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Advising in an
uncertain future

In our series of white papers investigating the future communications advisor, we will now focus on
competences: what characterizes the competent communications advisor? The meta-themes
outlined in all our White Papers are derived from an exhaustive set of qualitative interviews,
conducted in Denmark between 2018 and 2019, with 55 experienced communications advisors and
17 C-level executives and chairpersons. The research project is conducted by the University of
Copenhagen and the communications agency RelationsPeople and is entitled “CEO communication
and the future communications advisor”.
The two first white papers investigated the relationship between the advisor and the CEO
(Gravengaard et al. 2019) and how to understand the business context (Gravengaard et al. 2020).
In this white paper, we aim to create a comprehensive understanding of the future role, function
and competences required of an effective trusted advisor.

A VUCA world – the new normal
To understand the concept of competence, we take our point of departure with an overview of
the demands made on modern business by constant change and uncertainty.
The VUCA acronym (Bennett & Lemoine 2014) is a concept that refers to four characteristics.
These are closely linked to whether business leaders can predict the results of their actions; and to
what degree they possess knowledge of a given situation when it comes to markets, competition,
and society at large.

The four characteristics are:

V
U
C
A

olatility – situations and challenges are often unexpected, unstable and of unknown duration
ncertainty – lack of knowledge about the consequences of a situation
omplexity – many interconnected variables and not enough knowledge about them
mbiguity – causal relations are very unclear. The organization faces ‘unknown unknowns’
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As we are near the third decade of the 21st century,
the landscape of business, society and public communications is being
reshaped by new technologies; by new business models;
by falling barriers to entry; by geographic, demographic, socioeconomic and
political shifts; and by rising stakeholder expectations.
- Arthur Page (2019:9)
In a VUCA world, business leaders and their organizations face challenging times influenced by
many known and unknown factors, which threaten organizational performance.
The current Covid-19 crisis is an extreme example of a situation with unprecedented challenges
that are difficult for business leaders and organizations to comprehend and act upon.
When leaders and organizations face unpredictable and ever-changing challenges, it impacts
their advisors within all functional areas – including communication. Whether they form part of
the organization or are retained as external advisors, the challenges facing leaders in a VUCA
world inevitably also challenge the communications advisors.
Competence in practice
Before turning to the analyses of competences, we will pay attention to the practice in which the
communications advisors need to be competent. The concept of competence is closely linked to
the actual practice – to being competent in practice. It is therefore relevant to study this practice
and in particular to understand the crucial set of leadership dimensions inseparably bound up
with the performance of the competent communications advisor.
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Dimensions of
leadership practice
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From our interviews, it is evident that one of the key leadership practices of the effective
communications advisor to the CEO is the ability to interact with several stakeholders. On a
typical day, the communications advisor interacts with employees, peers, middle managers, top
managers and external stakeholders. Stakeholder management is fundamental to becoming an
effective communications advisor.
When analyzing our data, we find that there are five important dimensions of leadership practice
in five different arenas. The five dimensions of leadership practice are:

Leading the team
Leading peers
Leading external stakeholders
Leading the CEO
Leading oneself

We have developed an integrated model of these five dimensions of leadership practice
combining concepts from leadership theories with our own data in order to describe the
complexity involved in the leadership practice of the competent communications advisor.
Drawing on theories of 'relational leadership', we combine both 'horizontal' and
'vertical leadership' with 'self-leadership' in this model.
By using the term relational leadership, Yukl (2013) and Larsson & Bothmann (2016) describe
leadership as an interpersonal process aimed at “influencing others to understand and agree
about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and
collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives” (Yukl 2013:23). Fundamental to this definition
is the assumption that leadership as a concept is not only connected to one person: that it is a
'shared leadership' (Pearce & Conger 2003), and thus is a social construct arising from the
interaction between individuals (Fairhurst 2007).
This conceptualization of leadership enables us to talk about 'vertical leadership' when
describing traditional formal leadership linked to a position in an organization; and 'horizontal
leadership' when referring to informal leadership performed both internally in organizations and
externally towards outside stakeholders. This approach also draws on theories from the
paradigm of 'systemic leadership', emphasizing the holistic perspective of the organization and
its context.
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Leading the team
This first dimension of leadership practice is based on the communications advisor’s
formal managerial role as it relates to her team. She performs traditional vertical
leadership and her main concern is the performance of the team: 'Do we deliver what is
expected of us?' The key focus for the advisor in this classic managerial role is whether
the tasks are prioritized optimally, whether the resources are allocated efficiently, and
whether the performance of the communications team reflects the priorities of the
organization and business.

