There is currently a greater sense of internal career mobility 
within the Agency sector. This reflects an intense period 
of structural change and repositioning for many agencies. 
Professionals working for Agencies are significantly more 
likely to receive salary increases as a result of gaining new 
responsibilities or moving to a new role within the same firm. 

Within Agencies, 11% of staff were given a pay rise after 
gaining new responsibilities and 18% received an increase 
after moving to a new role within the same Agency. These 
figures were lower In-House, at 8% and 6% respectively.  
This suggests that there are more opportunities to gain new 

Function               Average Bonus      % of Salary
In-House (Corporate):  US$39,000        25%
Agency:   US$25,000         19%
In-House (Gov & NGO):  US$3,000        2%

responsibilities, take on a new role or be promoted 
within the Agency environment. 

Throughout the industry, 21% of respondents said 
their latest salary increase resulted from moving to a 
new company – with a higher number of In-House staff 
(23%) than Agency staff (17%) citing a switch to a new 
employer as the reason for their recent increase.  This 
might suggest that the issue of staff retention is easing 
among Agencies, with more In-House professionals 
switching employer. 

1.7: Bonuses
Among those surveyed, the average bonus was 
US$31,578, or 22% of base salary. Bonuses were lower 
in Hong Kong (averaging 17%) than Singapore and 
Australia (both recording averages of 23%).

Bonus payments were highest in Mainland China 
(42%). While the Chinese sample base for the 2019 
Salary Survey was statistically low, this number is still 
likely to be reflective of an increasingly intense battle for 
talent in the mainland. 

The results reveal a gender-based difference in 
bonus levels, with men in In-House Corporate roles 
receiving average bonuses of 29% of base salaries and 
women receiving payments averaging 22%. 

Bonus levels are highest in the In-House Corporate 
sector, averaging 25% of base salary. This is ahead of 
the Agency arena, averaging 19% of base salary, and 
way ahead of bonus levels among those working in the 
Government and NGO sectors, where the average is 
just 2% of base salary. 

As reported elsewhere in this study, satisfaction 
levels surrounding bonus payments differ widely 
between those working In-House and those in Agency 
roles. In-House professionals score their recent bonus 
payments 3.2 points out of 5. Agency-side this number 
falls to 2.5 points out of 5 – the lowest score on the 
Agency satisfaction index (see table in Section 1.17).

22%

1.8: Stocks and Shares
For the first time we asked respondents about share and stock 
options. Fewer than 1 in 5 (17%) of respondents were in receipt of 
stock-related bonuses, averaging typically a further 26% of base salary. 
Stock-related payments appear more prevalent among those working 
in In-House Corporate roles. Of the 64 respondents receiving stock, 
only 13 were in the Agency sector. 

There was no discernible difference in the percentage value of 
stock-related bonuses offered to those working for corporates or 
Agencies.  Some respondents, however, revealed very generous 
share packages, with one senior practitioner working in financial 
communications securing a share package worth US$500,000 – more 
than their annual salary and cash bonus combined. 

The technology sector continues to lead the way in terms of stock-
related bonuses, and in terms of cash-related bonuses. While average 
salaries in tech-related roles remain lower than the In-House industry 
average (US$139,000 versus an industry average of US$154,000), staff 
working for tech companies earn an average of 60% in additional 
cash and stock-related bonuses

However, where Agency staff do receive stock-related bonuses, 
they can be very significant, with half receiving stock worth more 
than 80% of their annual salary. However, across the industry as a 
whole a culture of stock-related bonuses is proving slow to emerge. 
The exception is the technology sector, where more than half of 
respondents received some form of stock-related payment, averaging 
31% of base salary. 

Number: 329 respondents

TABLE 5: 
Bonus Levels

Average bonus 
across all sectors
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1.9: Expats Versus Local Hires
This year we noted a big gap in the salaries of expats versus local 
hires. Across the industry as a whole, expatriates earned an average of 
US$170,000 with local nationals working in their home country earning 
US$117,000 on average. 

However, this gap closes when age is taken into account, suggesting 
that a larger number of more junior roles are currently held by local hires, 
with expatriates continuing to occupy a higher percentage of top-level 
regional roles. Through time we would expect this gap to narrow, but 
it still remains a problem within the industry. The underlying numbers 
could also suggest that long-term expatriate workers benefiting from 
historically high salaries are being succeeded by local staff on lower 
base salaries when they leave the region. 

 
 

“Sadly, this survey still finds that females are paid less 
than men for doing the same job. There appears to be 
no significant reason why this is happening. However, 

despite the pay gap, it is encouraging to hear that 72% of 
employees feel men and women are treated the same in 
remuneration terms within their Agencies. Let’s hope the 

gap will close in next year’s survey. “

Average Male Salary Regionally:    US$155,000
Average Female Salary Regionally:   US$135,000

Gender Pay Policy    % responses
My Company Has a Gender Pay Policy:           18%
My Company Does Not Have a Gender Pay Policy:            41%
Don’t Know if My Company Has a Gender Pay Policy:      41%

Gender Pay Equality: My Organisation  % responses
My Company Treats Men and Women Equally on Pay:      57%
My Company Does Not Treat Men and Women Equally:  16%
I Don’t Know:                                                                                 26%

Gender Pay Policy: The Industry as a Whole % responses 
The Industry Treats Men and Women Equally on Pay:       30%
The Industry Does Not Treat Men and Women Equally:    40%
I Don’t Know:                 30%

1.11: Female Focus
Our survey reveals, once again, that the 
Communications industry still relies heavily on 
female talent. Men made up 39% of our survey 
base, with women accounting for 61%.

But in the area of Corporate Affairs, Public 
Affairs and Government Relations, we recorded 
the opposite – with men accounting for 58% of 
the workforce and women 42%.

Last year’s State of the Industry Report 
identified a significant gender pay gap. This year 
women earn a regional average of US$135,000 
with men earning a clear US$20,000 more at 
US$155,000.

In the Agency sector the disparity appeared 
wider. Among 47 men working Agency-side, 
the salary average is US$150,000, while among 
55 women surveyed it is US$110,000.  Based on 
the data from last year, there are early signs that 
the gender pay gap might be closing.

The issue of gender pay remains complex. Salary differences are not necessarily a result of active discrimination. In many 
organisations, more men than women occupy senior management roles and men tend to have periods of unbroken 
service, which means they are often higher up individual pay scales.
In this year’s research, we discover some contradictions in attitudes towards gender pay disparity. Most notable is this 
finding: six in 10 people (57%) believe men and women are treated equally by their own company, yet only 30% 
believe the same of the industry generally. Looking to the industry as a whole, over 40% of respondents reveal that 
their company does not have a gender pay policy (with a similar number not aware of any policy).  Fewer than one 
in five respondents (18%) confirmed that their employer had developed a gender pay policy.
But conclusions about the size of the gender pay problem differ widely between the sexes: men are significantly less 
likely to believe a gender pay gap exists. Only 44% of female respondents believed their companies pay men and 
women equally. Among men this figure rises to 77%. 
There are signs that Agencies may be making headway on gender pay – despite the gap in earnings we recorded. 
Nearly three in four Agency staff (72%) say they “believe their company treats men and women equally in remunera-
tion terms”. Just one in 10 (9%) of Agency staff said their company did not treat men and women the same on pay.
In-House, where the gender pay gap actually appears to be lower, the figures are less reassuring: only 50% believe 
their employer treats men and women equally, with 20% saying they thought inequality remained.

Number: 362 respondents

“One way to address gender pay gaps in Asia is 
to update recruitment policies and procedures to 

bring them more in line with the American market, 
where current salaries are not disclosed. Many Asian 
employers still insist on understanding a candidate’s 

current compensation before deciding what to offer.  If 
firms looked at the ‘value’ put on the role rather than an 

individual’s existing compensation, I would 
foresee the pay gap beginning to close.”  

Emma Dale, Co-Founder and Managing Director (Asia), Prospect

Emma Dale, Co-Founder and Managing Director (Asia), Prospect

1.10: Gender Pay

1.12: 
Closer Look
at Gender
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“There are still many expats in Head of Communications roles 
being paid more than their local counterparts. However, 
most expats know that in this market the trend is to hire local 
employees with Chinese language skills. If they leave, it will be 
hard to find a similar role because their salaries are so high and 
they often don’t have the local language capabilities.”

Attitudes and Trends

Satisfaction Levels:
Highest rated: Overall Values of the Company – 3.7/5

Lowest rated: Internal Mobility – 2.8/5

Where Next?
6% of Practitioners Plan to Leave the Industry

Promotion Prospects:
40% are actively seeking promotion

50% are not actively seeking promotion

Leadership:
56% want to achieve a leadership position

34% don’t want to achieve a leadership position

Emma Dale, Co-Founder and Managing Director (Asia), Prospect

1.13: Expatriate Issues 
Despite a drive to hire local candidates, a large 
number of expatriates continue to be employed in 
the industry. Across the region, expatriates make 
up 42% of the workforce, with local hires 58% of the 
sample base. In Hong Kong, we identify a stronger 
expatriate presence, with expats making up 55% of 
the workforce participating in the survey. The picture 
appears different in Singapore, where the industry 
appears to be skewed towards local hires - 57% 
being resident nationals and only 42% expatriate. 
This is largely due to the difficulty securing foreign 
employment passes in the city state.

However, across the region, new recruits are far more 
likely to be drawn from the local talent pool. Resident 
nationals make up 68% of the workforce in the 20-34 
age group, which drops to 52% in the 35-54 group.

1.14: Employment Terms 
There is little sign of flexibility in employment and 
contractual terms being introduced into day-to-day 
Communications and Corporate Affairs roles. Some 93% 
of those surveyed are engaged on full-time permanent 
contracts and 3% on full-time temporary contracts. 

In a sign that work-life balance issues remain a struc-
tural problem in the industry, just 2% of respondents 
said they worked on a part-time basis.

This is despite Agencies repositioning themselves as 
more flexible and family-oriented in order to recruit and 
retain staff.  For women to develop unbroken service 
when having children, greater use of part-time arrange-
ments will need to be introduced into the industry. 
There is a real concern that the industry is not good at 
developing part-time roles. We also wonder whether 
there may be some Asian cultural reasons as to why this 
is the case, for example that part-time work is perceived 
to be of less worth.
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While Agencies reposition themselves as fully 
integrated consulting firms capable of delivering 
cross-channel Paid, Owned and Earned campaigns 
utilising the latest advances in data and analytics, 
many Agency staff still view themselves as Public 
Relations professionals.

When asked what description most accurately 
described their role, 47% of Agency professionals 
opted for Public Relations, with the next largest group 
(15%) defining themselves as Corporate Communi-
cations practitioners. This contrasts with In-House, 
where Corporate Communications was cited by 35%, 
Public Affairs/Government Relations by 19% and 
just 7% identifying themselves as working in Public 
Relations. While Agencies are effectively rebranding 
themselves externally, this suggests the message 
may not be entirely getting through internally, or 
that many younger agency professionals may still be 
engaged in traditional practices, such as issuing press 
releases or pitching stories to the media.

1.15: The Demise of PR

“Doing solely PR no longer pays. Firms have to offer a 
broader integrated remit to clients to keep up with current 
trends and employees must have a broader integrated skill 

set to be marketable. From a recruitment perspective, those 
in senior positions with little exposure to social and digital - 
perhaps because they have relied on  more junior members 

to deal with all that - may face a problem down the track 
when looking for a new job. Individuals at all levels need to be 

upskilling to keep up to date with technology trends.“

1.16: Next Moves 
Once again the study discovers that many 
Agency staff would prefer to move to an In-House 
role when they make their next career move. 
Some 45% of Agency professionals want their 
next move to be In-House. This contrasts with just 
8% that would prefer to move from their existing 
Agency to another. This is a sharp reduction since 
the last SOI Report, when 19% of Agency staff 
said they would prefer their next move to be to 
another Agency.

However, there are signs that Agency staff 
remain quite settled in their existing roles, with 
28% saying they “plan to stay in their current job” 
(although this is down from 34% last year). 

In-House practitioners remain very reluctant to 
make a career move Agency-side. More than half 
of In-House professionals are planning to make a 
move to another In-House role, while 34% say they 
are happy to remain in their existing role for now. 
Only 3% of In-House practitioners surveyed said 
they would prefer to move to an Agency.

Overall, 6% of practitioners plan to leave the 
industry, with the number Agency-side at 7% and 
In-House at 5%.

Where next?
Preferred next move for Agency staff     % responses
Agency to In-House   45%
Remain in current job   28%
Agency-to-Agency   8%
Plan to leave industry   7%
Plan to set up own Agency             5%

Preferred next move for In-House staff   % responses
In-House to In-House    51%
Remain in current job   34%
Plan to leave the industry  5%
In-House to Agency   3%

“Now that employees are being looked after far better in 
Agencies, they don’t see the point of leaving one Agency to go 
to another.  Many view such a move as pointless. It’s the ‘same 

job, just a different name on the door’.  They will sit tight and 
move up the ranks into a leadership role or wait for a decent 

In-House role to entice them.”

Number: 
240 respondents (In-House)
109 respondents (Agency)

Emma Dale, Co-Founder and Managing Director (Asia), Prospect

Emma Dale, Co-Founder and Managing Director (Asia), Prospect

Emma Dale, Co-Founder and Managing Director (Asia), Prospect

TABLE 6: 
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0                1            2       3               4                 5
Points scored out of a possible 5 points

0                1            2       3               4                 5
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1.17: Satisfaction Levels
 
We asked In-House and Agency staff to rank their values across a wide range of issues, from overall job satisfaction and work-life 
balance to resources, pay, bonus and benefits. This is what respondents told us. Interestingly, Agencies scored higher on issues 
such as company values, diversity and company culture, leading us to think that they are starting to “live” their employer brand 
propositions. In-House respondents ranked salary, bonus, benefits and working hours far higher than their Agency counterparts.

In-House Scorecard            Agency Scorecard

Q. Please rate your current satisfaction levels with the following (with 1 being not satisfied 
at all and 5 being extremely satisfied).

Number: 109 respondentsNumber: 230 respondents

Job satisfaction

Company values

Working hours

Staff capabilities

Work/life balance

CSR policy

Culture

Basic salary

Benefits

Diversity & Inclusion policies

Recent bonus

Staff social events

Leadership/Management

Internal communications

Learning opportunities from senior staff

Overall resources for function

Career development opportunities

Team building activities

Internal mobility
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1.18: Career Mobility
 
As our table on satisfaction levels reveals, staff are least satisfied 
about their opportunities to move internally – ranking it 2.8 points 
out of a possible 5 points.

This suggests that professionals are keen to advance their 
careers, either within a different role or office with their existing 
employer or with a new company.

