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The 2020 PRWeek/Boston University Bellwether Survey was fielded on March 25, 2020 

through May 9, 2020 against the sharp relief of the Covid-19 pandemic and before the murder 

of George Floyd and protests against racial injustice that followed his, Breonna Taylor, and 

Ahmaud Arbery’s senseless deaths. In that time, comms was and continues to be put to the 

test. Respondents say that staggering external factors have brought to the fore internal 

challenges and that in this environment agility is the major driver of organizational resilience, 

strength, effective communications and reputation. This is the key finding of the 2020 

PRWeek/Boston University Bellwether Survey. Agility, respondents say, is sine qua non for 

communicating amidst dramatic change and preparing for a post-viral world.    

 

The survey was distributed via email to subscribers of PRWeek, as well as members of the 

Public Relations Society of America, the Page Society, and contacts of the research team. A 

total of 2058 responses were collected. 

 

The highlight last year - in the 2019 study - was that most communicators expressed a need 

for agility in their organizations. This was reflected in a verbatim quote in last year’s report 

about the agility challenge that referred to top management and boards as “dinosaurs in the 

boardroom.”  

 

This year, we sought to further interrogate the idea of agility and explore how responsive and 

flexible corporate cultures and communications teams can help influence positive 

organizational and communications outcomes. To do so, participants were asked to respond 

on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 indicated strongly disagree and 5 indicated strongly agree, about 

whether “My organization's corporate culture is agile” and “The comms function in my 

company is agile.” Participants were then classified into three groups, low agility, medium 

agility, and high agility based on their responses. Those whose response was 1 or 2 were 

classified into the “low agility” group (24.53%), while those who responded with 4 or 5 were 

classified into the “high agility” group (52.82%). Those whose response was a 3 constituted 

the “medium agility” group (22.65%).  

 

As reported in much greater detail in this document, this year’s responses of each of these 

groups provide conclusive evidence that communicators view the agility of their cultures 

impacting everything from ethical behavior, to preparedness for disruption, effective change 

management and communication, advances in diversity, the application of technology to 

PR/communications, responsiveness to disinformation and the weaponization of media, to 



   
how extensively commitment to purpose and social value creation permeate their 

organizational hierarchies.  

 

Describing Agile Organizations 

1. Agility was noted by several participants as being key for the PR industry in the 

coming decade. As noted by one respondent, “Agility will win. Companies have to 

get better at quickly assimilating info and pivoting to deal.” Another participant stated 

that PR/Comms pros “Have to be flexible and agile to meet the new demands of the 

customers during the evolving technical changes” 

2. Among various types of organizations, agency employees reported their corporate 

cultures to be the most agile (M = 3.97) whereas, predictably, government employees 

reported their corporate cultures to be the least agile of the sample (M = 2.83). 

Corporate employees reported their cultures at medium levels of agility (M = 3.35). 

Overall, participants in our survey reported medium levels of agility in their corporate 

cultures (M = 3.46).  

3. However, participants reported their comms functions to be relatively more agile than 

their corporate cultures (M = 3.86), and the difference between the agility of the 

comms function versus the agility of corporate cultures was statistically significant (t 

= 12.56, p < .0001).  

4. Organizations that are disruptors (M = 4.01) and are well prepared for disruption (M = 

4.14) are reported to have extremely agile corporate cultures by their comms pros. On 

the other hand, organizations being disrupted are seen to have low levels of agility (M 

= 2.61).  

5. Similarly, organizations that are disruptors (M = 4.07) and are well prepared for 

disruption (M = 4.30) are reported to have extremely agile comms functions.  

6. Organizations whose comms functions are disruptors also report agile corporate 

cultures (M = 3.79) as do those who say that their comms functions are well prepared 

for disruption (M = 3.91). Those whose comms functions are being disrupted report 

the least agile corporate cultures (M = 2.64). 

7. Finally, those whose comms functions are disruptors also report having agile comms 

teams (M = 4.13) as do those who are well-prepared for disruption (M = 4.28). 

 

Agile Corporate Cultures and Organizational Outcomes 

1. Change management/communication was found to be significantly more important in 

highly agile organizations (M = 4.41) than in medium (M = 3.55) or low agility 

organizations (M = 2.80). Furthermore, of those whose organizations believe change 

management to be extremely important, 62% reported change management and 

communication to be housed within the comms function. In highly agile organizations 



   
the PR/Comms function was reported to be responsible for change 

management/communication (M = 4.13) much more so than in medium (M = 3.54) 

and low agility organizations (M = 3.21). Simply put, communication teams who are 

responsible for change management seem to be operating in highly agile corporate 

cultures. 