Leading peers
The second dimension of leadership practice is directed toward the organization as
such. The key question for the communications advisor here is: 'How is the
organization doing?' The organization consists of several managers, teams and
perhaps markets that represent a cacophony of voices, viewpoints and sentiments. It is
therefore essential that the communications advisor keeps her finger on the pulse.
What are the challenges? What is the focus? The advisor uses this information to
‘connect the dots’, to see the bigger picture and thus create a foundation for being a
'trusted advisor'. We call this discipline 'peer management', as it is an informal,
horizontal type of leadership.
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Leading external stakeholders
The third dimension of leadership practice concerns the external context. Very often,
the communications advisor will be one of the few employees with a holistic outside-in
perspective on customers, suppliers, media, the financial community and regulatory
authorities. The key question is: "How is the world doing?" And after that: "What is the
perception of us as an organization?" A comprehensive understanding of all issues and
stakeholders in the external context is often impossible. Therefore, the advisor
prioritizes her sources of information and builds relations with external stakeholders
that can help her understand how the organization is being perceived. Thus, the
advisor acts as the eyes and ears of the organization looking outside-in; and provides
this overview for the CEO.

Leading the CEO
The fourth dimension of leadership practice is the relationship with the CEO and other
members of the top management team. This is all about leading up. The key question
is: 'How is the CEO doing?' For many communications advisors, the CEO is the primary
focus of attention. The trusted advisor will typically be concerned with questions such
as: Do I understand the perspective of the CEO? Are we on message? What are the
upcoming themes, events and occasions that I can advise on? And how can I
demonstrate the ability to see around corners, i.e. correctly predict an uncertain future?
When establishing oneself as the trusted advisor, insights from both inside and outside
the organization are what will really make a difference to the CEO.
In short, these four dimensions of leadership practice call for the effective
communications advisor to be able to look downwards, upwards, inside and outside the
organisation in order to become a trusted advisor.
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Leading oneself
One dimension is still missing, namely: 'How am I doing?' This focuses on the advisor’s
ability to look inwards and understand herself. Self-awareness and self-assessment
enable the communications advisor to lead herself, since no one else normally directs
the communications advisor. Thus, the ability of a communications advisor to evaluate
her advisory behavior and to constantly take a meta-perspective and allocate time for
self-reflection is a prerequisite for managing the four other dimensions of leadership
practice.
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Polyphonic leadership
in a VUCA world
Based on this integrated model depicting the five leadership dimensions, we argue that
'polyphonic leadership' (Rennisson 2017) is the most precise and suitable description of the
communications advisor’s everyday practice.
The term polyphonic leadership describes leadership as a practice that takes place in a world
with multiple considerations, diversified expectations and different rationales brought about by
increasing complexity in both the organization and in the VUCA world.
The communications advisor operates in organizations – and more widely in a society –
characterized by numerous different voices. The musical term polyphony refers to the nexus
where these sounds meet in a complex interplay while, at the same time, functioning
independently.
In the midst of the omnipresent complexity of the modern organization and society, the
communications advisor can tend to see herself as the victim of a ‘cacophonic cross-pressure’.
However, the use of the word ‘polyphony’ is useful in understanding leadership and offers a
more optimistic perception of the individual leader as the enabler who actively and creatively
masters this complexity.
Based on this detailed description of the professional practice of the competent communications
advisor, the next relevant question is: Which competences are crucial for the communications
advisor to be effective in her job? And if we dare to look ahead, what are the competences that
will make her successful in the future?
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Previous research
on the competent
communications
advisor