However, when asked if they were “actively seeking promotion” 
only 40% said yes, while 50% said no (with 10% “not sure”). Within 
Agencies, 45% of staff are looking for promotion. That said, 56% 
of respondents who are not currently in leadership positions said 
they would be seeking to take on a leadership role in the future.

1.20: Holidays
Holiday entitlement across the industry averages 
20 days per year (excluding public holidays). This is 
in line with previous years. Practitioners in Australia 
secured the most attractive holiday terms (22 days), 
with staff in Hong Kong getting an average of 21 
days and those in Singapore 20 days.

Across the industry, half of all professionals 
report that their holiday entitlement rises the 
longer they remain with their company. This is 
designed to build loyalty and increase retention.

However, there are tensions. Two in five 
communications and corporate affairs profes-
sionals report they are currently unable to take 
all the leave they are entitled to. This points to an 
ongoing problem with workload and work-life 
balance in the industry and there is no discernible 
difference between In-House and Agencies.

Even when staff manage to take their leave, 
they do not escape work entirely. Across the 
industry nearly 69% of staff are expected to remain 
connected to the office via telephone and email.

In-House staff are more likely to be connected 
to the office while on leave - 71% of them say this 
is the case, whereas the figure in Agencies is 65%. 
This, in part, is likely to be due to staffing levels. 
Agency staff are often part of larger teams than 
their In-House equivalents and, as a result, those 
teams can often cover while colleagues are away 
from the office.

3.5 days

1.19: Training

The average number of days’ training remains similar 
to previous years at 3.5. Nearly 40% of industry 
respondents said the training they undertook was 
compulsory. This figure was higher Agency-side where 
exactly 50% said they were mandated to undertake 
training. This could reflect the fact that certain aspects 
of Agency training are business-related, such as client 
management and accounting.

The results reveal that there is still clearly work to 
do on both the relevance and helpfulness of training 
offered. Nearly 6 in 10 (58%) of those surveyed said 
the training they received was helpful. This means 
that over 40% were unconvinced – with 17% saying 
it was “not helpful” and 25% saying they were unsure.

Some 52% of Agency-side training is conducted 
internally, compared with just 43% among In-House 
teams. In both Agency and In-House, nearly 10% of 
all training is now conducted online.

Number: 341 respondents

Average training 
across all sectors

0                1            2       3               4                 5

10% Of training is now
delivered online

Number: 109 respondents
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Talent issues continue to dominate the Communica-
tions and Corporate Affairs industry in Asia Pacific. 
There is no one-size-fits-all solution to the problems 
confronting Agency management or In-House heads 
of function as they seek to retain and practically equip 
their teams to cope with rapid change within the 
industry and in the broader operating environment. 

2.1: Recruitment
While some agencies say talent problems are easing, Weber 
Shandwick APAC CEO Baxter Jolly doesn’t see it. “What keeps 
me up every night is talent. How do you get the best talent 
in today’s integrated world? How do you keep people with 
you in a collegial way? How do you retain them? How do 
you encourage your talent to grow with you, instead of away 
from you? Clients are facing the same challenges as us. If 
we’re to avoid larger problems in the future, we need to shift 
our thinking around talent.”

Jolly also warns that hiring is not just about money any more.  
“It’s about opportunity, lifestyle, travel etc,” he says. “You need to 
treat people as people – not commodities. Today’s talent have 
priorities that extend far beyond their compensation.”

It’s always difficult to find talent, according to senior 
Agency-side staff.  Jane Morgan, Golin Hong Kong  Managing 
Director, points to a need to put solid training programmes 
and benefits in place in order to help grow local talent. “We 
have the best benefits, in my opinion, in the industry: we 
have unlimited holiday leave; we have a health and wellbeing 
allowance of HK$580 per month for each individual; we shut 
down email accounts when our staff are on leave to ensure 
they get a real break; they can work from home whenever 
they want to. And all of this is available to every single Goliner.”

Some Agency-side heads are optimistic about the future 
of the talent marketplace in Asia Pacific. Paul Mottram says 
that All Told, a branch of Allison+Partners, has seen the 
emergence of “really smart, intellectually curious, hard-
working” entry-level recruits in several APAC markets. “This 
gives us huge cause for optimism.”

Rachel Catanach, Senior Partner and President, Greater 
China at FleishmanHillard says she finds the greatest 
problems recruiting “at the mid-levels” of the industry. This is 
a commonly held view and one that In-House management 
are grappling with as well.

Lee Nugent, Regional Director at Archetype, says hiring 
and retaining top talent never gets easier. “It’s the single 
most critical element to ensure ongoing success,” he says. 
“Competition for talent remains extremely high. In some 
parts of the APAC region, there is an added challenge and 
salaries are accelerating faster than client spend, which 
clearly is not sustainable.”  

Nugent warns that competition comes from both inside 
and outside the marketing sector and that some industries 
pay higher. He notes that talent in India and China can churn 
at a higher rate than elsewhere and thus they are becoming 
increasingly expensive markets to hire in.  Another big 
challenge for Nugent is finding staff who think differently. “We 
need to hire people from all kinds of backgrounds. Great and 
effective creativity comes from diversity of thought. To deliver 
this, we must be more active in hiring people from all walks 
of life. We need more diversity not only in terms of the way 
people look or behave, but also in terms of how they think, 
what they’ve experienced, and how they’ve been educated.”

FTI’s Paul Downie says Asia still suffers from having only 
a limited talent pool capable of giving “C Suite” advice. “If 
you can combine senior advisory talent with local language 
capabilities, you would definitely be in demand,” he adds. 
“There are great opportunities in Corporate Affairs and 
Strategic Communications for these capabilities.”

One Corporate Affairs executive said he looked for 
people with experience in other regulated industries 
because talent in his own sector was so short. 

“I tend to think subject matter knowledge is not as 
critical, it’s more about their approach, being commercially 
oriented, commercially sensitive.” He is interested in “skills 
like consensus building, just resolving difficult issues, people 
with experience from a range of backgrounds”. 

“I’m still seeing examples of where a good commercial 
person becomes a good Corporate Affairs person, because 
they have the right skill set, are adaptable, and knowledge-
able,” he says.

Downie notes a shift in client demands, so that they 
now want globally minded advice “but local execution”. “Our 
determination is to have stronger local teams supported by 

“You need to treat 
people as people – not 

commodities. Today’s 
talent have priorities 

that extend far beyond 
their compensation”

SECTION 2:  
Talent Issues

Baxter Jolly, CEO,  
Asia Pacific,
Weber Shandwick

Building teams with talent remains the biggest concern of the industry
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Prospect’s Emma Dale: “Employees are starting 
to look for more than just a good salary and 
prospects. Companies should develop staff 
exchange programmes, regular social events 
and mentoring schemes to retain their top talent.”
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global experts who travel extensively.”
Finding specialist talent is difficult in certain areas, such as 

Financial Communications and Public Affairs. The head of one 
Public Affairs consulting firm says the best solution is to hire talent 
and then teach them the job.

“Our greatest success area, frankly, has been just hiring young, 
smart people and training them,” agreed the head of one boutique 
agency. “It’s a relatively small community of people who have 
Public Affairs experience. There are some exceptions to that rule 
but generally we find, both from the content point of view and the 
economic point of view, we’re better off hiring at a slightly earlier 
stage in careers and training in-house.”

Richard Tsang, chairman at SPRG, an integrated PR agency 
known for its Financial and Investor Relations practice, with a 
presence in Hong Kong, Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Taiwan, 
Malaysia and Singapore, sees no let-up in the search for talent. 
“Fighting for talent is much fiercer than before. The attitude of 
young people has changed. My generation took the view that 
work is important, that you should get a good job, to look after the 
family. The expectation of young people is different. Young people 
have the freedom and luxury to try more things.”

Tsang says he works hard “to identify and encourage the next 
generation of leaders” so the business can be sustainable. This 
involves making sure local staff are encouraged. “We want to have 
deep knowledge of local markets. This localisation is very, very 
important in today’s market.”

In the more complex areas of the industry, such as Government 
Relations, In-House managers are having to think strategically to fill 
vacancies.  One says she is weighting the function “towards those 
who have a legal background”. “But they must have communica-
tions skills and be able to deal at CEO level. They have to understand 
the business and the complexities of e-commerce, logistics and the 
internet issues of the day. We have a preference for those with legal 
backgrounds or those who have worked in related government roles.”

She cites an obvious skills gap in the market around  government 
relationship-building skills. “It is also difficult to find people with public 
policy reading skills, those who can pick through public policy and 
provide a counter-narrative,” she adds.

Elizabeth Hernandez, Head of Government and Industry Affairs for 

Asia Pacific at Corteva Agriscience, agrees the sector is difficult to 
hire for. “We need experienced professionals who can mitigate 
risks. But we also need GA leaders who can maximise opportuni-
ties for the company. A strategic business partner for our execu-
tives who can develop programmes and initiatives that advance 
Corteva’s business priorities.”

In Government Affairs, Hernandez believes there are 
different skill-sets required for country managers and 
regional heads of function. “I have met some excellent talent 
in countries across Asia Pacific, but they were not necessarily 
transferrable to a regional GA role,” she says. “The manage-
ment skills required to develop a virtual team across a very 
diverse region like Asia Pacific are different from those 
needed to develop strategic relationships with governments 
and other key stakeholders in each market.”

2.2: Retaining Staff
Keeping hold of talented people once you’ve taken them on 
and trained them up can be just as challenging and requires 
some ingenuity. 

SPRG’s Richard Tsang says his firm is good at keeping 
its mid-level and senior talent. “We have 300 people and 80 
to 100 are in this bracket. Many of them stay a long time – 
frequently 10 years or more.” 

Tsang deploys soft and hard approaches to staff reten-
tion, using social gatherings such as company-wide meals 
where staff bring their family along, in addition to more 
business-focused initiatives. “We have a good reputation 
for keeping people. We offer training and the opportunity 
to join regional workshops. We assign mentors for every 
young executive. I spend time with the mid-tiers to develop a 
culture about how we run the business, looking at cashflow, 
billing, over-servicing, those sort of issues. We also run our 
own exchange programme, where staff go to other offices 
for six weeks to three months.”

Lauren Pincott, Senior Manager of HR and Marketing at 
Racepoint Global, also looks after internal communications 
and team building. “This is really important. Because what 
you are portraying internally will also be portrayed externally. 
The two go hand in hand.”

2.3: Positive Reputation
The head of one agency said a good reputation can 
work both ways: “Our people are attractive and we 
certainly have high rotation. We’ve got a good reputa-
tion in the market so for a young Public Affairs profes-
sional, they are interested. We seem to get plenty of 
applicants when we’re recruiting. We orientate new 
people, being mindful and supportive of their career 
development and skills needs.”

>

>
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“We have a good reputation 
for keeping people. We offer 

training and the opportunity 
to join regional workshops. 

We assign mentors for every 
young executive”

Richard Tsang,
Founder and Chairman, 
SPRG

Angela Campbell-Noë, Senior Partner, Asia at Tulchan,  a 
Singapore based boutique operator, says she has not lost a 
single member of her 11-strong team to competitors in the past 
12 months. The growing profile of the organisation helps:  “It is 
getting easier to attract the best talent, which is a function of us 
being better established in the market. When we meet candi-
dates, they are now more aware of us – we have a profile.”

In-House managers face similar challenges, although 
there appears to be less pressure to move among their 
staff. One Communications Director for a Japanese bank 
says there are risks to staff retention during periods of 
change or when the sector looks to be under pressure. 
The biggest challenge is keeping people informed at a 
time of upheaval, she says. Failing to do this can damage 
morale and lead to staff leaving. “As an employee, not 
knowing, and just second guessing, or hearsay, it’s the 
most terrible thing, and I think having employees and 
clients know exactly what’s happening and being trans-
parent about it is the most important thing,” she says.

2.4: Engaging Staff
Some agency-side leaders realise they have to live with 
employee churn. “Maybe we have to accept this as a 
factor of the workplace these days instead of trying 
to fight it,” said Golin’s Jane Morgan. “We should be 
supportive towards younger team members, figuring 
out what it is they want to do. We’ve had a few team 
members who came back to us in under a year and so 
this approach, in my opinion, works.”

Other firms are thinking radically when it comes 
to creating positive ties with staff. For example, Weber 
Shandwick has introduced a policy under which 
employees travelling overseas on holiday can extend 
their trip to gain exposure to other offices within the 
company. “That exposure to new ideas and networks is 
very important,” says Weber Shandwick’s Baxter Jolly. 

Golin Hong Kong offers a similar scheme to its staff. “If 
they  are going on holiday and want to see a Golin office, we 
pay for additional hotel nights to cover their experience,” says 
Jane Morgan.

Jolly also tries to leverage technology to change the 
offering. He adds: “In today’s professional environment, 
many people don’t want to sit behind a desk in an office. 
They want to be working remotely from a new location. So, 
with technology, we do what we can to make that happen.”

It is also important, say managers, to engage staff on 
the big issues, which helps create a sense of inclusion.  At 
Racepoint Global, the year starts with a ‘Global Kick Off’, 
when offices around the world set their objectives. “This gets 
everyone really excited. We announce HR initiatives, new 
business strategies and client goals,” says Pincott. Each quarter, 
staff are invited to engage in Social Good initiatives, such as 
helping at a food kitchen or a beach clean-up. 

2.5: Evolving Benefits
Rachel Catanach says Fleishman is continually reviewing 
its benefits and has developed a “My Day” programme of 
additional leave, plus inter-Omnicom (the holding group) and 
inter-market secondment programmes.

 “We’ve also developed programmes that look at an 
employee’s whole life. For young people, they may be smart, 
but their life experience may be less. So we can help them with 
their broader life development as well as their career,” she says

For Jane Morgan flexibility is key: “I’ve just returned from 
maternity leave - I have six-month-old twins - and I am transi-
tioning back in at three days a week for a few months until I am 
ready to pick up full time again. This is available for anyone going 
on maternity leave.”

“We also have incredibly supportive policies in relation to 
elderly care and sick leave,” she adds.  “Golin understands that 
life can be tough no matter the situation, and so flexibility 
across the board is a key pillar for us.” Morgan also believes the 
firm is innovating with a new policy designed to help it under-
stand what younger employees want.

“Last year we launched the ‘Upternship’ programme. Every 
leader in Golin Hong Kong has a mentor that is a junior. They 
have one session every month to talk about what’s happening 
in Hong Kong, at work and in their lives, from the mentor’s 
personal perspective,” she says.

“The pair can go to see a movie together, go to karaoke, eat 
street food, anything that helps to keep the senior members 
of the team more in tune with the workforce and with what 
is happening in Hong Kong.  We have to be a people-focused 
agency that’s inclusive and collaborative regardless of age, 
demographic, gender, background, and the more we walk in 
each other’s shoes, the more we pull together as a team and 
respect each other,” Morgan says.

