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How to get the 
Voice of the 
Customer in the 
New Frontier
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• Quantitative Research

• Qualitative Research

While Some Things Change, Others Stay the Same
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• Go with what people know.  It’s a simple solution, but can be 
effective and cost efficient, but comes with some drawbacks.

• Use dedicated Online Focus Group Software.  It comes at a 
greater cost, but the benefits may outweigh the cost.

Online Focus Groups
You have options!
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• Get in-depth personal feedback directly from consumers.  • Live one-on-one video following respondent completing a task or 
instructing them to do tasks

• Recorded video of product reviews, how they use products, see 
how they search for information, etc.

Get Personal
Outside the box technology
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• Get an understanding of sentiment, facial recognition, tone, 
emotion, object recognition, etc.

Video and Emotion Analysis
Dig deeper…
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• Qualitative Bulletin Boards • Online Communities

Best of Both Worlds
Quant and qual together
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• One unique Quant/Qual Tool 

Best of Both Worlds
Something a bit different
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• Actual shopping behavior

• Online/mobile behavior tracking

Behavioral Tracking
Learn directly from the consumer
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Remaining Relevant Amidst 
Crises & The New (Ab) Normal

Covering Activity From January 1 – September 28, 2020
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Relevance Maps and Closes the Gap Between…
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Policy/Politics

Technology

Cultural &
Generational

Stakeholder
Expectations

Company
Expertise

Capabilities

Lines of Business

Future Growth

PLATFORMS:
…what companies need 
to say, want to say, and
are saying internally and 
externally

EXPECTATIONS:
…what stakeholders expect, want

from, and are saying
about, the company

Relevance: Taps into Cultural, Society, Political Currency & Urgency

• Digitally attuned to stakeholder discussion, wants, needs
• Topical, timely, agile

• Interesting, genuine, authentic
• Not risk averse

• Bold, provocative
• Differentiating, disruptive

• Invites action & 
engagement
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Understanding (and Measuring) Relevance 
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Believed In

Generally, COVID-19, 
DE&I

Measuring Relevance Accounts For: Relevant Companies Are:

Search Interest

Key Stakeholder
Engagement & Discussion

Key Stakeholders 
Advocating for the 
Company’s Positioning

Core Signals

Patients

HCPs

Employees

Researchers

Advocacy Groups

Financial Analysts

Policy Makers

Healthcare Ecosystem

Key Stakeholders
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What Studying Relevance in a Period of Great Change Has Taught Us
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We Are Now in a New Era of 
Corporate Citizenship 

Be Authentic, 
Own Where You Are

Relevance is Hard
To Build, But Easy to Lose

Show More, Tell Less

2020 Continues to 
Change Everything



Focusing on Diversity 
& Inclusion 
We have been studying company responses to 
social issues for the last three years
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Here’s What We Learned From 2017-2019
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Transparency 
Was Key

Increased Calls to Action
and Accountability

The Rise of the Chief 
Diversity Officer

Diversity & Inclusion (D&I)  
Relevance was  

Weak but Growing
Conversations Expanding 

Healthcare Stakeholder 
Expectations Heightened



Then 2020 Changed 
Everything…
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Social and Political Issues Continue to Put DE&I Conversations 
Front and Center
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January 1, 2020 – September 28, 2020, 490K articles, 265M shares on Twitter, Facebook, Reddit.
Based on more than 11,000 traditional online media outlets.
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Supreme Court

#MeToo

Ethnic Groups

Arts & Entertainment

2020 Election

Education & Policy

Black Lives Matter

COVID-19
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490,019 articles shared 265M times on Twitter, Facebook, Reddit.

Shares as a measure of what’s capturing attention and what people feel strongly enough about to amplify.
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What Does the Corporate 
Response Look Like? 
Are companies doing enough?
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Our Approach to the Analysis
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Believed In

On the Topic of DE&I

2.  DE&I Maturity Journey  1.  DE&I Relevance Quotient

Authenticity

Frequency

Accountability

Action

Transparency

Builder

Champion

Leader

Practitioner

Novice
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89% of Healthcare and 98% of Fortune 100 Companies…
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…registered a ‘weak’ DE&I Relevance. We’ve Only Just Begun and There’s So Much More to Do