Studying the competent communications advisor is a relatively new discipline within communication
and PR research. It was initiated by Grunig et al. (2002) in their 'Excellence Study', in which they
identified the characteristics that make for communications excellence in PR specialists and their
departments. This study has given rise to a whole research tradition, 'The Excellence Tradition', in
which Yukl et al. (1990, 2002) also identify the behaviors that best capture organization-wide public
relations leadership.
In the ensuing years there have been surveys, and some interview studies, conducted within PR and
communications research. They describe both important individual capabilities for PR leaders (for
instance Meng et al. 2012; Erzikova & Berger 2011); and important leadership skills for the
communication and PR leader (for instance Jin 2010; Meng & Berger 2013). For an overview, see
Meng 2014.
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Some of the most recent studies present a 'model of integrated public relations management'
(Meng 2014; Martinelly & Erzikova 2017) outlining six essential interrelated personal
dimensions of excellent leadership in communications and public relations. These are: selfdynamism, team collaboration, ethical orientation, relationship-building, strategic decisionmaking and communication knowledge management. Furthermore, the move to integrate an
organizational perspective into the definition of an excellent communications advisor presents a
seventh dimension: organizational structure and culture (ibid.).
In the field of communications and consultancy practice, we have also seen interesting studies
that aim to define the competent communications advisor. These include among others Russell
Reynolds (2017), Korn Ferry (2019), and Arthur Page (2019).
To summarize, previous research and practitioner surveys have done plenty of groundwork in
pinpointing what makes an excellent communications advisor. Yet none of those studies draw
on theory of competence, professional expertise or learning theory. It is our argument that such
a theoretical framework will help to achieve a deeper understanding of the elements that define
the competent communications advisor.

Towards a deeper understanding
Our research project ‘CEO communication and the future communications advisor’ aims to
arrive at a deeper understanding of the competent communications advisor by taking a different
approach than the studies and surveys we have reviewed.
Firstly, our inductive and explorative approach inspired by grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin
1998) gives us the opportunity to create new knowledge. Secondly, we have taken our
theoretical point of departure in theories and research pertaining to the development of
competences and professional expertise (Illeris 2012), learning theory (Lave & Wenger 1991)
and concepts such as the 'reflective practitioner' (Schön 1983) and the 'intuitive expert' (Dreyfus
& Dreyfus 1986). Thirdly, the large number of in-depth interviews we undertook with both
communications advisors (55) and C-level executives and chairpersons (17) provide detailed
and thick data (Geertz 1973), which enables us to offer a high degree of detail and granularity
to our analysis and conclusions.
This theoretical and methodological approach enables us to nuance previous research into this
field of practice, helping us to identify what constitutes valuable competences for the competent
communications advisor.
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The concept
of competence is
action-based
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Competence is expressed through a practitioner’s actions in her professional practice. This
means that competence is all about being able to act effectively and efficiently in both known
and predictable as well as unknown and unpredictable situations within a given area of practice
(Swanson & Holton 2001). Swanson & Holton (2001:241) defines expertise and competence as:

Displayed behavior within a specialized domain (…) in the form of consistently
demonstrated actions of an individual that are both optimally efficient in their
execution and effective in their results.
Thus, the competent communications advisor acts effectively within her professional domain
both in what she does and in the effect of what she does.
Nine competence elements that describe the competent communications advisor
Researchers agree that the three basic components of human expertise are: extensive and
specialized knowledge, experience, and problem-solving skills connected to a specific
professional domain (Swanson & Holton 2001).
However, when we take a closer look at what constitutes the concept of competence, we
encounter more disagreement. This is also evident from our description of previous research
into the role and characteristics of the communications advisor. Competence is often described
as consisting of different elements – but there is considerable academic discussion about what
these elements actually are. Inspired by the human resource management tradition (Swanson &
Holton 2001), we regard the concept of competence as being very closely connected to the type
of person needed to do a certain job. Drawing on Illeris (2012), we therefore aim to present a
holistic concept of competence to support our belief that competence is built from a range of
different competence elements. The individual accumulation of competence elements adds up
in each practitioner's ability to act as a competent practitioner. This definition of competence
has gained ground, for instance in the international DeSeCo project by the OECD (2003,
2005).
In this white paper, we are inspired by Illeris’ (2012) meta-study describing
the traditional elements of competence as well as the extended competence concept. This
enables us to present a nuanced and practice-relevant definition of competence and the
competent practitioner from our study of communications advisors.
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The competent
communications
advisor
- what are the
competence elements?
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‘Knowledge’, ‘skills’ and ´mindset´ are the assets most commonly cited by the communications
practitioners we interviewed when asked to define what makes a competent communications
advisor. While these elements are certainly important, they do not provide the complete picture.
Illeris (2012) and others’ definitions of competence – as a practitioner being able to act
effectively in predictable as well as unpredictable and even unknown situations – require that
we pinpoint other competence elements as well.
When comparing Illeris' competence elements with our analysis of the interviews, we end up
with the following nine elements:

STRUCTURAL
UNDERSTANDING

JUDGEMENT
IN-CONTEXT AND
DECISION-MAKING

SKILLS

MINDSET
PERSONAL
PROFILE

SOCIALITY

KNOWLEDGE

INTUITION

CREATIVITY
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BASIC COMPETENCE ELEMENTS

KNOWLEDGE

SKILLS

MINDSET

Communication
Business management
Psychology
Effective operator & trusted advisor
Process design & facilitation
Interpersonal proficiency
Can-do attitude
Business before communication
Proactivity

EXTENDED COMPETENCE ELEMTENS

STRUCTURAL
UNDERSTANDING
JUDGEMENT IN-CONTEXT
AND DECISION-MAKING

Holistic understanding
Business context
Analysis, strategy and plan
Qualified assessment
Professional clout
Improvisation

SOCIALITY

Empathy
Change of perspective
Occasion management

PERSONAL
PROFILE

Integrity
Flexibility
Resilience

CREATIVITY

INTUITION

Dealing with uncertainty
Connecting the dots
Imagination
Experience from practice
The intuitive expert
Tacit professional knowledge
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Knowledge
Knowledge – both theoretical and practical – is a fundamental competence element:
‘I know that…’.
According to our interviews, knowledge across a range of areas – the most obvious being
communication – is an important criterion for the competent communications advisor. This
knowledge on communication and communication management has been termed ‘a hygiene
factor’ by almost all respondents.
However, all our respondents underline that knowledge about communication alone is not
enough to make a competent advisor. She also needs knowledge within a range of other
professional areas. They are listed below.
Providing advice and performing consultancy
Facilitation of processes, workshops, etc.
Research methods and data
Leadership and management as well as organization theory (structure, culture)
Psychological knowledge of human nature and psychological phenomena in individuals
(others and oneself), groups and organizations
Business acumen – for instance, be able to understand the business, financial reports and
financial statements as well as the larger business context
Economics, legislation, politics
SDGs, sustainability, culture, history

So the competent advisor must be knowledgeable about a wide range of areas, many of which
lie outside the boundaries of what is normally taught in a traditional communications course at
university.
As a consequence, our respondents have to a greater or lesser extent followed supplementary
education, for instance executive courses, and a few of them have taken an MBA.

Skills
Skills are about being able to use one’s knowledge in practice: ‘I can …’. The communications
advisor must be able to transfer the types of knowledge mentioned above into practice, for
instance by writing speeches or press releases, handling journalists, conducting all-staff
meetings, and facilitating seminars for the board of directors.
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One communications advisor puts it like this:

You need to be good at communications.
This is your profession and your ‘license to operate’.
This allows you to enter the room.
- Experienced communications advisor, public sector
The overall aim for the competent communications advisor is to create communication and
provide advice that is aligned with, supports, and even drives the business and the business
strategy. She must be both an effective operator and a strategic advisor – and translate all her
knowledge into her communication, her counsel and her general conduct.

It is all about bringing into play your
professional knowledge of communication and combining it with an
understanding of what is important for the business.
- Experienced communications advisor, financial sector

From our interviews, it is clear that the effective communications advisor must also be able to
put her knowledge of other areas such as leadership and strategy into practice. This poses new
demands for the advisor’s skills over and above those bound up simply with communications.

