
Rising to the Challenge:
Defining Success in Corporate 
Affairs Leadership



Corporate Affairs & Communications leaders 
are facing more challenges than ever, be it the 
rise of activism, communicating in a digital 
age, an ever increasing and diverse range of 
stakeholders, or driving culture change and 
employee engagement, to name a few. 

In this context, it is no wonder we are seeing 
the Corporate Affairs remit being elevated 
to C-suite level. Nor is it surprising to see 
that remit broadening out beyond traditional 
communications and reputation. Today’s 
Corporate Affairs Director must act as an 
influential ‘corporate conscience’, as well as 
providing strategic direction and counsel that 
touches all aspects of the organisation and the 
external environment it operates in.

 
The potential impact of the role has therefore 
never been greater and can be felt across not 
only the well-established fields of ‘reputation’, 
‘brand’, and ‘trust’ but also more frontier and 
evolving ones such as ‘purpose’, ‘organisational 
citizenship’, and ‘corporate statesmanship’.

As part of this functional transformation the 
sphere of influence has grown and there is now 
a requirement for significant collaboration and 
partnership with internal stakeholders such as 
Strategy, Human Resources, Talent and Culture, 
in addition to the traditional partnerships with 
Marketing, Investor Relations and Executive 
Management.

Looking ahead, this will require a steeper 
developmental career path for the Corporate 
Affairs Director in terms of functional mastery 
and the ability to exercise good judgement. 
Filling the seat as an Executive Leader with 

the necessary business acumen and enterprise 
leadership skills is non-negotiable.  

In this report, we look in more detail at those 
changing requirements and set out to define 
what best-in-class Corporate Affairs leadership 
looks like in the age of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, an age where trust in government, 
media and business is broken, and where 
organisations have to negotiate unprecedented 
levels of complexity, ambiguity, immediacy, and 
connectivity. 

The good news for Corporate Affairs Directors 
is there has never been a better opportunity to 
take ownership and have impact, at scale.

WHY TODAY’S BUSINESSES NEED 
PURPOSE-DRIVEN LEADERSHIP

This year’s Edelman’s Barometer of Trust 
showed overwhelming levels of distrust in 
leaders, with one important exception: trust 
in CEOs and business leaders increased from 
2017 due to increased transparency and their 
willingness to speak out on societal issues. 
Expectations of moral authority are shifting 
away from politicians towards business leaders. 
Edelman’s research found that 64% percent 
of participants agreed that CEOs should take 
the lead on change rather than waiting for 
governments or regulators to impose it. 

Whether such a mandate is welcomed or 
not, there is no doubt that business leaders 
in the future will be judged not just in terms 
of financial performance, but also by their 
perceived licence to operate through social, 
economic, sustainability and political lenses. 
In this light, the role of the Corporate Affairs 
Director is critical – a fact that is increasingly 
recognised by business leaders and boards. 

By working in partnership with the CEO and 
senior leadership team, Corporate Affairs can 
help innovate and drive change by bringing and 
exercising the moral authority that is such a
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critical ingredient in transformational 
leadership. This kind of purpose-driven 
leadership is also highly effective in driving 
engagement and performance. At Korn Ferry, 
we have long helped leaders uncover and 
connect with their own sense of purpose, so 
they can truly live it through the strategy and 
operations of their enterprise, thus engendering 
a ‘collective pursuit of purpose’ among all 
employees. 

Thus the Corporate Affairs Director now has 
a more significant role to play in shaping the 
strategic direction of the enterprise and in 
delivering an agile, adaptive business model 
that is fit for purpose. At the same time, the 
more traditional challenges faced by Corporate 
Affairs leaders are becoming more complex 
and multi-faceted than ever before.

To find out more about the increased pressures 
organisations are facing, we spoke to a 
selection of Corporate Affairs leaders about 
their growing challenges and the different ways 
in which they are responding to them. 

PERFECT LEADERSHIP STORM: 
THE THREE KINDS OF CHALLENGE 
FACING CORPORATE AFFAIRS 
LEADERS

Our conversations highlighted challenges 
across three broad areas: business; 
organisational; and personal. We have detailed 
some of the most consistently raised issues 
below.