Benefits such as comprehensive maternity cover can aid retention

>

>
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2.8: Merging Asia Teams: The 
WE and Red Bridge Experience
To bring the WE and Red Bridge businesses together, Penny Burgess led 
a restructuring, bringing senior sector specialists and further digital and 
creative talent into the agency. Much of this effort was focused on its opera-
tions in the Chinese capital. “I discovered Beijing is a very different talent 
market to Shanghai. It is more traditional and expensive. China is not a 
cheap market any more – you can hire senior talent for significantly less in 
London,” she says.
Burgess thinks the market is maturing and, as a result, the talent situation 
“has become a bit more stable”. “That said, there are certain sectors that 
remain difficult. Tech and digital are particularly competitive; we have had 
an associate director position there open for months.” 

2.6: Competitive Edge
Pincott at Racepoint Global says the recruitment market 
is increasingly competitive. “Agencies are developing a 
competitive edge, such as benefits of work-life balance 
and flexible culture, where employees are trusted to use 
their own judgment to create work schedules that work 
for them and their teams. This is what candidates are 
looking for.”

Pincott adds that the days of young agency staff 
moving for “a title change” or a “salary bump” have 
gone. “It’s hard to get staff to move from one agency to 
another,” she says. “And those in In-House roles possess a 
lot of misconceptions about holding an agency role.” 

Pincott says it’s important to get senior leadership 
on board so staffing is appropriate for business goals. 
“Only two weeks ago I engaged the US to look at what 
we are projected to do this year. Then we calculated 
what would need an immediate hire, a pipeline hire 
and a nice-to-have hire. We have all that mapped out, 
although you need to move the needle when people 
come and go.”

Like many agencies, Tulchan’s Campbell-Noë feels the 
business is vulnerable on talent at the mid-levels. “Once 
entry-level talent has learnt the ropes, it is common for 
them to start looking for other opportunities to further 
their professional growth. The challenge is to ensure 
that Tulchan keeps pace with their aspirations, provides 
them with valuable and fulfilling career development 
opportunities and remains committed to supporting 
their career ambitions.” 

Shih-Huei Ang, CEO of Klareco Communications, 
says it’s vital to be proactive and keep tabs on outside 
talent. “We interact with talent on an ongoing basis 
rather than a need-to basis. In terms of recruitment, 
we are not just hiring within the agency circle, thereby 
contributing to the continual churn. Whilst we have a 
core of career communications professionals ensuring 
that our structures are consistent, we believe identifying 
the right skill sets are key.”

Klareco is constantly looking in other professional 
sectors to “hire those with the analytical minds, organi-
sational skills and good client relation-building abilities 
that make us a diverse and creative environment.  We 
find it is what our clients want from us, too.”

“We interact with talent on an 
ongoing basis rather than a 

need-to basis. In terms of  
recruitment, we are not just 

hiring within the agency circle”

Shih-Huei Ang, CEO,
Klareco Communications

2.7: Mid-Level Vulnerability



STATE OF THE INDUSTRY REPORT 2019 |  Section 2 - Page 7

An Annual Report By Prospect and PublicAffairsAsia

2.7: Mid-Level Vulnerability

2.9: Employer Brand Strategy

Agencies and Corporates need to develop a strong employer brand strategy to succeed. This can be 
make-or-break in attracting, developing and retaining the talent needed to grow their businesses in 
a competitive marketplace.

FleishmanHillard has adapted its brand strategy “The Power of True” for internal brand audiences 
to  “Be Bold Stay True”. Says Catanach: “We have developed a whole range of values that help provide 
a guiding light for employees and build the culture. We still believe in the power of face-to-face 
meetings and have them as often as we can. We share case studies and insights, and encourage 
secondments so staff really get out of their silos and understand what it is like to work in different 
offices, in different cities. People share not only work bios, but passion bios.”

The firm also actively encourages employees to recommend potential new recruits. “This is a good 
method of bringing people on. We use our employees as ambassadors to promote the company and 
our culture.”

Many are confident they are walking the talk. Says Klareco’s Shih-Huei Ang: “We do what we say we 
do. Clarity is what Klareco means in Esperanto.  Potential clients and employees should be reassured 
that we embrace complex issues rather than shy away from them.  Challenging and interesting work 
is the real reward and that’s central to retaining talent.”

In large corporate environments, developing an In-House employer brand strategy can be more 
challenging. For example, in India, the Godrej group brings together more than 14 companies so 
developing a single Employer Brand narrative can prove difficult. 

Sujit Patil, Vice President and Head of Corporate Brand and Communications at Godrej Industries, 
says: “Every company is part of a different industry vertical. A consumer brand is more public-facing, 
a manufacturing brand is more inward-looking. New-age employees look for an organisational brand 
with purpose rather than just somewhere to work. A lot of focus is given on employer branding through 
communications related to policies, diversity and inclusion, innovative recruitment programmes, 
participation in industry-wide “Best Place to Work” platforms etc.”

When companies change or reposition themselves, the strategies may need to be redefined.
However, at WE Red Bridge, the narrative has broadly remained the same despite the merger. 

“Originally, we at Red Bridge were very much the boutique agency, but as we grew, we focused on 
our independence and the values that we brought to our team and clients – speed, flexibility and 
entrepreneurial savvy. The fact we could do things differently and with purpose,” says WE Red Bridge’s 
CEO, Penny Burgess. “All of which we have retained at WE. We are still charting our own path – only 
now we’re the midscale independent network challenging the holding companies.”

Burgess says it’s important to maintain a coherent set of messages during periods of transforma-
tion. “We play heavily on the fact that WE is a female-founded independent business – as Red Bridge 
was as well. We can still be bold, take risks and be that challenger brand, which is how we have always 
identified ourselves.” 
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2.10: Culture Fit
Racepoint Global’s Lauren Pincott believes smaller agencies 
need to focus on “staff who can mould and fit into the 
culture”. “We are a small and nimble team. Skills you can 
teach, but personality you’ve got to find,” she says. 

“The PR landscape is changing, and we are evolving in 
what we look for in the typical PR account services person 
to enhance our DNA. These skills could include content 
development, paid media, marketing or branding. If there is 
a common thread of creativity, strong work ethic, curiosity 
and grit,  we’ve got a match.”

Jeremy Beadles, Regional Corporate Affairs Director 
at Heineken Asia, says when hiring he lets the brands 
and the company’s reputation do the talking. “We are the 
most international of brewers. We sell our beer in about 
190 countries, with operations in 70 countries and 90,000 
people. So coming to work for us means you work for both 
a very global business and very local businesses and brands. 
We are also still a family business and that gives it a very 
different feel. We work hard but we also have a lot of fun.” 

Beadles adds that the Corporate Affairs function “is a 
very good place to learn and develop your skills.”

  

Jeremy Beadles, Regional Corporate Affairs Director at Heineken Asia, says the firm is pushing hard for talent 
“We look for young people that we can develop. We are recruiting a lot at graduate level straight into the function as 
part of our Asia Pacific Graduate programme.” At the more senior levels, Beadles says: “We are not just looking for CA 
professionals, we are looking for people who have the capability to be part of the management team of the business 
and contribute to the wider business agenda.”

Develop young talent                  Hire at graduate level                     Create a culture of development

The Heineken Approach

Tulchan’s Angela Campbell-Noë adopts “a very 
transparent” approach when hiring. “People get to speak 
to everyone. It’s the people and the work which sells 
Tulchan as a great place to work. We are very aligned 
and competitive on salary, benefits and holidays – and it 
helps that we have a fabulous office, located on a street 
famed for its fantastic food!”

In regional roles, it’s also important to hire people 
with a broad outlook. Says one functional Communi-
cations lead in an international body: “I’m looking for 
someone who has a good understanding of the entire 
region or who has a keen interest in learning about 
the entire region, the ability to learn about it – it’s a big 
region. Then I am looking for someone who can interact 
well with people from those places. The big thing for 
me is flexibility and a sense of humour … Things can 
happen that are out of our control.”

2.11: Training and Skills
Edelman’s Bob Grove believes training is increasingly 
important in retaining staff. “Last year we introduced 18 
new training models which we developed ourselves. 
These covered the specific areas our people were asking 
for. This has been received very positively.”

The firm has also developed a more structured 
framework around career planning, going beyond 
annual reviews and objective-setting. Edelman has 
developed a guide for supervisors and their employees 
which helps to form a long-term career plan.

“This includes a role and responsibilities guide so 
anyone at any level can look at their current role and 
what would be expected of them if they move to another 
role,” Grove says. “This goes way beyond job descriptions 
into behavioural issues, how you are measured. It also 
helps those considering a career change. They can see 
what kind of skills they would need to develop to move 
from account servicing to planning, as an example.”

Sujit Patil, Vice President and Head of Corporate 
Brand and Communications at Godrej Industries, says 
firms need to focus more on building skill-sets in areas 

An agency mid-leveller says: 

“My current company encourages diversity. 
And diversity in terms of having both Chinese-

speaking and English-speaking staff. We 
come from very different schools, and we 

don’t care which school we come from. 
And also this company encourages creativity and 
gives account leaders freedom to deal with their 
clients in their daily operations and this actually 

gives me a lot of joy to work with my clients.”

Jackson Chan, Senior Account Executive, Newell PR
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such as digital PR, campaign management, content 
creation, AI and Virtual Reality. “We need to invest in 
these areas diligently and in a thoughtful manner.  Skills 
development happens predominantly through on-the-
ground and hands-on experience and is augmented by 
learning at industry conferences and the sharing of best 
practice.”

Boutique operator Tulchan is engaged in “a lot more 
training” and has developed policies on flexible working, 
team bonding and health and wellness. “We have had a 
greater focus on these initiatives and a lot more engage-
ment with the team,” says Campbell-Noë. 

To secure and retain staff, FTI Consulting’s Downie 
focuses heavily on coaching and development. “We 
have developed the International Leadership Academy 
with Director-level staff spending periods of time in 
Washington, New York, London and Europe,” he says.

The same approach applies to staff at other levels. 
“We try to make it a hallmark of the firm that if you 
work in Singapore, you have within your cohort a very 
good understanding of the people in other offices. We 
are building networks between equivalent-level staff 
in our offices.”

Beyond this, the firm has also established a 
“Managing Director’s Leadership Forum” and a “Senior 
Managing Director’s Leadership Forum” through which 
senior staff receive some form of university-level 
external executive coaching and learning. “This helps 
us build from within and our senior teams share the 
FTI knowledge.”

Downie adds that being part of a broader corporate 

services firm at FTI means that staff regularly interact 
with other advisors from disciplines such as corporate 
finance, economic consulting and forensic accounting. 

“Our teams are always working in a corporate 
environment. They are always working towards a 
financial solution. That becomes part of the fabric of 
day-to-day work.” 

Digital skills continue to be a very big area of 
concern for both Agency and In-House managers. 
Jeremy Beadles at Heineken gets straight to the point. 
“We need more really digitally savvy people to develop 
our digital agenda and drive our social media channels 
internally and externally. And we also need a broader 
range of sustainability experts who can really help us 
drive the sustainability agenda across the business.”

Working for Heineken involves taking respon-
sibility quickly, he says. “From day one you will be 
dealing with a lot of big and important issues. You get 
a lot of freedom to develop your own work and to use 
your initiative. It’s a hands-on job and you will get the 
opportunity to work right across the Corporate Affairs 
spectrum with some really big brands.”

“We try to make it a hallmark 
of the firm that if you work in 

Singapore, you have within your 
cohort a very good  

understanding of the people in 
other offices. We are building 

networks between equivalent-
level staff in our offices”

Paul Downie, Chairman,
FTI Consulting Strategic
Communications

Regular staff interaction, within offices and across networks and geographies, can boost skills and add client value
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In previous State of the Industry Reports, “digital” 
has been the watchword. This year digital remains 
important. But “integration” – which for some 
companies also means “consolidation” – is  
rising in importance. So too is data. Data and 
analytics-related communications and marketing 
services are driving growth across the industry.

3.1: Experimental Era
Integration is taking place in many shapes and forms. 
Among the big marketing and communications firms 
it can mean combining offices, merging brands and 
creating entirely new companies.

Paul Downie, Asia Pacific Chairman of FTI Consult-
ing’s Strategic Communications practice, says the move 
towards agency integration follows a period where “a lot 
of clients have become homogenised”.  He says: “A lot 
of the mergers are happening as a result of companies 
realising that scale delivers greater revenue than trying 
to specialise in specific areas. The pros of this are that 
you can give globalised advice to multinational and local 
clients and reach an international audience and stake-
holder group.”

Downie adds that market forces have led to other 
agencies merging what were once competing brands 
into entities to “achieve economies of scale”. 

Baxter Jolly, Chief Executive Officer, Asia Pacific 
at Weber Shandwick, says integration is being driven 
by client needs and market evolution.  “It’s very much 
a response to the needs of our clients. To grow their 
businesses effectively, brands increasingly require 
connected strategies spanning the marketing disciplines: 
branding; PR; digital; creative and below the line,” Jolly 
says. “This of course can be challenging for many commu-
nicators. It’s difficult to be everything to everyone.” 

“It’s why integration is simply the most logical 
evolution for networked agencies like us,” he says. “It’s a 
transformation we started many years ago.”

For Angela Campbell-Noë, Senior Partner, Asia, at 

boutique operator Tulchan it’s a matter of concern that 
the agency sector is becoming homogenised as a result 
of consolidation. “It’s all become a bit standard and 
familiar, which stifles innovation and fresh approaches. 
Increasingly, clients’ needs are becoming more diverse 
and they want agencies that can give them specialist 
advice.”

Bob Grove, Chief Client and Operations Officer Asia 
Pacific, at Edelman believes consolidation among his 
competitors is “partly driven by the need to make life 
easier for clients”.  He adds: “It is very difficult for clients 
today to navigate what they need. They don’t have a 
magic formula about how they allocate their budget. 
What they say is ‘give me an idea that is going to make an 
impact regardless of how that’s achieved.”

Grove, however, stresses that market forces are 
driving the shift for many networked agencies. “Holding 
companies are under pressure. That’s why, boy do I love 
being an independent company. Holding companies 
have different masters. We are not beholden to run our 
business entirely by margins. We can and do take a long-
term view.”

He adds that the market is changing. For example, 
P&G has cut its global spend from US$7bn to US$5bn and 
will consolidate to save money. But Grove still sees huge 
opportunities from these brands.

“On the brand side we are expecting companies with 
PR heritage to take a lead now.  They see how we can 

“Holding companies 
are under pressure. That’s 

why, boy do I love being an 
independent company”

SECTION 3:  
Agency Issues

Bob Grove, Chief Client and 
Operations Officer Asia Pacific, 
Edelman

Reasons for Consolidation
 Responding to changing client needs

 To roll out digital across agencies

 To achieve economies of scale

 To preserve margins amid pressure

 To save money in major networks

>
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earn attention across multiple channels. Our own heritage 
in earned combined with our ability to marry digital and 
data is dramatically changing the conversation we are 
having with clients,” says Grove.