Mindset
The third competence element is the practitioner’s mindset: ways of thinking about the job, the
CEO, the organization, oneself, other employees, customers and so on. We could also call this
‘attitude’ or a ‘specific approach’ as it also involves opinions, feelings and values. For instance:
Does the communications advisor consider an upcoming work task a problem or an
opportunity? Does the advisor have a ‘can-do’ attitude? The communications advisors in our
study agree upon which mindset is the most valuable for the competent communications
advisor. The most important characteristics mentioned in our interviews are listed on the
following page.
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Putting the business before communication – for instance “Communicators are first and
foremost businessmen and women”, as one respondent puts it
Be proactive and seize opportunities for making a difference to the CEO and the
organization by turning occasions into defining moments (Gravengaard et al. 2019)
Orient towards and anticipate what might happen in the future – both when it comes to
internal and external communication, but also when collaborating with the CEO
Adopt a solution-oriented approach when advising the CEO – so not just pointing to a
problem but offering possible solutions
Prioritize the CEO above all else, be available and react when the CEO needs help 24/7.

As already mentioned, the areas of knowledge, skills and mindset are both common and of
paramount importance when discussing what makes an effective and efficient communications
advisor. However, our study shows that many more competence elements are relevant to this
description, particularly because our concept of competence is closely related to what the
competent advisor does in practice – how she responds effectively to expected as well as
unexpected situations. We term these 'extended competence elements'.

Structural understanding
In a previous white paper (Gravengaard et al. 2020), we underlined the importance of the
communications advisor being able to understand and navigate the 'business context' – both at
the internal micro (functional) and meso (organizational) levels; and at the external exo
(industry) and macro (global) levels.
Structural understanding includes having a holistic grasp of relationships and contexts so that
one can respond effectively in complicated and often unpredictable situations which will only be
amplified by the consequences of the VUCA world as described initially in this white paper. This
requires reflection and analytical judgement – often with a critical approach. With this structural
understanding, the advisor can fast and efficiently analyze the context, which is again a
prerequisite for designing processes, strategizing, and advising the CEO.

Judgement-in-context and decision-making
This competence element focuses on the ability to perform qualified assessments and make
appropriate decisions in a given area: in this case CEO communication. Judgement-in-context
is the ability to read the moment – or the situation in a broader sense – and decode its
characteristics and opportunities (Beckett 2010). In addition to assessing different conditions in
different situations, the advisor must be able to make qualified decisions, sometimes even very
quickly and spontaneously, and present them with conviction and professional clout. On other
occasions there may be ample time for careful consideration and perhaps new analyses of the
issue in question.
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Sociality
Social competences enable the advisor to successfully enter and manage social contexts in an
appropriate and balanced way. Advising the CEO takes place in a social context where the
advisor and the CEO interact. Sociality is a necessary element precisely because competences
are action-based, and actions always at some level involve other people. Sociality contains an
element of reciprocity and shifting perspectives.

Yes, you need to have a great deal of human understanding
and listening ability and… a certain degree of human maturity.
- Experienced communications advisor, education sector

In a previous white paper (Gravengaard et al. 2019), we have described the relationship
between the advisor and the CEO as professional and personal but not private. We have also
pointed out how social competences are a prerequisite for the advisor being able to perform
strategic 'occasion management', thus enhancing the relationship with the CEO.
When approaching the CEO, the advisor must be able to see things from the chief executive’s
point of view. Here, the ability to read other people and show empathy for them is important.

Personal profile
An individual’s personal characteristics are another important part of her competence profile,
which causes the professional’s competence to unfold in an individual way. Because of different
personality traits our respondents display different advisory styles.
The character traits that make a competent communications advisor – as underlined by our
informants – include integrity, loyalty, likeability, flexibility and resilience. It is also of paramount
importance for the advisor to know herself and to have nuanced insights into her own
personality: her preferences, her strengths and areas in need of development. With these traits,
the advisor is able to act effectively and efficiently in the professional practice.
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Creativity
In a VUCA world, communications advisors face complex and unprecedented challenges where
years of experience alone cannot provide the solution to a problem. What worked for the
previous CEO may not work for the new one. A crisis may look like something the advisor has
seen before but how sure can she be that it will play out in the same way?
In situations like this, the CEO’s communications advisor is greatly helped by her creativity. In
this context, creativity is defined as the ability to deal with unfamiliar and unforeseen situations
that require the advisor to think in new ways, find paths other than those commonly used,
combine already known elements and challenge professional limits (Kolb 1984; Illeris 2006).
We name this ability ‘connecting the dots’. It is an ability to associate one idea with another and
see ‘a bigger picture’ in a situation where too much information and too many parallel projects
challenge an organization’s smooth running.
Imagination is closely linked to creativity: the ability to visualize a different outcome when the
status quo is calling for something new; to transcend existing conditions in different contexts
and try to find new ways to innovate or create change.