BUSINESS CHALLENGES

 � Reputation and stakeholder management. 
Both have grown considerably in 
importance post-financial crisis. Clearly, 
organisations now need a compelling and 
authentic social license to operate, and 
every action they take has implications. 
This has given Corporate Affairs leaders 
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There has never been a better 
opportunity to take ownership 
and have impact, at scale.



influence over strategic decisions and 
commercial choices. 

“Corporate Affairs is about reputation and 
trust, of course, but to make a difference 
it is about creating an environment that is 
conducive to achieving strategic goals – that 
comes from quality of relationships, not PR.” 

“Corporate Affairs has become front loaded 
– it is there to make sure that the strategic 
goals are morally / ethically achievable, and 
then to help them be achieved.”

 � Transparency. With scrutiny coming from an 
increasingly diverse range of stakeholders 
– of varying levels of sophistication and 
ranging all the way from consumers to 
activists – transparency is now a reality, not 
a choice. The Corporate Affairs Director 
must therefore take an enterprise-wide view 
and know the business better than it knows 
itself. Possessing a license to interfere, 
asking the difficult questions early, and 
having an obligation to dissent, all serve the 
Corporate Affairs Director well.   

“Transparency, bravery and 
honesty are key elements of the 
trust equation in the so-called 
era of ‘fake news’. The link to 
engagement and advocacy 
is clear, especially if blended 
with pragmatism and not some 
unrealistic nirvana.”

 � Engagement and enablement. Given 
the multi-generational nature of today’s 
workforce, Corporate Affairs leaders 
need to adopt a bespoke and innovative 
approach in order to guide the organisation 
through a dynamic and two-way process 
of embedding values, and delivering 
the cultural and commercial benefits of 

employee advocacy and collaboration. From 
an Employer Value Proposition standpoint, 
the Corporate Affairs Director understands 
the impact effective communications have 
in shaping reputation in the marketplace 
and in attracting and retaining best-in-class 
talent. 

“Crucial to success is the ability to leverage 
communications as a key leadership tool, 
driving culture and engagement, as well 
as the ability to operate across borders, 
organisational and geographic. Embrace 
innovation and set the tone for new ways of 
working, promoting courage, development, 
accountability and teamwork.”

 � Digital. The need for a channel strategy 
that delivers measurable ROI, within the 
context of big data ‘noise’ and broader 
organisational digital transformation 
agendas, has created an undoubted blurring 
of the lines between internal and external 
communications, and a broader question 
of ‘ownership’ across brand, marketing and 
communications.

“In a time when everyone is a publisher, 
and when the media is to some extent 
disintermediated, you must focus on 
outcomes by creating and deploying the 
content that gets you the attention you 
want.”

“Every narrative is almost 
instantaneously blurred – the 
digital world has made honesty 
and purpose more imperative 
than ever and is a powerful means 
of empowering employees.”

ORGANISATIONAL CHALLENGES

 � Talent identification and development. 
This applies at every level but in particular 
to the succession and preparation of the 
next generation of leaders. Leaders must 
identify high-potential employees and 
provide a targeted career pathway within the 
organisation through tailored development, 
perspective-broadening assignments, 
additional responsibilities, and senior-level 
exposure.  

“We, as Corporate Affairs leaders, have a 
direct responsibility to train, develop and 
empower the next generation. We cannot 
rely on linear strategy of individual self-
motivation and self-education, or worse, 
leave it to chance.”

 � Strategic leadership. The voice of Corporate 
Affairs needs to be heard not just at the 
Group Executive Committee level but across 
the enterprise and in domains not historically 
within its sphere of influence, such as 
Strategy, Human Resources, Culture, and 
Talent. Breaking down siloed thinking is key. 

 � Cultural transformation. If it is to be driven 
by a sense of corporate purpose, then 
the transformation requires authenticity, 
long-term thinking and, above all, time. 
This can create tension with short-term 
performance pressures. As a ‘purveyor 
of purpose’, Corporate Affairs should be 
the organisational North Star, driving an 
evolution that is a constant journey and not 
a destination. In this respect, the Corporate 
Affairs Director can be the CEO’s greatest 
ally, bringing the culture transformation 
to life through courage, risk-taking and 
collaboration rather than through traditional 
strategies focused on process and cascade. 
 