David Ko heads up the Asia region for RFI Asia, the 
digital arm of Ruder Finn, which has offices in Beijing, 
Shanghai, Hong Kong and Singapore. The digital team 
is close to 200 people, but he sees further integration 
with the rest of the business as inevitable. “My team does 
everything except PR, including content, marketing, brand 
strategy, social media management, SEO marketing. All 
things digital,” he says. “We don’t do media relations but 
there is some overlap with our colleagues in the PR side of 
the agency.”

Ko says RFI is now operating truly as an integrated 
agency. “We start from strategy, planning, to content 
production and execution to measurement and research. 
That’s very different to the PR of 10 years ago. Nowadays my 
direct lines are to the CMO, brand managers, e-commerce 
leaders,” he says. ”It’s a much larger world than pure PR – and 
these clients have a very different world view.”

Consolidation should not threaten independent, 
specialist agencies that play to their strengths and in doing 
so define what makes them special.  Shih-Huei Ang, CEO of 
Klareco Communications, says: “We see a growth in clients 
looking for in-market and regional expertise. There’s a huge 
appetite for knowledge and content that is localised and 
it is often the in-country and regional consultancies that 
deliver these most effectively.” 

Robert Magyar, Senior Executive Director at North 
Head, a Beijing-based communications and public affairs 
firm, says “there is a hunger” from the client side for 
agencies to be able to provide 360 degree services, and 
this is driving consolidation.  While he concedes that the 
agency environment in China is consolidating, he says the 
market is still growing. “We are seeing more middle-income 
households emerge in China that drive consumption and 
economic growth, and therefore, the pie is still getting 
bigger,” he says. “We are still growing strongly.”  

3.2: Mergers & Acquisitions
While some agencies are in consolidation mode, others 
continue down the acquisition and merger route. 

In 2017, independently-owned WE acquired and merged 
its China operations with Red Bridge, an agency founded by 
ex-Ketchum board member Penny Burgess (pictured above). 
“We brought different things to the partnership,” she says. 
“WE has deep tech expertise,  along with data and analytics 
capability. While Red Bridge brought brand marketing, corpo-
rate, social and digital.”

The creation of WE Red Bridge led to significant restruc-
turing, resulting in a leaner business with corporate, digital, 
creative and research capabilities operating horizontally 
across its two China offices, with sectoral teams on the verti-
cals. “We have consolidated. We haven’t grown in headcount, 
but we have grown in seniority and capability. We are in a 
good place to start 2019.”

Burgess says the firm is seeking to move away from social 
community management briefs towards creatively led fully 
integrated programmes. “The big drivers for us are data-led 
corporate brand building campaigns and healthcare, where 
we are building up our capabilities in China – mirroring 
what we do in Australia and Singapore. Most of our work is 
integrated now.” 

Our focus is on where “tech interfaces with broader 
businesses across sectors, such as fintech and automotive.”

In recent years, there have been a number of mergers and 
acquisitions involving boutique operators. Larger agencies 
have bought smaller firms to secure additional capacity and 
specialisations. Some owners say they would only permit this 
if the acquisition or merger fit was right. 

Caroline Sapriel is the Managing Partner at CS&A Inter-
national, a risk and crisis preparedness consultancy with 
a network of associates internationally. She says: “For us it 
would have to be complementary and there would have to 
be a lot of synergy. We are moving towards thinking about 
partnership and consolidation with firms that are a similar 
size but may cover a different geographic area or sector. 
Sometimes when a small firm sells to a big firm the clients 
walk because they don’t then get the same levels of service. 
For us it’s key to continue to add value to our clients by 
providing deep and focused expertise in our field.”

“We are seeing more middle-
income households emerge in 

China that drive consumption and 
economic growth, and therefore, the 

pie is still getting bigger”

Robert Magyar, Senior
Executive Director,
North Head

Penny Burgess,
WE Red Bridge

>
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3.3: Structure and Connectivity

Within agencies significant restructuring and service realignment 
is taking place. Edelman’s Bob Grove says traditional firms tend to 
have lots of separate practices. “The way that PR companies scaled in 
the past was to add a new practice. We have collapsed all of that in 
APAC: we have two core areas, brand and reputation. Our structure 
has enabled us to make some big investments in talent, where we’ve 
been able to invest in specialist services, such as data and analytics, 
digital, creative and planning, which sit across our business.”

Grove says the new business is designed to put client needs first 
and introduce services that cut across everything. “In part thanks to 
APAC CEO Jesse Lin’s arrival a year ago, we are now competing for a 
much bigger slice of the communications and marketing pie than we 
were able to in the past.”

Sai Roshini Daswani is Head of Marketing and Development at 
Sinclair, an integrated PR and Communications agency in Hong Kong, 
Shanghai and Beijing.

“Structurally we don’t have separate teams, but we have individuals 
that are PR, social and digital experts. Everyone has to understand 
digital and integrated strategies and be able to deploy that across 
their work.”

Daswani says it is important to offer education about what digital 
actually is. “We are really still thinking hard about what digital means 
in the PR world. We need to make sure we understand what digital 
is and what storytelling is in a digital marketing context. It cannot 
just be content for content’s sake. This takes resources and requires 
monitoring – otherwise you don’t know why you are doing what you 
are doing. Then you need to optimise what it is you are doing and 
understand the tools, keywords and SEO that work.”

This, concedes Daswani, takes time. “You really need to look at data, 
do the testing, optimising, revise the strategy and then embark upon 
that strategy. You need to invest time in this process.”

Mid-sized agencies are also adept at developing global partner-
ships. To establish regional reach and a global footprint, SPRG works 
through Public Relations Organisations International, a global network 
of similar agencies that collaborate with each other. “We are good at 
certain things in markets where we are present,” says Chairman Richard 
Tsang. “But in markets where we are not familiar we find a good local 
partner to fill the gaps. PROI has operated for 48 years. It is the largest 
of its type, and if you think about PROI as one, it’s the second-largest 
PR firm in the world.”

He says the shift by large network agencies to consolidate brands 
reflects a deeper shift in the industry. “Previously you were an integrated 
agency or a specialist agency. Clients are smarter today. They want 
to spend their money wiser. They want to work with an integrated 
agency. But they want to be served by specialists.”

Campbell-Noë at boutique firm Tulchan says it’s important for 
smaller independents to work together on pan-Asian briefs. “Clients 
know they are getting ‘best-in-market’ agency support rather than 
whoever the multinational agency happens to have in those markets. 
At Tulchan, we have built an extensive network of partners across Asia 
Pacific, most of which are independent boutique firms like us.”   

Penny Burgess,
WE Red Bridge
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3.4: Practice Areas  
and Sectors
At Ogilvy, Scott Kronick, the firm’s Chief Executive, Public 
Relations & Influence, Asia, says he is seeing growth in some 
key areas. “We are seeing a growing in Reputation Protection 
services – crisis & issues management, CSR, public affairs,” he 
says. “Our social/digital business also is growing exponentially.  
Everything today almost requires a digital solution.  We are also 
seeing a growth in local clients buying our services. Our balance 
of local and MNC’s in China is about 60% MNC, 40% local.”

At Edelman, one word stands out as the growth area: data. 
Last year, the firm established a global predictive intelligence 
centre in partnership with the Singapore Economic Development 
Board.  “This is new territory for us and puts a clear line in the sand 
between us and our competitors when it comes to data. We’re 
combining big data with psychometric and behavioural science to 
unleash the power of the data companies are sitting on, in order 
to use it for the greater good,” says Bob Grove.

Beyond that, he insists Edelman continues to evolve to “develop 
really unique ways of earning attention” for its clients. But, he warns, 
single channel communications will continue to decline in impor-
tance in all but a handful of scenarios.

For firms such as Weber Shandwick, the big focus now is data, 
says Baxter Jolly:  “It’s all about data. How do you acquire data 
ethically? How do you develop effective insights? It’s an area of 
significant interest for our clients. Increasingly, strategic communica-
tions requires an in-depth understanding of data and vice versa.”

Across the business, Jolly wants to reinforce its offering in data, 
measurement and analytics. “It’s a major focus for us, going forward. 
We’ve built our own systems. We’ve collaborated with partner organi-
sations. It’s become a key component of our business. Much as we led 
the way on digital ten years ago, we’re committed to doing the same 
with data. An effective, data-driven insight can transform a client’s 
business – and there’s nothing more exciting than that.” 

Weber Shandwick still believes healthcare also offers a lot of 
opportunities in APAC and will continue to focus there. 

However, investing in data services is not for the faint-hearted. After 
investing in digital and creative, Golin Hong Kong Managing Director 
Jane Morgan says the big one is data: ” The firm  already invested in 
some new proprietary analytical systems and that will be a big focus 
for us this year and beyond – using data to understand, influence and 
create touch points along the consumer journey that lead to action.”

“We are overcapacity with 
briefs and I feel the PR business 

is in a renaissance.   
I believe great fragmentation 

is on the horizon and this is 
going to be the norm”

Scott Kronick, 
Chief Executive,
PR & Influence
Ogilvy

In the 2020s and beyond, Jolly expects to see AI, data 
and technology continuing to rise in importance. “But I 
think success will be reserved for those who can harness the 
human element to complement the technology. With any 
new paradigm, we will always ultimately rely upon the skills 
and ingenuity of our talent to fully leverage its potential.”

Sinclair’s Daswani says AI is “exciting” but warns “that 
people are still a little bit scared” about the technology.  “We 
are not entirely sure what we will get out of it. In an era when 
authenticity is important, AI risks losing that authenticity. 
We are going to have to play around with it, talk about and 
understand what it really means for brand stories,” she says. 

3.5: The Future of PR
One thing is certain: PR has changed. It has not died, as 
some predicted it might. But it is going through a trans-
formative phase.

Kronick is dismissive about the so called death of PR. 
“I couldn’t disagree more about PR’s decline.  We are in 
fact growing,” he says.  What companies are finding is that 
“earned” efforts are more effective in driving business 
results than other traditional means of marketing, says 
Kronick. “We are overcapacity with briefs and I feel the 
PR business is in a renaissance. I believe great fragmenta-
tion is on the horizon and this is going to be the norm. 
We are just going to have to get better at analysing such 
platforms. It won’t change the fundamentals of what we 
do, however. “

Says FTI’s Paul Downie: “The concept of PR being 
a media relations offering has long gone. Most of the 
consolidation among agencies is occurring among firms 
offering marketing communications and media liaison 
services. Consolidation among those firms is a win-win for 
clients and agencies. Best global practice can be achieved 
to deliver greater retail market reach and penetration. 
While that market is now optimised, we have remained 
focused on strategic advisory communications services 
– which includes Public Affairs, market entry advisory 
and Financial Communications. This has been the origin 
and foundation of our business and we also believe the 
industry is evolving.” 

RFI Asia’s David Ko notes that the interface with 
clients at Ruder Finn is changing. “Comms clients still 
tend to come from media relations backgrounds and 
have a mainstream media view. But there is a blurring 
of the lines now. They have started talking about 
branded content. But not nearly as much as those on 
the marketing and brand management side do, who live 
this every day. The conversations we have still depend 
on the nature of the job of the client.”

That said, Ko feels a “lot of comms people bristle 
when they are referred to as PR people”.  “That’s because 
they have started doing a lot of online branded content, 
social media and other digital media. But SEO, search 
advertising and online advertising are still not that preva-
lent among PR people as part of their go-to channels. 
There is still a lot of client education involved here, not 
least how marketing teams are internally organised.”
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Despite recent advances, he says PR people need to 
divest themselves of the outdated image of the “middle-aged 
hack nursing a beer in the Foreign Correspondents’ Club”. 

“Although we are shying away from using the word 
digital to describe what we do because everything is already 
digital, some people in the PR industry are still struggling to 
catch up with that world,” he says. “You have to be open-
minded. You have to understand data deeply. You have 
to embrace new technology and apply them effectively 
without falling into ‘shiny new toy’ syndrome. You have to 
actively seek out new ways of doing things.”

Fleishman Hillard’s Catanach says PR “is certainly not in 
decline”. “PR continues to evolve. There is good growth in a 
lot of areas. Where you do see decline is where agencies do 
not adapt fast enough to the changing dynamic or where 
they do not get the right talent on board to service evolving 
client needs.” Catanach notes an increased demand for 
“creativity and strategic consultancy” which is driving new 
business opportunities.

In many respects, story-telling is replacing Public 
Relations. “Any agency, no matter if they’re big or small, can 
tell a story; it’s a fundamental need from clients. But the 
success of a campaign or a programme will depend on how 
good the story is; people remember and share great stories 
that hit their emotional trigger points,” said Golin Hong 
Kong MD Jane Morgan. 

“At Golin, first, the data is gathered and analysed by our 
explorer team, so we know we understand the audience and 
the situation. Then, and only then, our creatives are briefed. 
It sounds simple but cracking that killer story for a client 
takes time, along with the right tools and the right people,” 
says Morgan. 

The PR Re-Balancing Act:
 Significant shift away from Media Relations

 Sharp rise in the breadth of branded content

 PR is often a route into digital and creative

However, at a firm like Weber Shandwick, it is still impor-
tant to remember where it came from. “Earned media was 
our heritage and it will continue to be a large part of who 
we are,” says CEO Baxter Jolly. “Many clients still rely upon 
our expertise in that space. There are many markets across 
Asia Pacific that are still very media relations-focused. We’re 
in tune with our clients’ needs and considering the varying 
requirements of clients across each market, we’re aware that 
businesses necessitate an array of services. In some, it’s purely 
media relations because the market is still growing or those 
particular clients prefer a one discipline approach.”

He adds that “over time, I think evolution will happen quite 
organically as demographics change. The younger generation 
are consuming content very differently and, as we know, we have 
a very young demographic in many markets.”

In fact, the two aspects of the business feed off each 
other. Sai Roshini Daswani at Sinclair says it’s now common 
for a client who comes in looking for traditional PR to be 
“back a month later seeking digital”.  She says: “Once you 
prove to the client that you understand the brand and what 
they are trying to achieve, then they trust you a bit more, 
and extend the scope to social and digital.”

In some parts of Asia traditional 
media consumption continues to rise

Traditional PR services are often a way of developing
a digital relationship with new clients
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Baxter Jolly says Weber Shandwick remains focused on 
profitable growth. “Growth without profit ultimately 
accomplishes very little,” he says. “2017 was very 
challenging. But, even when our growth remained in 
the low single digits, our margins are always in the high 
teens. We are committed to sustainable, healthy growth 
as an agency. 2018 reflected that effort. As a region, our 
revenue grew by high single digits. And our margins 
were in the high teens.”