Intuition
The competent practitioner is an intuitive expert (Dreyfus & Dreyfus 1986); so the ninth
competence element is intuition. The ability to intuitively assess a given situation – without
much conscious or systematic reflection – and make relevant decisions about professional
practice is the most advanced of the nine competence elements. This is due to it being very
closely connected to experience.
The intuitive expert – in our case, the effective communications advisor – is an experienced
practitioner whose expertise is based on experience from participating in a professional
practice. Her expert knowledge is cognitively structured as intuition; and therefore, she can
intuitively grasp and respond to both expected and unexpected situations to help solve complex
organizational problems.
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Conclusion

20

In this white aper, we have aimed to create a comprehensive understanding of the future role,
function and competences required of an effective trusted advisor. Our main claim is that a
competent communications advisor cannot perform in her job without professional ‘knowledge’,
‘skills’, and ‘mindset’. But as we have pointed out, she also needs other competence elements
to be an effective practitioner and advisor.
Being a competent communications advisor is all about being able to act effectively in both
known and predictable situations as well as unknown and unpredictable situations. This
practice-related concept of competence allows us to give a thorough characterization of the
competent communications advisor.
So what exactly will the communications advisor of the future look like? In this white paper, we
have argued that the key to future success for the communications advisor in a VUCA world
dominated by polyphonic organizations will lie in performing five different leadership practices.
But those practices are just the foundation. The winning formula will be the ability to effectively
and efficiently display professional competence by combining and applying nine competence
elements to professional practice; as well as strategically seizing opportunities to further
develop this expertise as a reflective practitioner.
Thus, competence development becomes central to the discussion of how today’s successful
communications advisor can stay relevant and prepare for future demands from top
management in order to enjoy continued success – and sustained employment.
Reflection is essential to competence development. Without reflection, the opportunities for
developing competences further will be scarce and incidental (Illeris 2012). In the practice of
successful communications advisors, we clearly see that the ability to adapt and evolve their
performance on the basis of reflection – and to develop each competence element – is
essential.
Some competence elements might be perceived as easier to develop and train than others.
Learning more about communication or business management might often come in the form of
'single-loop learning' (Argyris & Schön 1978), where practitioners mainly develop their existing
knowledge. Developing personal skills, mindset or creativity might come under 'double-loop
learning' (ibid.) where the practitioners adapt to fundamentally new ways of thinking about
themselves and their job in an evolving context.
In summation, this white paper suggests a new framework for discussing the requirements for
the communications advisor who faces the new normal of uncertainty and other aspects of a
VUCA world. We believe this framework could be relevant for practitioners, but also to people
and organizations engaged in executive training for practitioners, in university education and in
the process of finding, attracting, and developing future communications advisors to C-level
executives.
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About the research
project

CEO Communication and the Future Communications Advisor is the title of a research project
currently being conducted by a team from the University of Copenhagen and the Danish
communication consulting company RelationsPeople.
For our interview study, we have chosen two groups of respondents: experienced
communications advisors and top managers (CEOs or equivalent). We aim to achieve new
insights into their views on CEO communication and on the relationship between the trusted
communications advisor and the CEO. We can then identify possibilities, dilemmas and best
practices in their professional lives.
Desk research and interviews with 55 experienced Danish communications advisors and 17 Clevel executives and chairpersons took place in 2018-2019.
In this research project, we apply a system of co-creation for research, through which we aim to
actively collaborate with practitioners, create new knowledge and expand our understanding
together. Our goal is to establish a knowledge-creating relationship where both practitioners
and researchers are engaged in a joint effort to identify, analyse and develop solutions for
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