“It is not enough to have the right concept, 
you must challenge the business to think 
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differently, and have the passion, substance 
and resilience to gain approval and see it 
through to implementation.”

 � Securing investment. This is vital in order 
to create a holistic, proactive and global 
communications function that can play 
offense as well as defense. It also allows 
for innovative content creation and the 
opportunity to support the business 
through strategic, value-adding campaigns. 
A robust business case demonstrating clear 
and measurable return analysis is a must, as 
you cannot measure the value of the issues 
and crises that do not occur.

PERSONAL CHALLENGES

 � Business experience and acumen. If 
Corporate Affairs is to earn its place at 
the Executive Committee table, then it 
must contribute across the piece, as a 
credible business leader. This requires 
business Insight: you have to understand 
the business strategy and the fundamental 
drivers that lead to commercial success. It 
also requires relevant experience, courage, 
and judgement in terms of which battles to 
pick. All contributions must be content or 
data-driven if they are to prove influential.  
 
“Spending time in the business is the 
ideal way to learn the nuances. It is also 
important to be able to bring the outside 
world in – external views are vital to change 
and innovation and in convincing the 
business to go for the gap.” 
 
“We should be dealing in business and 
strategy, PR is the action / by product.” 
 
“Corporate Affairs Directors must have the 
confidence to challenge, the credibility to 
challenge, and the business knowledge to 
challenge. Business acumen gives the right 
language and understanding, self-mastery 

and interpersonal mastery helps manoeuvre 
through the existing systems without being 
rejected by them.”

WHO WILL RISE TO THE 
CHALLENGE?  
DEFINING SUCCESS IN THE 
CORPORATE AFFAIRS DIRECTOR 
ROLE 
 
Defining what success looks like in a pivotal 
leadership role is never straightforward. For 
one thing, the constant uncertainty and pace 
of change at this level makes it difficult to 
forecast the skills and attributes that will be 
most useful in the future. 

Using Korn Ferry’s proprietary KF4D model, we 
have built a Success Profile for the Corporate 
Affairs Director of 2020 that offers a holistic 
view of the Experiences, Competencies, 
Traits and Drivers that will characterise top 
performance in the role.
In this Success Profile, we see an acute and 
permanent shift towards being an ‘enterprise 
leader’ in mindset and skillset. No longer will 
incumbents in this role be able to remain 
functional experts, with a narrow experience set. 
Instead, BAU activities will increasingly centre 
on contributing to strategy, shaping cultural 
transformation, and acting as the ‘purveyor of 
purpose’. 

Our conversations with sitting Corporate 
Affairs Directors across the FTSE 100 and 
equivalent, in combination with assessment 
data from over 250 Corporate Affairs 
Executives in publicly traded businesses 
worldwide, uncovered the ‘leadership DNA’ 
that is required to meet these challenges.

The four elements of the Success Profile are 
summarised below:

COMPETENCIES

The mission-critical competencies of a 
Corporate Affairs Director range across 
the four key areas of leadership (Thought, 
Results, People and Self), suggesting that a 
true all-rounder is required. On the one hand, 
they need the strategic prowess to anticipate 
what is around the corner. On the other, they 
must be grounded in the reality of delivering 
results today. They need to leverage networks 
for the good of the organisation, creating an 
environment that acts as a tail-wind and helps 
to deliver against stated strategy. Internally, 
they must ‘be the change they want to see’, as 
they are often viewed as a barometer of future 
performance and confidence. Finally, they 
must be beacons of integrity and authenticity 
while flexing their style to influence and 
persuade a diverse range of stakeholders – a 
fine balance that requires real self-awareness. 

Our data on the most sought after Corporate 
Affairs Executives found that of the 38 
Competencies in our Global Leadership 
framework – the Korn Ferry Leadership 
Architect (KFLA) – there were 15 that 
differentiated highly sought-after Corporate 
Affairs Directors. Of these, the two that 
emerged through our interviews as being the 
most critical were:

 � Courage – the effective Corporate 
Affairs Director must be able to put the 
organisational agenda ahead of their own 
personal agenda or those of others on the 

ExCo, in order to challenge group-think, 
alone if necessary. In short, they have an 
obligation to dissent, but in the right way. 
Our research into ‘developmental difficulty’ 
of competencies, finds Courage to be one of 
the ‘hardest’ skills to develop.