Jolly believes Japan will present significant growth 
opportunities in coming years. “Already, we’re seeing 
Japanese brands expanding into exciting new markets, 
worldwide. With the Tokyo Olympics 2020 approaching, 
a greater number of global companies will be looking 
inbound to engage Japanese audiences in a meaningful 
way. Additionally, Japanese companies will be thinking 
beyond to outbound markets, so connecting with inter-
national audiences will be very important for communica-
tions in Japan.”

Jolly also eyes India as a huge growth area. For now, the 
slower progress towards integration in India may present 
obstacles. “But India has truly innovative work to share,” 
says Jolly. “In recent years, some of our strongest work has 
originated out of India – and I don’t expect that to change 
in the years to come.” 

Indonesia also offers potential. “The growth of the 
middle class has typically coincided with a growing 
demand for innovation in communications. We’ve seen 
that consistently in Asia, of late. Indonesia is very much 
evidence of that trend.”

In 2017-18, Edelman took a big hit in India when it lost a 
significant contract with Tata. That resulted in earnings being 
broadly flat over that financial year. But the recovery, says 
Bob Grove, has been strong,  with the company growing 
at over 5% in the six months since June 2018. “In a climate 
of low growth with clients exercising caution, that’s in line 
with what we’d expect to see.” 

Edelman is still the biggest international firm in most 
Asian markets, including Japan and Korea. In terms of 
growth targets, the company is still bullish on the enormous 
communications marketing potential in China, helped by 
the arrival of former McCann executive Jesse Lin last year, 
alongside former Ogilvy heavyweight Melinda Po. 

But Grove recognises it’s more difficult to grow dramati-
cally in mature markets. “We are already the biggest, or 
at least the number two, multinational agency in these 
countries. Our opportunity to grow is governed by the 
future size of those markets and the breadth of our offer.” 

Grove says retainers have fallen among many clients, 
but he reports that the project work with the same clients is 
growing. “Overall client spend is growing. But the structure 
of how they spend it is different,” he says. “It used to be a 

much more predictable base, but in my view, this is an 
upside. We can come to the table with ideas that they 
were not expecting us to come with.”

Fleishman Hillard’s Catanach notes two key trends. “We 
are seeing fast growth in integrated marketing commu-
nications. The other is also the resurgence of corporate 
communications, crisis and reputation management 
and brand management.” 

She also believes that technology will continue to 
shake things up. “AI will change our industry in a good way 
I believe,” she says. “We will see disruption because of it.”

3.7: Market Issues -  
Mid-Sized and Boutique

Allison+Partners’ Mottram concedes the smaller firms 
can be “more nimble”, which means companies need to 
“find the right degree of scale” that delivers the services 
clients need “without succumbing to the inertia which 
can take hold once an organisation gets larger”.

Tulchan’s Campbell-Noë notes that many clients are 
specifically looking for smaller independents. “We are 
generally not competing against the larger network firms. 
Our perception is that a lot of clients have a preference 
for smaller agencies that can offer them a bespoke and 
personalised service.”

The head of one boutique Public Affairs agency agrees, 
and is concentrating on deepening existing markets 
rather than expanding. “Given the global economic 
forces at work, SE Asia is likely to be a net beneficiary of 
inward-bound capital, so I am not compelled to dissipate 
our energy by expanding geographically at this time. I 
think our more near-term imperative is making sure we 
are having a broader visibility to Asian capital, Northeast 
Asian capital in particular, to the same extent that we 
have visibility to US and European capital.”

In terms of business development, Campbell-Noë 
still wants to focus on regional SEA work and, after a 
slow 2018, expects to see an active Malaysian market in 
2019. “Our focus on supporting both Asian companies 
and multinationals to grow in the region and beyond 
will continue,” she says.

Campbell-Noë also believes that the ASEAN region 
can be effectively served from a Singapore hub. “We 
have been able to execute to a high standard on regional 
mandates without having to open offices and effectively 
put ‘flags on the map’. This is in part due to our expert 
knowledge of the media and business landscapes in the 
region, as well as our strong partner network.” 

3.6: Market Issues - Big Agencies 
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“Some clients just want to 
throw money at content. That’s 

not how it works. You need to 
develop content that is authentic, 

tells a story of the brand and is 
really saying something different 

which stands out from the crowd” Sai Roshini Daswani,
Head of Marketing
and Development, 
Sinclair

Rachel Catanach sees more FleishmanHillard clients 
moving to a “continual project basis”. “That is due to the 
rise of procurement. We are being paid on deliverables 
even though there is a consistent, dedicated team 
to service the client. A lot of clients do recognise the 
benefits of retained resource, which allows the team to 
become more knowledgeable and focused, but we are 
seeing a perceptible change.”

Catanach also notes a shift by some clients towards 
a “multi-agency approach” whereby clients want to work 
with several agencies on a project basis.  “They want a 
pool of agencies to draw from. They determine what 
skill set they want from which agency. It is more of a 
procurement exercise to deliver what they see as a more 
efficient relationship.”

Allison+Partners’ Paul Mottram says growth is 
coming through the integration of content develop-
ment, marketing and research services with core PR 
briefs. “This allows us to start with a traditional public 
relations client and add value to our services,” he says. 
He cites marketeers who “see the value in editorial type 
storytelling” as being important to future business.

Looking at the current market, Mottram says he’s 
seeing fewer large, regional RFPs, but believes the 
pipeline remains strong, with growth in the previous 
year running at 45%. The core of Allison + Partners 
business is retainer-based. “The substantial majority 
of our business is in this area, but a lot of the growth is 
coming from project-based work.” 

Mottram says clients are “paying less and less in real 
terms” for the day-to-day communications services. “We 
often talk about how the US$10,000 retainer was pretty 
standard in most markets 10 years ago. And guess what, 
10 years on it’s still the same. Yet costs are rising. It is 
harder and harder to make money in traditional PR.”

This means agencies are being forced to change the 
services they offer – and, says Mottram, that is forcing 
firms to pursue geographic and functional scale.

Adds Ogilvy’s Scott Kronick: “We focus less on 
retainers.   Much of the work has gone to projects, but 
these are long-term projects.   With local clients we are 
finding they have a defined budget and they want us 
to serve them within that defined budget.   So current 
client engagements are really a mixed bag of different 
arrangements.”

Edelman’s Bob Grove says average client spend 
is in the region of US$130,000 to US$150,000 a year, 
although the biggest clients generate fees in the region 
of US$3 million to US$5 million. “Without a doubt we 
would like to have a bigger pool of larger multi-market 
clients which allows us to forge strong client relation-
ships and grow incrementally. This model, while it comes 

3.8: Client Spend

with some risk, also allows you to experiment with big, 
creative ideas and impactful programmes that drive 
business outcomes.”

Some mid-sized agencies are commanding consid-
erable client portfolios. SPRG’s Richard Tsang says the 
firm services around 300 retainer clients, with the largest 
of those  contributing around 3% of total revenue.

Digital also gives rise to the introduction of Paid 
Media into traditional communications. Sinclair Commu-
nications’  Daswani says many clients don’t actually know 
what channels fall into Paid, Owned and Earned. “Earned 
and Owned are getting more love these days. It’s still a 
mix, but it’s getting smarter about the Paid.”

Daswani says the sheer scale of the online content 
world means relevance is more vital than ever. “Some 
clients just want to throw money at content. That’s 
not how it works. You need to develop content that is 
authentic, tells a story of the brand and is really saying 
something different which stands out from the crowd. 
Then you need to understand how it works technically 
and which channel is best to reach your target audience.” 

At CS&A International, the typical 12-month 
programme client billing is in the region of US$100,000 
to US$200,000. This rises for clients with very little 
in-house capacity. 

While clients don’t tend to retain companies such 
as CS&A International year-on-year, they do tend to 
come forward for extended and repeat programmes. 
Says Caroline Sapriel:  “The work we do is project based. 
We don’t need to service a client day to-day. It might 
start with an audit, then may include reviewing crisis 
procedures, conducting exercises and training around 
the world. Teams change, companies merge, there will 
always be a need for training and retraining.”

She adds: “But there is a finite growth opportunity, 
because it is mandate-based. So in recent years, the 
firm has grown by developing specialised crisis tools 
and products, which provide recurring revenues. This 
can be anything from real-time crisis communication 
tools to online crisis media and social media simulation 
platforms, to our crisis e-learning academy.”
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Client profiles are changing as a new generation of 
Asian corporates grow and look outwards from their 
own markets. However, for many firms, the focus is still 
skewed towards Western MNCs.

Take Weber Shandwick. Its client profile is currently 
around 40% Asian-domiciled clients and 60% interna-
tional. “It’s important to have a balance. While I always 
expect those percentages to naturally shift with time, 
we will always be committed to servicing Asia clients 
and growing business in Asia,” says CEO Baxter Jolly.

“Our network is a significant point of appeal for 
many brands. In total, we have over 170 clients who 
engage with us in more than two markets in Asia Pacific. 
So, that size, network and scale is important. And we’re 
seeing growth in million-dollar clients in Asia. Integra-
tion is a big part of that growth.”

Tulchan’s Campbell-Noë says her revenues are split 
50/50 between MNCs and Asian firms, although MNC 
clients typically bring in higher fee income. “MNCs tend 
to come with a broader mandate, APAC or ASEAN-wide 
work,” she says.

As with many global operators, Allison + Partners’ 
client base is still “overwhelmingly” multinational, largely 
comprising US and European MNCs. Rising in impor-
tance are the emerging Asian MNCs, such as Tencent, 
Thai Union and Tik-Tok, the Chinese short-form mobile 
video provider.

Mottram says All Told is “agnostic” on the sectoral 
profile of its clients. “We want to work with everyone, 
from hotel groups to internet, pharma and financial 
services, auto and distribution,” he says. “Instead we 
look for companies that see the value of telling stories 
around their brand.”

As a local player, SPRG has a different client profile 
to many of the networked agencies. In the consumer 
marketing and branding space, MNCs account for more 
than 50% of the firm’s client base, says Richard Tsang. 
Regional brands account for 30% and local in-country 
brands come in around 20%, he adds. But in the 
financial communications and investor relations space, 
around 80% of the company’s Hong Kong business is 
driven by Hong Kong or Chinese firms, with only around 
10% generated by regional or global operators.

Klareco’s Shih-Huei Ang says the firm “has 
consciously kept a balance” between its multinational 
and regional or domestic clients. “What they particu-
larly value is Klareco’s strategic counsel, willingness to 
handle complex issues, in-market deep knowledge, our 
nimbleness and our ability to integrate digital into our 
solutions for clients,” she says.

3.9: Client Profile

Like many similarly sized consultancies, CS&A Inter-
national’s client profile is still largely global multina-
tional, although this is changing. “We are seeing more 
Asian companies. These may be large international 
companies, not necessarily MNCs. We are also seeing 
industry associations getting more engaged: where they 
have issues they want to be prepared on behalf of their 
members,” says Managing Partner Caroline Sapriel.

Traditionally, the organisations which contracted 
crisis services were those deemed to be in “high risk” 
sectors such as oil and gas, aviation and nuclear. “For 
these industries we developed tools and specialisations 
to help them enhance their in-house crisis management 
capability. Now, however, we see a lot of crisis prepared-
ness in other sectors such as the food industry, because 
of scares, poisonings and recalls.” Sapriel says pharma-
ceuticals remain important and then, of course, “every 
company regardless of sector is concerned about data”. 

China continues to present challenges for many 
firms, which remain focused on MNC-related business. 
Robert Magyar at North Head says his firm is “working 
hard with Chinese clients to educate them about the 
benefits of strategic communications,” but remains very 
focused on MNCs “who understand the value of the 
services we provide”. Almost 90% of the firm’s revenues 
are derived from multinationals, Magyar reports.

While  many
global operators

are still very 
dependent on 

MNC clients, the 
pivot towards 

Asian MNCs 
is building 

momentum
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The Public Affairs market is buoyant, with many small, mid-sized and large agencies, including Ogilvy, reporting it to 
be a high-growth area at a time when traditional PR revenues are under pressure. This year we still identify a strategic 
weakness in Public Affairs services among some of the larger agencies, who find it difficult to compete effectively 
with the specialist agencies. For those who find the formula, the results can be very attractive. 

“Our Public Affairs offering is the fastest-growing division within our business globally, with clients using us to 
understand and sensibly manage their presence in new markets,” says FTI Consulting’s Downie. And he is pretty clear 
on what is behind this. “This is partly driven by pressure on countries across the world to demonstrate greater nation-
alism and manage issues within their borders. This means that when companies embed themselves in a country, they 
need to work out how to become a part of that country, which extends beyond compliance.” 

Over the next decade, he believes this issue will become even more visible. “Nationalism will be the key issue 
facing corporations. They will have to protect their assets, making sure they have sound procedural and cultural 
management systems.”

Key to success is specialisation. ”Our distinction is that we are a Public Affairs specialist and it’s a different sort 
of activity and skill set than Public Relations,” said the head of one boutique agency. “As regards competing against 
global Public Affairs firms, the principal distinction is simply that we have our own people on the ground … They are 
able to operate continuously in a transparent and well-monitored way and they are able to engage multiple levels 
of government or whatever the particular advocacy target is, as opposed to the larger agencies, which typically are 
focusing on the top of the government only.”  

3.11: The Public Affairs Market

3.10: Patterns of Business
At FTI, Chairman Paul Downie says the majority 
of revenue is retained, with the balance being 
project-related work. “Project work is transac-
tional. We still see strong retained business. In 
recent years there was definitely a shift towards 
companies wanting a transactional relationship. 
Some clients based their decisions on dollars and 
not on skills sets and legacy knowledge. But this 
is shifting back. People are wanting to have a 
long-standing relationship with their advisers.”

Around Asia Pacific, the mainstay for the 
business has been the depth of services and 
advice required from global clients.  India, 
Singapore and Hong Kong remain FTI’s key hubs 
in Asia. “We have a strong in-country and near-
country capability in China to serve client needs. 
We are very specific about what we can offer 
and how to deliver those services in China. And 
like other agencies, as we enter the 2020s, we’re 
going to see Japan as a key focus for corporate 
advisory firms.”

At Golin Hong Kong, Managing Director 
Jane Morgan believes the nature of conversa-
tions with clients is changing. “During our client 
conversations over the last six months, clients 
have told us they value responsiveness, creativity, 

proactivity and passion. They need us to have their back and to feel secure 
and reassured that we can deliver on their KPIs and have a full view of their 
business and industry,” she says.

“Our business is still heavily media relations driven in Hong Kong, 
because it’s still a very influential channel. We have our connector team 
speaking to media across various channels and industries every day. The 
need from media has changed in that we need to provide more visual 
content for both print and online media purposes, meaning our content 
and design team are more involved than ever.”