2. Employees of organizations with highly agile cultures also reported their 

organizations to be far more ethical (M = 4.82) than their counterparts in medium (M 

= 4.51) and low agility organizations (M = 3.84). Although overall participants noted 

their organizations to be quite ethical (M = 4.51), highly agile corporate cultures view 

their organizations’ behaviors to be far more ethical than do those in low agility 

cultures.  

3. Organizations with highly agile corporate cultures were also far more receptive to 

employee feedback, encouraged differences of opinion. Employees in highly agile 

organizations report feeling far more empowered (M = 4.01) than those in low agility 

organizations (M = 2.45), and also report communication between management and 

other employees in the organization as being two-way in their organizations.  

4. In terms of successfully building a diverse workforce, although overall respondents 

say that progress is relatively slow (M = 3.45), highly agile corporate cultures report 

doing better (M = 3.84) than low agility cultures (M = 2.88). As has been discussed in 

multiple fora, the PR industry has a long way to go to become diverse, equitable, and 

inclusive, a point further underscored by the Bellwether Survey data. 

5. Organizations with highly agile corporate cultures tend to involve the comms function 

in the development of corporate policy (M = 3.64) much more so than those with low 

agility (M = 2.91). Although these numbers need to be higher overall, it does seem 

that agile corporate cultures tend to incorporate comms in corporate policy 

conversations more so than less agile corporate cultures. 

6. Although overall participants agreed that their respective organizations had a clearly 

articulated purpose (M = 4.44), this was much higher among highly agile 

organizations (M = 4.64) than less agile organizations (M = 4.12). Highly agile 

organizations also tended to explain the purpose internally (M = 4.42) and externally 

(M = 3.85) much more effectively than low agility organizations (Minternal = 3.71; 

Mexternal = 3.11). In highly agile corporate cultures, purpose was reported to be a driver 

of communication strategy (M = 4.38), marketing strategy (M = 4.25) and 

strategically linked to market capitalization (M = 3.80) compared to less agile 

corporate cultures (MPR = 3.62; Mmark = 3.47; Mcap = 3.10). Employees of highly agile 

organizations also reported their organizations’ commitment to purpose to be far more 

authentic (M = 4.59) than those in medium (M = 4.19) and less agile organizations (M 

= 3.82). The importance of purpose for the coming decade was echoed by participants 



   
through their written responses. One respondent noted that, “Purpose and values will 

continue to be more important to how and what is communicated,” while another 

emphasized the importance of purpose in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, 

stating, “Brand purpose after COVID-19 will become even more important - 

reputation and trust becomes even more crucial.” 

7. In organizations with highly agile corporate cultures respondents reported PR/Comms 

to be the voice of ethics (M = 3.93) more so than in less agile cultures (M = 2.98). 

8. Next, we asked participants about social value creation and its role in their respective 

organizations. Respondents with highly agile corporate cultures noted that their 

organizations understood the importance of social value creation alongside financial 

value creation (M = 3.71) much more so than those with less agile corporate cultures 

(M = 2.88).  

9. Overall, respondents reported that purpose was much more important in their 

organizations than social value proposition or social value creation, suggesting that 

the strategic value of social value creation must continue to be built, particularly as 

we enter the post-pandemic era. That said, both social value creation and social value 

proposition were found to be more important and better understood in organizations 

with highly agile corporate cultures than those with medium or low agility. 

10. Organizations with highly agile corporate cultures were also far more advanced in 

their use of technology to drive marketing (M = 3.78) and PR/Comms (M = 3.79) than 

those with medium or low agility (Mmark = 2.82; MPR = 2.69). Although overall 

respondents reported relatively low levels of application of the commtech stack to 

their work (M = 2.92), highly agile organizations were far more advanced (M = 3.23) 

than those with low agility (M = 2.47). They were also more advanced in their use of 

data and analytics (M = 3.67) than those with less agile corporate cultures (M = 2.91). 

Clearly there is work to be done across the board in this area, as evidenced by the 

following quote, “Faculty with technology. Companies who know how to use tech 

best to serve clients will outperform others and attract more clients.” 

11. Highly agile organizations also appear to be better prepared to handle the 

weaponization of social media (M = 3.39) than low agility organizations (M = 2.52). 

Employees of highly agile organizations also report that the information out there 

about their organization is truthful and real (M = 4.14) much more so than low agility 

organizations (M = 3.39). Less agile organizations, it would seem, may be more at 

risk for false information than highly agile organizations. This is particularly troubling 

given that respondents in low agility organizations reported being far less prepared to 

deal with false information about their organizations (M = 3.08) than those in high 

agility corporate cultures (M = 3.99).  