 � Decision Quality – often described as having 
‘judgment’, the ability to make robust, 
timely decisions that keeps the organisation 
moving forward is critical for success 
in the role. The pace at which decisions 
must be made requires the management 
of complexity and ambiguity, whereby 
leaders often need mental frameworks and 
models that enable them to exercise their 
judgement in constant ‘crisis’ mode. 

EXPERIENCES

Intuition and anticipation is honed through 
experience, ideally gained across a range of 
industry sectors and geographic markets, 
though in fact the context of the experience 
is of primary importance alongside leadership 
capability. Crucially, functional mastery is 
seen as the price of admission rather than the 
ultimate goal. Key experiences should include: 

 � Strategic communications – has delivered 
a strategic communications programme 
that increases reputation and brand value, 
aligns with business strategy and supports 
business growth.

To be successful at the pinnacle 
of the function, a Corporate 
Affairs Director needs to 
demonstrate executive presence, 
exercise good judgement, and 
be seen as a trusted advisor. 

At Korn Ferry, we solve this 
problem by creating an 
‘Executive Success Profile’, 
which acts more like a talent 
and leadership blueprint, and 
therefore enables a future-
focused view of what success 
looks like in the role. 
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 � Business acumen – is both strategically and 
financially literate and has developed an 
understanding of business drivers within 
the context of the relevant competitive 
landscape.

 � Navigates organisational scale and 
complexity – has proved capable of 
working in an international, highly matrixed 
corporate environment and is not fazed by 
complexity or by cultural or organisational 
nuances.

 � Change leadership – has successfully led 
corporate communications through periods 
of significant change, for example a strategy 
shift, M&A, crisis management or corporate 
transformation.

 � Cross-functional experience – can draw 
on a wide range of business experience (in 
areas including media, brand, marketing, 
public affairs, external affairs and internal 
communications) to provide holistic advice.

 � International mindset – instinctively thinks 
beyond borders, shows anticipation, and 
is culturally agile and able to operate 
in a tailored manner in order to achieve 
the desired outcome. Empowers others, 
provides freedom within a framework. 

TRAITS

Some of the hardwired preferences we would 
expect to see in a best-in-class Corporate 
Affairs Director include: comfort with thinking 
at the enterprise level while navigating 
ambiguity to communicate direction for the 
business; a hunger for delivering results in 
a fast-paced environment and underlying 
determination to achieve long held strategic 
objectives; and a desire to act as a change 
agent while understanding others and bringing 
them together in pursuit of common goals. 

Of the many traits we evaluate through our 
executive assessments, our data identified eight 
in particular that differentiate highly sought-
after Corporate Affairs Directors. Of these, the 
two that emerged through our interviews as 
being the most critical were:

 � Trust – being honest, trustworthy, forthright, 
and genuine while expecting the same from 
others. Corporate Affairs Directors must be 
able to build trusted relationships with a 
wide array of stakeholders both internal and 
external. We heard over and over again that 
a lack of integrity and ability to build trust 
with others is a derailer of leaders in this 
role.

 � Risk Tolerance – defined as a willingness 
to take a stand or to take chances based 
on limited information, Corporate Affairs 
Directors’ risk tolerance supports their 
ability to display courage and navigate 
ambiguity. They will likely be drawn to high-
stakes, high-visibility opportunities with 
potential for high reward, enjoying the ride 
as opposed to collapsing under the pressure 
of potential failure.

Note: the coexistence of the ‘Trust’ Trait and 
‘Courage’ Competency reflects an interesting 
tension within Corporate Affairs leaders, 
with the former falling within the domain of 
‘agreeableness’ and the being characteristic of 
its opposite, ‘disagreeableness’. The question, 
then, is how does one balance a desire to build 
trusted relationships with a requirement to 
challenge and dissent? Our hypothesis is that 
this combination of preferences and skills is 
differentiating because it is so rarely found in 
executives. 