0 <55 56-64 65-74 75-84 85+ 100

WEAK SUSCEPTIBLE ON-THE-FENCE STRONG RESILIENT

• Fragile, insubstantial, 
ineffectual, irresolute

• Vulnerable • Uncertain, unsettled, 
undecided

• Sound, stable • Well-established, 
enduring, resistant, 
tenable

• High risk: Relevance in 
crisis

• Moderate to 
High risk

• Moderate Risk • Low risk • Low risk

• Significant , immediate, 
clear, genuine and 
sustained actions need to 
be taken to improve 
reputation / relevance

• If no sustained, integrated 
cross-PESO actions with a 
sharp focus on key 
differentiators are taken, 
reputation / relevance is 
highly-likely to decline

• If no action taken, 
reputation / relevance 
will not likely increase and 
is likely to decline

• No action taken does not 
guarantee reputation / 
relevance will sustain

• Ongoing actions should 
be taken to grow

• Ongoing actions should 
be taken to nurture, 
nourish, maintain

Definition

Risk 
Assessment

Action / 
Implication
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Companies Have the Most Work to Do in Diversifying Talent, External 
Reporting, and Demonstrating Progress Against Strategic Actions
Companies failing to take deliberate action to increase key drivers of accountability and transparency will fall further behind as 
stakeholder expectations evolve. 
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Authenticity Accountability Action Transparency Frequency

Clear and actionable DE&I mission 
statement 

Diverse talent pool
Progress against strategic 

priority actions

Publicly-available 
workforce breakdown 

stats

Integration of messaging 
across channels

Clearly-defined DE&I terminology
Senior leadership / Board 

of Directors diversity
DE&I-focused CSR / community 

engagement / partnerships
External DE&I reporting 

External DE&I thought 
leadership

Clear POV on what DE&I means for the 
company and its employees

Diverse and inclusive talent 
development

Leadership visibility on DE&I 
commitments, strategic priority 

actions and messaging

Public-facing commitment 
to DE&I

DE&I conferences 
(attendance and 

sponsorship)

Novel and impactful DE&I programming 
and original content

Supplier diversity
Taking a stand on key issue(s) relevant 

to business area / society
Clearly-defined DE&I 

strategic priority actions

DE&I lists, awards and 
rankings (# of times/years 

ranked)

Financial investment, ERGs, 
infrastructure 

DE&I as a separate 
function from HR

Novice Builder Practitioner Leader Champion



So Are There Any Companies 
That Are Doing It Right? 
Changing is happening from within, driven by 
senior executives and employees
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CEO What They Said What They Did What It Delivered

• Visibly upset, Vestberg stated his commitment 
to listen, understand and help.

• Spoke to the importance of ensuring safety of 
V-team members, including the Verizon News 
Media teams who are covering these events.

• Concluded by asking for a quiet moment to pay 
respect for those 
who have lost their lives due to 
social injustice.

• Ensured employees have a safe space 
to share, discuss and get support. 

• Made a $10M donation to social justice 
organizations through the Verizon 
Foundation. 

• Paused its annual Pride campaign to 
focus on BLM movement.

• The video has been viewed over 100K 
times across Verizon’s Twitter and 
YouTube channels. 

• The video message posted on 
Verizon.com has garnered 10.9K shares. 

• Frazier spoke to CNBC and said 
Floyd “could be me.”

• Stated that businesses need to 
go beyond the statement and 
“step up and provide the leadership our country 
needs.”

• Discussed his personal experience that put his 
“life on a different trajectory” and gave him “an 
opportunity to close the opportunity gap.”

• Mentioned partnership with non-profit 
Year Up to help close the opportunity 
gap for young adults of color .

• News coverage surrounding the CNBC 
interview resulted in over 650K shares in 
top tier outlets including The Wall Street 
Journal, Bloomberg, and The New York 
Times.

Strong CEO Responses Went Beyond the Statement

24

Hans Vestberg, Verizon
June 1 Video Message

Ken Frazier, Merck 
June 2 CNBC’s “Squawk Box”
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Employees Drove Change From Within 
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Company What They Said What Employees Did What It Delivered

• Adidas announced on 6/9 that 
30 percent of new hires would 
be Black or Latino. The 
company also pledged to fund 
scholarships for Black students 
and expand funding for 
programs that address racial  
disparities. However, the 
statement omitted any 
acknowledgement 
of internal discrimination or 
corporate apology.