With economic storm clouds gathering in some parts of the region, 
WE Red Bridge’s Burgess says how China would fare in a recession is “the 
million dollar question” facing the industry. “In the last downturn we were 
cushioned because everyone focused on China as their saviour market. 
This means it has been a long time since anyone has had to navigate a real 
downturn. The government will do its bit to engage in the market, but we 
are not going to be immune. 2019 is going to be a difficult year. Clients 
are already restructuring their budgets around China as a result of recent 
tensions and that is a trend we anticipate continuing.”

Ogilvy’s Scott Kronick sees global instability as an opportunity. 
“The biggest issue is the role of reputation and how it is measured in 
our client organisations. Those companies that value brands and their 
reputations I believe will prevail, but we have to give them reason to 
invest. That’s the measurement piece. I believe we will have an inter-
esting year ahead of us related to geopolitics. How organisations 
navigate that and grow and protect their organisations will be fasci-
nating and it is an area of focus for Ogilvy.”
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This is a challenging time for the In-House 
function. As on the agency-side of the industry, 
problems can be market- or talent-related, but 
In-House Communications and  Public Affairs 
may also be confronted by specific company or 
structural issues.

The advent of digital, the rising importance of 
data and analytics and a trend towards integra-
tion mean that many In-House teams need to 
refocus and restructure. And for most companies, 
significant resource issues remain – practitioners 
are effectively being asked to do more with the 
same, or frequently less, resources. 

Once again, we identify a significant mismatch 
in client-side expectations as regards the services 
they seek from agencies. While some agencies 
have deftly become senior-level, strategic 
advisers to their clients, many are still seen as a 
means to tackle spikes in activity when clients 
need execution capacity. This issue does not look 
like being resolved in the short or medium term.

The need for corporates to develop a point of 
view across a huge range of issues also presents 
challenges. Says Peter Craughwell, Senior 
Manager of Marketing and Communications 
at PwC: “For any media relations team, there is 
always the urge to get out in front of the story. 
Naturally, we don’t want to see our competitors 
getting all the coverage on any particular topic. 
The challenge is how to do that when the story 
is still evolving.” 

As on the Agency side of the industry, the 
integration of Communications functions is driving 
change. Mark Walters, Head of External Communica-
tions at AIA, says firms that do not integrate their 
Communications, Brand and Marketing functions 
put themselves on the back foot.

“The line between the functions is now so blurry 
that if you are not operating across these lines, you 
are going to make your job harder. When I started 
out in PR, social media generally sat with  marketing 
teams. But now social is content-led and we are 
using it to deliver a brand message, a narrative and a 
story in a way which means it must be communica-
tions- and brand-led.”

4.1: Structures
In-House teams vary hugely in size, scale and reach. But even those 
practitioners running the largest teams believe they suffer from consider-
able resource-related problems.

Asian companies are starting to gear up their functions as they 
expand overseas. Says one tech-related Corporate Affairs practitioner: 
“This is a new function for the company. When it gets to full strength, 
the team will comprise six practitioners, one for each of the markets the 
company operates in.” 

“We have two core functions,” she adds. “One is regulatory, to deal 
with any push-back we might experience. The other is stakeholder-
related to deal with the strategic engagement required to open up 
opportunities for our business or to reduce risk.”

The firm structures its Public Affairs work under legal, separately 
structured from Marketing and Communications, something this practi-
tioner says can cause problems. “But we do have a cross-function matrix. 
Everyone is getting used to everyone else. We are starting to move from 
an in-country approach to a regional matrix model.”

Sujit Patil is Vice President and Head of Corporate Brand and Commu-
nications at Godrej Industries, a US$4.5 billion Indian conglomerate with 
businesses ranging from consumer goods and real estate to agriculture, 
retail and aerospace. In recent years, the group has established some 
innovative communications verticals to ensure effective reputation 
management and business impact.

“Our focus is on creating thought leadership and connecting with 
our consumers directly in an experiential manner. Our owned media 
properties aim at creating robust communities in the food, lifestyle and 
the architects and interior designers’ space. All these have a direct impact 
on our businesses,” he says.

“Influencer engagement has become key and with digital PR (defined 
as earned social media), where we do over 50-60 projects each year, we 
have seen a lot of traction and a huge positive digital safety net being 
created for our brands. All these things entail measurements and for 
online reputation management, we have deployed a command centre 
and ORM platforms that listen to our brands-related banter across over a 
billion sites,” he says.

“Traditional PR (media relations) has become just one part of a new 
world communication function that thrives on the fact that the thin 
lines that traditionally separated POEMS (Paid, Owned, Earned Media 
Strategies) have now blurred. A communications function that is truly 
integrated can deliver higher results.”

AIA has recently merged its Corporate Communications and Brand 
teams under the leadership of Steve Thomas. Mark Walters, the Head 
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of External Communications, who joined the life insurance 
giant last year, says: “We have a relatively lean team which is 
laser-focused on Brand, Environmental and Social Governance, 
Internal Communications and External Communications, all 
reporting into Steve as the Group Head of Communications 
and Brand.” 

At the Group level, the External Communications team is just 
three people, although it works closely with larger in-country 
teams that manage the day-to-day engagement with local media 
and stakeholder groups. The function is still split into three teams 
but there is a “culture of working very closely together”, he says. 
“We are quite seamlessly a single team, even although we are 
three specialist teams. As channels have merged, so teams have 
had to consolidate the work that they do.”

The function is represented at the Executive Committee 
level by a Group Chief Marketing Officer, Stuart A. Spencer, 
who heads the Group Marketing function, which houses the 
Communications and Brand team. 

Walters says at a group level the firm is shifting its marketing 
focus. “We are moving away from traditional marketing more 
towards Communications, content and Brand-led marketing,” 
he says. “It’s about moving away from billboards to getting our 
stories into people’s hands. People recognise the brand, particu-
larly in places such as Hong Kong. Following the launch last year 
of our new brand promise, ‘Healthier, Longer, Better Lives’, we 
want people to develop a greater understanding of what the 
brand is about and why it is different.”

Some firms continue to operate very lean teams. David Katz, 
Director of Public Affairs, KKR, oversees the APAC function for 
the investment giant. “We’re quite lightly resourced. We have 
two staff in Asia – one in Singapore and one in Hong Kong. We 
might add one extra person, but it’s not the model of the firm 
to hire massive numbers. But we do use external resources and 
have a range of PR firms in each of our main six sub-markets.”

The function is responsible for five principal verticals: 
internal and media communications; government relations; 

Environmental Social and Governance issues; corporate 
citizenship; and impact investment. 

“It is a very heavy and steady workflow. The strains 
come on the media side. You have to deal with the 
inbound media when it comes. Other strains come and 
go, such as when deals are going through or when a 
regulatory issue arises,” says Katz.

4.2: Tight Ships
The Communications Director, Asia Pacific, at a large global 
media firm is the sole full-time member for the media 
company in Asia, but operates as part of a team with repre-
sentation in London and the US. 

“The Communications function sits at the apex of the 
multiple parts of our business. There are very few businesses 
like this. We have visibility right across the business,” he says.

However, the entire Communications team is just six 
strong. “We are a global team, I spend time in London and 
my colleagues spend time here when appropriate,” he says.

A fair proportion of his time is ensuring that news and 
features generated by the global news operator are “ampli-
fied” across other media. 

“I amplify our brands, working with our journalists to 
push our stories out so the brand is associated with quality 
journalism and reporting. I also position our senior execu-
tives to talk about the importance of trust in media and the 
importance of professional journalism,” he says.

He is also responsible for Internal Communications but 
suggests this takes up less than a third of his time. “There is 

4.3: Building 
a Team - 
The Corteva 
Experience

“It is a very heavy and steady 
workflow. The strains come on the 
media side. You have to deal with 

the inbound media when it comes”

David Katz, Director of 
Public Affairs, KKR

Elizabeth Hernandez (pictured left) is Head of Government and Industry Affairs for Asia Pacific at Corteva 
Agriscience, the agriculture division of DowDupont, which will be spun off as an independent company in June. 

Asia Pacific is a huge region, but Hernandez currently focuses on China, India and the ASEAN countries, 
particularly Indonesia, Philippines and Vietnam. She is building a regional GA team, with recent new 
hires for senior Government Affairs roles in China and India. 

“We are building a GA team for the new company,” Hernandez says. “Since I joined Corteva, we have 
hired a GA Leader in China and India, two of our biggest markets, and we’re now recruiting a GA leader 
for ASEAN, one of the most dynamic regions in APAC.” For other parts of Asia Pacific, Corteva currently 
relies on external consultants.

“Building a team is something I’ve always enjoyed, whether it was within a multinational company like 
GlaxoSmithKline or a tech start-up like I-Quest, the broadband Internet company I co-founded in Hong 
Kong in the late 1990s. I enjoy recruiting, mentoring and developing talent, particularly in a relatively 
niche function like Government Affairs.”

Part of Hernandez’ strategy in developing a regional GA function is to build a diverse team of talented 
insiders, people who have worked with and for government ministries around the region. “These are 
people who understand the nuances of country-specific issues and who can offer an insider’s perspec-
tive that will help shape Corteva’s government affairs agenda.”
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a real focus on Internal Communications at the company. 
It’s impressive and it’s taken very seriously, working closely 
with HR to deliver that. Employment engagement is 
driven by internal surveys and things are very well joined 
up. Diversity and Inclusion is also a key focus across the 
business and there are some exciting developments and 
initiatives being launched in the coming year.”

4.4: Morale
Where teams have been cut, it can prove difficult to 
maintain morale, industry figures say. The biggest challenge 
is keeping people informed at a time of upheaval. “For 
an employee, not knowing, and just second guessing, it’s 
the most terrible thing, and I think having employees and 
clients know exactly what’s happening and being trans-
parent about it is the most important thing,” said one senior 
Communications professional in the investment sector.

The  Head of Corporate Communications at a Japanese 
bank says the main challenge facing the Comms industry 
now is the pace of technological change, the way it disrupts 
industries and work patterns, and how it changes how people 
consume information. “It’s exciting but it can also be an issue if 
we don’t do it right,” she says, noting it will remain a challenge 
for the foreseeable future.  “How people consume news, take 
news, share news, how we should be strategising, how we 
announce things, communicate with media or our target 
audience – I think all that is going to change.”

Senior managers warn that their own morale can be 
undermined by skill gaps within their teams. This is often 
the case in complex areas such as Government relations. 
“The ability to resolve difficult issues and build a consensus” 
is one big skill gap, according to the Head of Corporate 
Affairs at a well-known global agro-chemical firm. “I find 
myself getting involved in a lot of tactical discussions even 
as the head of the function because we’d be going round in 
circles on difficult decisions. Perhaps the most critical skill 
set of corporate affairs people is consensus-building, the 
ability to mobilise people around a consensus position on 
a difficult topic where there is no easy yes or no.”

4.5: Seat at the Table
One Head of Function contends that the biggest functional 
challenge Corporate Communicators face is securing “top 
table” presence. “This is improving. Our ability to offer influ-
ence at the highest level is critical to the ongoing health of 
the function. Corporate Communications and Corporate 
Reputation are more important than ever and so is our 
ability to influence the C-Suite. But it is a continuous battle 
to secure that and demonstrate our value.”

Even in the most conservative of businesses, however, 
the function is being elevated.

For example, the Head of Communications at one 
Japanese bank sits in on board-level meetings as an 
observer. “I’m very grateful that our CEO understands and 
values Comms because we are a company that is going 
through so much change … I know everything that is 
going on in terms of strategy and direction so that I can 
help him think of ways to communicate this change inter-
nally and externally.”

4.6: Global Reach 
Asian-based Communications teams increasingly have to 
adapt and restructure as their parent companies “go global” 
and stride onto the world stage. 

Trevor Hale is General Manager of Global Communica-
tions at INFINITI, a premium brand car manufacturer that is 
part of Nissan and the Renault- Nissan-Mitsubishi alliance.  
At INFINITI the function reports directly to the company 
chairman and to the global Comms leadership. 

“We are at the top of the conversation and engaged 
on business issues,” Hale says. Being a challenger brand 
requires careful communications planning. “We are a small 
team internally. We get stretched pretty thin. We have good 
agency support but we are always looking at the balance 
of what we have in-house and what we need to outsource. 
We are building a more robust content operation, with 
more capability in-house or through contractors.”

The structure of the business means Hale and his 
seven colleagues in Hong Kong get pulled “onto a lot of 
calls” and face significant governance issues. “This alone 
takes a lot of time and resource,” he says.

Globally, Hale’s small team supports around 
30 communications colleagues around the world. 
Heading up an HQ team with a global reach can prove 
challenging. “We work hard to help empower the 
regions – we try to give them air cover, not to police 
them. We are pretty seamless in how we follow the sun.”

 “We are a small team internally. 
We get stretched pretty thin. We 

have good agency support but we 
are always looking at the balance 

of what we have in-house and what 
we need to outsource”

Trevor Hale,
General Manager of Global 
Communications, INFINITI

>
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4.8: Public Affairs
Senior industry figure Elizabeth Hernandez at Corteva Agriscience says it’s important 
to elevate Public Affairs from a “who you know” industry to one based on advocacy.

“Too many people focus on who they know, not what strategies work and how to 
implement a well-thought-out strategic response. That is what’s key to our success 
in government affairs,” she argues. 

“Going to the Minister of Agriculture should be the last thing you want to do.” 
 “You must develop early warning systems and monitor the issues that could 

impact your business. Then you need to analyse how these issues could impact 
your business and develop appropriate strategies to respond. Part of such strate-
gies is knowing which allies can be leveraged and what messages will resonate. 
Only then are you in a position to go and meet a senior official.”

The Head of Communications at one media giant believes that globally, media 
firms could up their Public Affairs game. “For us, it’s less of a priority in APAC for 
the moment, but important in Washington and Europe.”

4.7:  Changing Media Patterns

Expedia Group’s Kim Stockham says the diverse 
international locations of the global function ensure 
speed and efficiency, as well as local decision-making 
and content on a global scale. “When the sun goes 
down in Asia, it’s coming up in London; and as it sets 
in London, our US team is waking up. From a task and 
project management perspective our global locations 
allow us to hand over corporate communication tasks 
between regions/team members without any down 
time. With this approach we all gain a global view, which 
allows us to deliver speed efficiency and bring conti-
nuity to communications management, and we can 
cover for each other relatively seamlessly.”

“Further, having representatives in different 
markets delivers local knowledge, and lends itself to 
better understanding local communication needs and 
nuances,” says Stockham.

Expedia Group’s Corporate Communications team 
use frequent video calls to stay connected and ‘see’ each 
other regularly, as well as manage global communica-
tions projects. This regularly requires working across 
multiple time-zones. “I take a flexible approach to 
structuring my days, with early starts some days and 
late finishes on others,” Stockham says. “I find it incred-
ibly helpful that my workplace supports this flexible 
approach, and I am thankful for having a very accommo-
dating partner and family.”