DRIVERS 

Of the six core drivers that we evaluate 
through our executive assessments, our 
data identified two of them as being 
differentiating for highly sought-after 
Corporate Affairs Directors. Both also 
emerged as critical through our interviews: 

 � Challenge – with a strong achievement 
orientation, they possess an ‘always 
on’ drive and determination to reach 
stretching goals. They gain significant 
energy from exceeding others’ 
expectations, perhaps due to the 
historic lack of a seat at the table and a 
hyper-vigilance that sees them impact 
as change agents, only exacerbated in 
the VUCA world we operate in. Paranoia 
is healthy in this instance but must be 
balanced with judgement and an over-
arching vision and sense of purpose.

 � Collaboration – with an affinity for 
working with others, they believe 
collective efforts produce better 
outcomes than individual efforts. 
Critically, they put the needs of the 
group ahead of their own needs. 
The phrase ‘corporate conscience’, 
clichéd though it may be, provides 
a fitting description of the best-in-
class Corporate Affairs Director’s 
underpinning drive towards benefitting 
the greater good, organisationally 
speaking. To ensure the sustainability 
of the enterprise, it is necessary to be 
willing to work with functional peers, 
including Human Resources, Marketing, 
Culture and General Counsel. We 
consistently heard it said that ego is 
a key derailer for effective Corporate 
Affairs Directors.
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What exactly will the Corporate Affairs Director 
of the future look like? Through our interviews 
and research, we have been able to identify a 
number of Competencies, Experiences, Traits 
and Drivers that will be indispensable for 
success in this ever-more strategic role, and 
that all best-in-class Corporate Affairs leaders 
are likely to share.

The picture that emerges is of a C-suite level 
partner, who will meet the growing challenges 
faced by organisations in the future by having 
the ability to be three different kinds of leader 
in one. Namely:

 � The courageous collaborator who elevates 
and drives the Corporate Affairs agenda 
There is no doubt that Corporate Affairs is 
now central to corporate strategy, identity 
and culture. In addition to navigating the 
fast-paced, volatile and interconnected 
digital world we operate in, the consistent 
call to action around corporate purpose, 
epitomised by Larry Fink’s recent letter to 
CEOs, gives the Corporate Affairs Director 
a mandate to transcend the functional silo, 
think enterprise-wide, and demonstrate 
business and personal leadership. In this 
elevated position, the Corporate Affairs 
Director is, alongside Human Resources, 
one of the few who has it within their gift to 
deliver lasting and impactful organisational 
change and transformation. 

 � The purveyor of purpose who is the change 
they want to see 
The role of the Corporate Affairs function 
is to provide both strategic partnership 
to the business and an obsessive focus 
to ensure the brand and reputation in 
the market is well placed, and crucially is 
authentic and purposeful. In order to do 
this, Corporate Affairs teams and their 
leaders must embody a number of cultural 
characteristics. These include, first, being 
relentlessly focused on staying ahead of the 

competition by innovating through novel 
ideas that provide a competitive advantage 
and, second, partnering effectively across 
organisational boundaries, flexing the 
approach to suit the idiosyncratic cultures 
of the wider business. In short, the function 
and its leadership should be cultural 
trailblazers and purveyors of purpose. 

 � The enterprise leader who acts now to 
develop the leaders of the future 
It has become imperative to put in place 
a proactive leadership development 
journey that delivers a high-performing 
function now while also providing a 
robust succession planning pipeline of 
professionals who have the necessary 
functional, interpersonal and organisational 
mastery. This is achieved by identifying 
high-potential talent and then providing 
them with a robust development pathway 
that ensures they gain breadth of functional 
experience and exposure to the business, 
and that enables them to build the 
confidence, credibility and capability to step 
up and take the helm.

Conclusion
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About Korn Ferry

Korn Ferry is the preeminent global people and organisational 
advisory firm. We help leaders, organisations and societies 
succeed by releasing the full power and potential of people. 
Our more than 7,000 colleagues deliver services through our 
Executive Search, Hay Group and Futurestep divisions.

About the Global Corporate Affairs Practice

The Global Corporate Affairs Practice is a dedicated specialty 
global practice which focuses on corporate communications/ 
public relations, government affairs, and investor relations 
searches across all industries and geographies. We are the 
largest specialty practice of our kind among all major search 
firms and have teamed with our Korn Ferry colleagues in every 
industry serving corporate and institutional clients globally. 