The media in Asia Pacific today is a very different, leaner beast than a 
decade ago. Says INFINITI’s Trevor Hale: “It’s so much harder being a 
journalist these days. There are a smaller number of people working 
in journalism. They are receiving a higher number of pitches. You have 
freelancers and super-influencers who are not only journalists but 
also have their own content studios. They are wearing multiple hats. 
From a media relations standpoint that’s interesting.”

At the HQ level, Hale insists that communications professionals 
have to be able to hold their own with senior business journalists, 
being able to “go toe to toe, hold a conversation and pitch a story”. He 
concedes, however, that in-market these skills are less developed. 

In China, the media relations situation is far more nuanced. “In 
China there is a group of super-influencers, called ‘the mountains’, 
that one should bring in first, as they influence so many others in 
the industry,” says Hale.

Another problem confronting Communications professionals is 
the fragmentation of media channels.

Says Allison+Partners’ Paul Mottram: “Fragmentation obviously 
impacts traditional media and the role of the journalist has changed 
and become much harder. So the job of the person trying to influ-
ence the journalist has become much harder. But we now have so 
many more influencers we can reach out to. And the changing role of 
marketing in this is one of the huge opportunities for our business.”

He believes this creates “big challenges” for the industry. “How 
to engage effectively and efficiently is the single biggest issue 
confronting our industry. It presents a daily challenge about how you 
continue to redefine how you communicate when the world changes 
almost every week.”

“In the good old days everybody knew what ‘good’ looked like,” he 
adds. “Today far fewer people really know what ‘good’ looks like.”

>
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4.7:  Changing Media Patterns

4.9: Internal Communications
Internal Communications is rising in importance and its patterns of engagement are changing too. 
At KPMG, the function sits within a people division that also takes in HR, talent and organisational development and 
CSR. Sarah Allen, Head of Internal Communications and Employee Engagement, reports into the KPMG partner in 
charge of the People function and works through the Executive Committee of the firm when seeking approval for 
new strategies. 

“The whole of my job is around internal comms for the China firm, which is around 12,000 people,” says Allen. This 
involves staff engagement and running the Global People survey in China, and it is increasingly focused on change 
communications. “Over the next 12 months I can see my role will evolve more into a change management function,” 
she reports. “The role is evolving. There will be a lot more integration with talent and people.”

Allen feels the internal communications function is still misunderstood. “There is still an impression that we are 
here to draft people’s emails and look at everything that goes out. We need to engage internally and manage expecta-
tions about what we are here to do – particularly in a partnership firm where there are a lot of different stakeholders 
who expect different things.”

At AIA, the Communications team works closely with the regions and in-country functions. For Mark Walters, some 
of the greatest challenges are internal. “We are going through a brand repositioning with a new brand promise. If, like 
me, you believe that any good campaign is inside out, then we need our people to believe, to buy into that promise, 
so that we can deliver it effectively and authentically to our customers.”

He sees a need to differentiate between employee communications and internal communications. “Some 
employee communications can sit with HR. But when it comes to creating Brand Ambassadors that has to be driven 
by Communications. Internal communications is much broader than employee communications.”

At KPMG, Allen says, the internal communications function and the mainstream HR function are “working a lot 
more closely together” and both are “pretty adequately resourced”.

“Traditionally we have let each other know what is going on. But increasingly we see that we are partnering up 
simply because of the amount of change that is going on in the organisation. We have a lot of channels available to 
us and we both believe this gives us a position to influence change.”

One senior communications professional warns that Internal Communications people still struggle to get noticed. 
“They can often be the poor relation who doesn’t cut through the conversation,” he says. 

He believes that allowing Internal Communications to be driven by HR would be a mistake. “If it aligns too closely 
with HR, then it can become associated with routines and bureaucratic procedures rather than the enjoyable aspects 
of working for a company. Internal Communications should be something you really look forward to, because it’s all 
about people and places you know. They should lead with human stories: news about job moves, wedding anniver-
saries or people’s achievements outside work. That can entice people to read on to the more serious, but necessary 
announcements.”

Social media can also be deployed powerfully within the Internal Communications space. “Social media take-up 
within companies across the world can be quite small. But we have managed to get over 50% of active users on our 
social collaboration site. We drove this by having a clear internal comms policy and structure,” says Sarah Allen. “This 
has driven engagement at the grassroots, not just the top down. It has got people talking about KPMG themselves.”

At Godrej Industries, Facebook at Work was introduced to drive internal engagement. “This means many more 
people are engaged,” says Sujit Patil. “We play a role when there are engagement activities, such as sports, awards and 
events. We support HR in packaging messaging on benefits and policies and use a lot of technology. Internal commu-
nications has been democratised – everyone is a communicator and brand ambassador. The responsibility is shared.”
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4.11: Nationalism 
Global politics and economics are having a huge impact 
on the operating environment of the firms that Commu-
nications professionals serve and geo-political issues are 
expected to remain central in the near term. 

Says Fleishman Hillard’s Rachel Catanach:  “The 
geo-political environment will have a huge influence on 
the way business is done in the next couple of years. It 
is hard to say exactly what the implications of current 
tensions will be but it provides a lot of scenario planning 
opportunities for the PR industry and our clients.”

For one senior professional, the collapse of interna-
tional trade rules is the greatest cause for concern: “For 
those companies like us who trade internationally, what is 
happening right now - with trade wars, with Trump, with 
Brexit, but also the way the dispute settlement organisa-
tion in the WTO is being deconstructed - is a massive 
threat. And that goes with populism, nationalism as a 
political movement, which is really gaining strength.”

He adds:  “All our growth is based on globalisation and 
right now globalisation is being challenged like it hasn’t 
been seriously challenged since the 30s.” 

The professionalism of regulators - or their shortcom-
ings - can also be a problem in Asia. “Regulating products 
like alcohol, pharmaceuticals, petrochemical products is 
super complex … There’s a lot of challenges on the side of 
regulators, too,” says one Corporate Affairs lead.

Not all firms feel directly exposed to the global 
economic headwinds or major regulatory issues such as 
cross border data-flows. Says KKR’s David Katz: “There are 
big macro things happening in the region and yes, these 
do have a broader impact on the firm. But for KKR it really 
comes down to portfolio-level issues. There are not many 
political or regulatory issues which impact KKR in a way that 
means we need to advocate on them as a company.”

Katz says it is still quite straightforward to identify 
“the core stakeholders who affect our business and 

  

Kim Stockham Head of Corporate Communications, Asia Pacific, at Expedia says the power of story-telling is best realised when you make it personal. 
“The most powerful and compelling stories are personal. As professional communicators, one of the most important things we can do is ensure 
people are prioritised and their stories elevated in communications,” she says.

Stockham also thinks face-to-face interaction for practitioners is becoming increasingly important. “With detail being increasingly lost to 
dot points, in-person interaction offers the ability to provide context, build relationships, empathy, deeper learning and better understanding 
between people,” she says. “As communicators we can lead by example: reconsider if a conversation could replace an email, which can set the 
scene for us to become more dynamic communicators. We can more easily provide background and extract additional situation or story context, 
while bringing energy and enthusiasm to a discussion when we speak rather than email. A hello, a smile and an in-person thank you can be very 
powerful relationship-building and communication tools.”

Make it personal                             Make it face-to-face                       Call don’t email

4.10: The Rise of Story-Telling

portfolio and make sure that as needed we can and are able to 
establish those relationships”.

Expedia Group’s Choo Pin Ang says technology firms, like 
other companies, face a complex business and regulatory 
landscape in Asia Pacific. “Asia is a growing market for travel, and 
particularly online travel. Ecommerce is ramping up and mobile 
business is buzzing. The pace of growth and change is so fast and 
the market and regulatory landscape is so fluid, and as a relatively 
small team, covering such a huge market and geo-political 
complexities across e-commerce and travel requires us to be 
strategic, nimble and creative in the way we use our time and 
resources,” he says. “You cannot be everywhere at any one time. 
But you need to monitor those markets from a distance, and be 
responsive where most needed to utilise resources accordingly.” 

Expedia Group has joined the Asia Internet Coalition (AIC), an 
organisation representing Internet firms which includes Paypal, 
Twitter, Google, Facebook and others. Ang has taken up the role 
of organisational Chair of AIC this year.   “AIC is a voice of industry, 
and is able to represent the collective viewpoints of member 
organisations on areas of policy debate and topics of interest to 
governments, communities and individuals in Asia. Whether via 
AIC, or as an individual organisation, I firmly believe that starting 
with a positive mindset and being open to learning and sharing 
knowledge - through close collaboration with Governments - can 
result in exciting opportunities for the business, Government and 
industry, as well as drive economic growth.”

Expedia Group is also very active in the US ASEAN Business 
Council, working with major US hotel chains and payment 
platforms such as AMEX and Visa to develop industry collabora-
tion. “We take the knowledge from these partnerships to go in to 
government conversations ready to share our collective wisdom, 
which is appreciated,” says Ang.
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4.12: Reputation 
The threat to corporate reputation has never been 
higher. “If you make a mistake, then the cost can 
be tremendous in terms of business and corporate 
reputation, but also whole industries are being 
challenged,” says one Head of Function.

A Communications Director working in the media 
industry says speed of transmission is the biggest threat 
to corporate reputation today. “You can have a problem 
in Japan that transfers to the United States. Speed catches 
you unaware. To mitigate you must have a crisis manage-
ment strategy in place and you have to have round-the-
clock capabilities,” he says.

Certain industries are never out of the public gaze, 
among them the car sector, especially over the question of 
emissions, and alcohol firms. “We are being challenged on 
the effects of the harmful use of alcohol and the cultural 
effects of the abuse of alcohol,” says a senior practitioner 
in the alcoholic beverage sector. With social media “any 
mistake can grow exponentially – it’s very hard to control.”

Mark Walters, Head of External Communications at 
AIA, warns that it can take “just one rogue employee” to 
put corporate reputation at risk. “One of the first things 
I did when joining was to review and read our Code 
of Conduct. I had to read it and sign it – it’s part of the 
onboarding process. This is a good step, but no matter 
how good your processes and policies, there are always 
individuals who have the capacity to do bad things. And 
when those things come to light – as they nearly always 
do – they pose significant risk,” he says.

“You can take lots of measures to ensure people are 
behaving properly. But AIA has 20,000 employees, that 
is a lot of people, and we rely on their good behaviour to 
uphold our reputation.”

Walters also warns of the risk of contagion, pointing 
out that “one bad actor” would have been unlikely to 
generate international headlines 20 years ago, but today 
news crosses borders in seconds. “These are big reputa-
tional issues and I think we all worry about getting a call 
about something like that.” 

For some firms, there is a constant battle against 
fake news, misinformation and sometimes simple 
consumer ignorance. Says one corporate affairs profes-
sional: “I think we’re in a world now where you’ve got 
to go way beyond the science to prove the safety and 
sustainability of your products and your position on 
anything. And that requires resources and a different 
mindset in terms of more willingness to be public 
about things, much more so than in the past, and if 
you don’t manage it, that’s the biggest threat. The 
internal commitment to doing something safely and 

sustainably is real and something we’re doing every 
day. I think how it’s communicated externally is the 
really tough bit.”

Trevor Hale concedes that the auto industry is very 
much at the frontline of current global trade controversy. 
“Policy can change in a single tweet. We have electrifi-
cation and autonomy. Regulations are changing. The 
China industry is growing. We are constantly learning 
something new.”

In the middle of all this, Government Relations 
and Public Relations teams sometimes struggle to 
show how big a part they play in averting or calming 
crises. “It is not easy to measure impact when dealing 
with stakeholder groups. But we do try to measure it 
in terms of what we have done, or what we will do,” 
says one senior Corporate Affairs practitioner repre-
senting an e-commerce company.

The biggest issue for this company is “going to 
become regulatory compliance”. The interviewee also 
warns that the function is stretched in “hot spot” markets 
such as Indonesia and Vietnam “where the regulatory 
environment is complex and ambiguous”.

“The tide has turned for internet companies,” she 
adds. “We are under much more scrutiny, both in terms 
of the platform businesses and e-commerce players. 
Countries have budget deficits and this has kick-started 
a push for government to raise revenues from the 
sector – stretching even to e-commerce platforms 
being used as tax collection functions.”

“You cannot be everywhere 
at any one time. But you need to 

monitor those markets from 
a distance, and be responsive 
where most needed to utilise  

resources accordingly”

Expedia Group’s 
Choo Pin Ang

Corporate reputation has new vulnerabilities and the damage can be fatal
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4.13: Big Business, Big Risks 

Agencies have not been immune to the shakedown in corporate 
reputation. HS Chung, Korea President & CEO and Asia Cluster 
Lead, H+K Strategies, says: “Across the region, pockets of political 
and macro-economic factors have called for different strate-
gies. Clients, whether local or multinational, across all industries 
are facing uncertainty where public opinion, regulations and 
market standards are going through vast periods of change, 
and pre-planning for business growth is blocked by numerous 
uncertainties.”

This has led to a rethink on approach. Adds Chung: “During 
this difficult period, we have focused on deepening our client 
relationships by reviewing all communication challenges faced 
by our clients and providing advice on communication solutions. 
Our high-level ‘Coping with Communication Challenges’ service 
takes into account the wider business and regulatory environ-
ment and market intelligence factors.”

The growth in the impact of some firms has functional 
implications. Expedia’s Choo Pin Ang says: “Travel is a competi-
tive, dynamic and complex business. Expedia Group, as a global 
travel platform, also has many different aspects to its business. 
As a Corporate Affairs team there are a myriad of different topics, 
opportunities and issues we need to work through.”

With a focus on problem solving to smooth out issues, Ang 
says his role is now more focused on “collaborating with internal 
teams, including communications and legal teams, as well as 
regulators and governments to create understanding and relation-
ships which work towards mutual goals, often aligned to growing 
tourism, building the ecommerce skills of communities, particu-
larly in some regional parts of Asia”. 

“The corporate affairs function is evolving. We are becoming 
trusted advisors. We are looking at how we can work to help 
governments, often finding common ground when it comes to 
driving economic growth,” he says.

There is strong internal support for the Corporate Affairs 
function at Expedia Group. “There has been growing recogni-
tion about the role and greater support from the business 
locally, and on a global scale. The function has grown from Asia 
to Asia Pacific in scope over the last few years.”

At Expedia Group the Government Relations function 
– along with Corporate Affairs - is closely aligned with legal 
teams. “Everything has to be coherent, we work best when 
legal and other teams buy in to a project, and when we all 
pull in the same direction with business priorities. At Expedia 
Group, the collective role of our 24,000+ people globally is to 
bring the world within reach, and the Corporate Affairs team 
works closely with Governments keen to leverage travel and 
ecommerce for economic growth to ensure new and positive 
possibilities for travellers, suppliers, destinations and econo-
mies,” he adds.

In the event of a  problem arising, KKR’s Public Affairs 
Director, David Katz, says companies such as KKR have to be 
able to manage risks across its portfolio. Katz has been devel-
oping a crisis communications plan and toolkit which will be 
used both by KKR and its portfolio companies. “This means 
that if there is a problem we are all singing off the same song-
sheet. We feel good about governance but if something were 
to come up we feel good about taking a uniform approach,” 
he says.
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4.14: Agency-Client
Relationship 
There is still a lot of work to be done in managing 
and promoting the Agency/Client relationship. KKR’s 
David Katz says agencies do play an important role. 
But he says the engagement is different to delivering 
in-house. “You get what you need, but you don’t 
always get what you want,” he says. 

Peter Craughwell at PwC says: “People who haven’t 
got a lot of experience with external agencies can be 
over-optimistic and think they are a magic bullet, that 
you can just pass them the brief, check in with them 
occasionally and everything will be fine. It can be like 
that, but a lot of the time you need to manage your 
agencies, just like internal teams.”

Clients don’t adopt a one-size-fits-all approach to 
agencies, although many still perceive agencies to be 
a support during the execution phase of work, rather 
than long-term, strategic counsel.

“We are using agencies at the moment in a very 
targeted way,” said one In-House Corporate Affairs 
executive. “South East Asia government relations is 
one area we want to do better in. We have looked to 
hire internally and the cost of doing that, but it has 
not emerged as a practical way to go. We’ve shopped 
around with different consultancies and continue to 
use an agency. That’s one of our key areas for agency 
support.”

Those with small teams often find themselves 
requiring agency support. With a very lean global 
team, one Head of Communications says more 
resources would “allow us to drive even greater 
engagement and continue to satisfy demand for 
communications support across the business”.  To 
provide additional capacity, he brings in agency 
support. “I use agencies for additional arms and 
legs, for example if we have senior executives in the 
region. We use them for bread and butter issues, but 
I see there are areas where agencies are being more 
strategic, such as in crisis management,” he says.

The model of retained agency relationships is 
under threat, he says. “We require the flexibility to 
turn the resource tap on and off and large agencies 
can of course provide geographical breadth, which 
is attractive. However, with agency models evolving, 
many now offer similar services and for mid-sized 
and boutique agencies offering speciality services, I 
think it’s going to be a more exciting time for them in 
coming years.”

He stresses that In-House functions can also 
benefit from “developing an agency mindset” whereby 
they think “less about being a Press Office function 
and more about campaigning, working with third 
parties and stakeholders”.

HS Chung on the client-side 
drive for cost efficiencies:
“While these changes will 
certainly be challenging, it 
can also be exciting at the 
same time”

HS Chung, 
Korea President 
& CEO and Asia 
Cluster Lead, 
H+K Strategies

4.15: Responsiveness
HS Chung at H+K Strategies says client-side shifts are changing 
the industry in a major way, with clients wanting efficiencies, 
being prepared to put budgets only into areas where they can 
see a real impact being made. “While these changes will certainly 
be challenging, it can also be exciting at the same time,” she says.

Weber Shandwick’s Baxter Jolly says agencies must be 
responsive to client needs. “Each year, we conduct a very sophis-
ticated client survey. Previously, results reflected the importance 
of digital. Now? It’s all about data. We are at the forefront of each 
change – and we invest accordingly,” he says. “Our clients are no 
longer simply interested in how something will impact their PR 
efforts. They’re thinking about their marketing and their brand 
identity. And how it will solve their overall business objectives 
and issues. They’re very much looking at the bigger picture.”

Some agencies’ client relationships can go very deep. Godrej 
Industries has worked closely with four principal agencies, 
including one that has helped develop a unit capable of tackling 
its digital needs. Says Sujit Patil: “We co-created digital PR 
capability along with our PR agency. We also work with agencies 
for video content creation, for measurement of our traditional PR 
efforts and monitoring online reputation.” 

Edelman views client relationships in three forms: global 
relationships; purely local relationships, which can be with MNCs; 
and relationships with purely domestic companies. Says Bob 
Grove: “The piece that is growing is Asian-based companies. We 
are focused on that triangle between Guangzhou, Shenzhen and 
Hong Kong to work to take Chinese companies global. Likewise, 
out of Korea and Japan. That piece will continue to grow.”

As for whether Asian corporates are willing to pay global 
rates for consulting services, Grove says it’s  swings and rounda-
bouts. “There is undoubtedly pressure on rates, especially with 
our global client base. If you are working with a global headquar-
ters in Asia, you can build in more flexibility to reflect the fact that 
Asian brands require a different servicing structure,” he adds.

In-House teams warn they can struggle to find regional 
strength and depth among agencies. One Public Affairs profes-
sional says agencies fill a current capacity gap. But she says she 
has to use more than one to get everything that  is needed. “One 
agency is good at getting the hard-to-get meetings. But it would 
not be cost efficient to use them for the political risk analysis 
because they have to do everything from scratch. So we use 
another agency for that.”

Sometimes, she adds, agencies “have the local government 
connections” but “lack the ability to understand the business and 
the policy environment”.
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4.16: Digital
In-House teams are suffering digital 
growing pains. AIA’s Mark Walters says the 
firm is still light in terms of skill sets in the 
digital space. “We are fortunate that we 
have control over our digital assets. The 
challenge is that our teams are not social 
media experts, it’s not traditionally where 
our experience has been, so we do need 
to do work on getting people much more 
digitally savvy.”

In an era of self-publishing platforms, 
Walters says it is important to move away 
from a “column inches” mentality and to 
start thinking about digital reach. “This is 
something that requires us to educate our 
internal stakeholders. There is still a belief 
that getting something in the FT is always 
going to have the most impact. A lot of 
business leaders still value earned media 
– particularly the top-tier regional and 
international media – over all else.”

This shortfall in internal capability has 
created an opportunity for agencies, but 
after an initial boom, things are calming 
down. “There was a social media honey-
moon. We went through a phase where 
we thought social media would be the 
internet for all intents and purposes,” 
says RFI’s David Ko. “But social media 
has a dark side. Fake news has had a 
real impact on trust, and has led to a 
focus back on mainstream trusted news 
sources – the Economist, the New York 
Times. It would be foolish to dismiss 
mainstream news sources.”

John Kerr is Vice Chairman, Digital and 
Performance for Edelman’s Asia Pacific, 
Middle East and Africa markets and head 
of the firm in Singapore. He says it’s vital 
that the agency sector keeps up with the 
digital transformation taking place among 
clients. 

“Clients are asking for more ‘knowing 
versus hoping’, more innovation and 
new ways of working. And digital is a key 
component of that – even in a corporate 
public affairs brief. But they don’t walk in 
and ask for it. What they ask for is transfor-
mation and innovation.”
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4.17: Paid, Owned and 
Earned Media
Peter Craughwell at PwC Hong Kong says the prolif-
eration of social media channels is a major challenge. 
“I’m not sure it’s realistic any more to try to get your 
message across all channels. With traditional paid 
media, budgetary constraints mean you have to make 
tough decisions about where you can advertise. With 
social media you are constrained by the time required 
to craft messages, schedule them and then monitor 
their effectiveness.” 

In China, Craughwell says social media is working 
as a means of communicating business-related 
content and thought leadership in short form.

Craughwell says the firm rarely uses paid media 
as part of its PR efforts. “I find that we fulfil a useful 
role for business media as a source of reliable year-
on-year data across a wide range of industries, as well 
as informed points of view.  We generate consistent 
media coverage as a result. We tend to engage paid 
media only for specific events.”

Edelman’s John Kerr says Executive Thought 
Leadership is a booming part of business right now. 
“But don’t forget this is just a tactic. What clients 
are really after is some kind of lead generation or 
marketing which will deepen relationships with 
existing stakeholders,” he says. 

INFINITI’s Trevor Hale believes it’s “easier for 
those who have done earned media to go into paid 
and owned than it is the other way around”. “I like to 
think my team are like Spartans – they punch way 
above their weight,” he adds.

Hale insists he is still “an evangelist” for owned and 
earned media. “We tell a compelling story. We excel at 

Greater China
Social Platforms

“Each platform has its own 
benefits. You need to use each 

channel strategically, being 
careful and selective, to best 

benefit your brand”

Hong Kong: 
Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn

China: 
WeChat, Weibo, Little Red 

Sai Roshini Daswani, 
Head of Marketing 
and Development, 
Sinclair

that,” he says.  He advocates “a healthy balance between 
paid, owned and earned media” although he would 
like to see “more research on the impact of earned 
media”.  “Look at the way media consumption habits 
are changing. Look at Netflix, where people are binge 
watching. Knowing where that is going, people don’t 
want to see an ad. Paid has to get a lot more sophisti-
cated and branded content has to be interesting and 
compelling. We could all do a better job here.”

Sujit Patil at Godrej Industries says “integrated 
communications is the way forward. Working in silos 
would limit the effectiveness. The lines are blurring. 
We operate on the basis of POEMS - Paid, Owned and 
Earned Media Strategies. As a strategy, most of the time, 
when we launch a product we always start by thinking 
first of earned media through traditional and digital PR 
routes. As the impact starts tapering down, we admin-
ister the Paid element. It’s essentially all about collabora-
tion amongst the functions. The whole approach is to 
enable a 360 degree campaign.”

4.18: The rise of LinkedIn
John Kerr says Edelman is “doubling down on LinkedIn” as a platform to reach and influ-
ence stakeholders. He believes thought leadership has a massive influence on business 
decision-making and lead generation. “The area of B2B marketing and corporate marketing 
is the growth area right now,” says Kerr. 

He cites WhatsApp as the second most important platform currently. “Just because 
there is no advertising or set commercial guidelines does not mean Whatsapp is not 
important. Whatsapp is influencing things in a way that Facebook does not at all.”

Kerr also believes that social channels should be approached in a very strategic way. 
He points out that a senior executive may not necessarily read the piece you post. “But 
that CEO may have a young research executive who opens it and could be synthesising 
a point of view that goes to the CEO’s office.”

Ko says Twitter is “very patchy” in Asia, believing it to be mainly effective in India, and 
certainly not taking hold significantly in Hong Kong. “What we are seeing are marketers 
outside of China using Chinese platforms to reach Non-Resident Chinese. This is a highly 
desirable, highly affluent segment of the Chinese market and a lot of brands are trying to 
reach them right now and all of that work is being done outside of China.”  
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4.20: Data & Analytics
As Section 2 revealed, data and analytics has been a 
big growth area. Edelman’s Kerr says: “The real value 
of data and analytics is that it gives you a different 
perspective on your consumer, or your stakeholder, 
which could be a government official.”

From there, you can open up conversations about 
where those people are really consuming content, 
he goes on. “You insert yourself into that using a 
combination of social point of view, a little bit of paid, 
and then the role of earned is to scale what is seen as 
authentic conversation around the industry. Then you 
campaign off the back of that momentum.”

Kerr also believes that corporates should treat key 
stakeholders like they treat key customers, using the 
same approach to Customer Relationship Management. 

4.21: Digital Ad Spend
Kerr looks closely at what’s driving digital ad spend in 
APAC. “It’s a big shell game really. Look at Singapore. 94% 
internet penetration, 4.8 million people on WhatsApp, 
4.2 million on Facebook. Currently digital as a percentage 
of ad spend is 24%. Why’s it 44% in Taiwan and 70% in 
China?”

Kerr says it’s easy to “get caught up in brand safety, 
programmatic advertising and clickbots”, but digital 
servicing of content is “still underplayed”.

“What breaks my heart is companies rolling out a 
Cross Media Measurement Framework  - a standardised 
way to bring transparency, authenticity and safety to 
social, advertising and digital advertising. PR is not part of 
that framework. Why isn’t PR part of this framework?”

But there are very real fears about ad spend. 
“Online advertising is riddled with fraud and issues 

surrounding brand safety,” warns RFI’s David Ko. “A 
famous marketer once said he knew half of his adver-
tising spend is being wasted, he just doesn’t know 
which half.”

“We are fighting a never-ending battle with bots 
and click farms,” Ko says. “We do have a very big problem 
with this in social media and online advertising in 
general. Non-interruptive advertising is increasingly 
becoming the norm. Effective advertising should flow 
very naturally, not interrupt what you’re trying to do 
online. It should feel native, not be in your face. It has 
to add to the consumer experience by delivering what 
you want in the moment, when you are searching for a 
product or solution.”

Ko says social media “is under a temporary cloud”. 
“I am confident that cloud will pass,” he says. “Facebook 
adoption in Asia is not slowing down. Instagram is not 
slowing down. Social media isn’t dying. In the West it has 
hit headwinds. But not here in Asia.”

4.19: Top Three
Social Media ‘Do’s’

RFI’s David Ko says “being authentic” is the most important digital approach. “And by 
that I mean actually being authentic and not trying to look authentic,” he says. “You are 
very quickly found out if you are not authentic.”

“You also need to understand the medium: you need to know where you are, who 
you are trying to reach and where they are. It depends on the message. And don’t assume 
that the young are always the digital target audience. Not all over-50s are Luddites. And 
not all under-30s are digital natives. Target people by their actions and not by labels. 
You need to look beyond traditional demographics,” Ko says.

“And don’t be boring, and don’t overload them. You need to be interesting and 
different.”

This, says Ko, means you have to persuade clients to take risks, not to simply copy 
what worked in the past. “Successful campaigns are original campaigns. Persuading 
clients of this is not easy. You can’t have a closed mind when it comes to digital. You 
have to learn continually.”
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PublicAffairsAsia is the network for senior government relations, corporate affairs and corporate communications 
professionals operating across the Asia Pacific region. We offer cutting edge insight through events, intelligence, 
publications, awards and our professional development programme PublicAffairsAsia Advance. 
We also connect corporations to their stakeholders through a series of online briefings and events: convening MNCs, 
governmental groups and NGOs on neutral platforms to debate emerging policy, regulatory and partnership-based 
developments.
For more information about how to engage with us contact Mark O'Brien by email 
markobrien@publicaffairsasia.com, or visit our website: www.publicaffairsasia.com

Prospect is a global talent resource consultancy within the PR and corporate communications sector with offices in 
London and Asia. Our long standing dedication to this field enables us to provide a truly insightful and value-added 
service to clients. In Asia, Prospect specialises in providing mid to senior level talent to global PR/PA consultancies and 
major corporates across the Asia Pacific region. With an office in Hong Kong and Singapore and a very strong network 
across the Asia Pacific region, Prospect is unique in its specialism of the PR and corporate communications industry 
across all sectors.
From internal communications , government relations and media relations through to corporate affairs and CSR, 
Prospect has the knowledge and capabilities to advise on the trends in the Asia market, offering advice on recruiting 
and retaining staff and assuring the fit is right.
For any enquiries across the Asia-Pacific region, please contact Emma Dale, Co-Founder and Managing Director (Asia), 
+852 9177 8123, via email at emma@prospectresourcing.com or visit www.prospectresourcing.com
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