• Employee Julie Bond, wrote a 
letter to Adidas leadership in North America asking for 
an apology for the racism and discrimination “enabled 
and perpetuated” at the company. Bond took her letter 
and story to the media.

• Other employees, including Aric Armon, wrote letters 
and posted publicly to social media.

• Prior to the 6/9 statement, a coalition of employees 
sent North American Leadership a presentation 
outlining requests to recognize and respond to racial 
injustice.

• Adidas 6/10 response on Instagram 
stated, “We’ve celebrated athletes and 
artists in the Black community and used 
their image to define ourselves culturally 
as a brand but missed the message in 
reflecting such little representation within 
our walls.” 

• According to The New York Times, many 
employees saw it as “a hard-won victory, 
a big step in the company admitting the 
problem.” “But others said something 
was missing.”

• Starbucks prohibited 
employees from wearing BLM 
attire, citing it could be 
misunderstood and potentially 
incite violence.

• Employees criticized the company 
for being “performative” and “hypocritical” and that the 
decision was made to “not cause conflict 
with customers.” 

• #BoycottStarbucks was trending 
on Twitter immediately following 
a BuzzFeed report on 6/11.

• Starbucks reversed its prior policy and is 
now making 250K shirts that includes 
“Black Lives Matter” and “No Justice, No 
Peace” available to employees.  

• Employees can also wear pins and shirts 
to show support.



What Can Companies Start 
Doing Right Now? 
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Guidance for Companies 
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Why this 
matters:

• Commit to and take clear, measurable action 
around DE&I

• Start where you are. Progress > perfection
• Take ownership of where you’ve fallen short
• Be ready to embrace discomfort and risk as you grow

• Make authenticity a North Star in foundation-setting 
efforts and beyond

• Ensure stakeholders feel that DE&I efforts align with 
the brand and its core purpose / values

• Aim to educate along the journey
• Showcase how the company is listening, learning and 

sharing information
• Prioritize authentic DE&I partnerships 
• Intend to go well beyond “performative” 

monetary donations

• Help create more interconnectivity between 
education and DE&I topics through education efforts

DE&I is a Mindset 
Not a Message

Authenticity Starts 
with Clarity About 

Who You Are

Educate. 
Highlight. Share.

Connect the Dots

RELEVANCE
• Close the company experience and stakeholder expectation gap by aligning to the societal and cultural urgency of DE&I
• Embrace the maturity journey now – authentically, thoughtfully, and transparently
• Be unafraid to take a bold stand



The Evolution of Executive 
Thought Leadership
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The Environment for Executives Has Shifted
Heightened Blend of Personal, Political, Professional and Purpose
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Authenticity & transparency 

Audiences & shift to stakeholder focus 

Messaging driven by internal stakeholders

Static planning and messaging Statements backed by action 

INCREASED EXPECTATIONS FOR:A DECREASE IN:

IRL touchpoints, facetime 

Time to evaluate

Messaging driven by context
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2020 Has Had a Profound Impact on Executive Thought Leadership
Shift to Digital, Focus on Employees

30
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Challenging Topics:
• Worker Health and Safety

• Black Lives Matter / Diversity & Inclusion

• Techlash

• Holidays

• Politics

• U.S. Election

The Stakes Are Higher Than Ever
What Worked in the Past Likely Won’t Work in 2020

31
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Mary Barra, Chairman and CEO of General Motors, Takes a Cross-
Channel Approach to Speaking Out on Social Issues

32

Throughout the COVID-19 crisis and social injustices this past 
year, Barra consistently shared clear and transparent 
communication on her established social platforms, LinkedIn 
and Twitter.
• CNBC wrote an entire article outlining GM’s DE&I 

commitments from Barra’s LinkedIn piece, “Standing Up for 
What’s Right” 

• Barra’s timely tweet regarding the historic Supreme Court 
ruling to protect LGBTQ community from workplace 
discrimination was picked up in Fast Company and Fortune

• Fortune recognized Barra in their 7th annual leaders list as a 
“Hero of the Pandemic”

• Forbes recognized Barra as a top executive on Twitter, listed as 
a leader standing up for Black Lives Matter
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Amplifying Executive Thought Leadership at Scale
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Content Development

Executive Swim Lanes

Strategic Platform / POV

Metrics & Results Reporting
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Key Takeaways
Guiding Principles for Executive Thought Leadership in 2020

Participate Selectively

Stay true to your 
foundational principles.

Not every conversation is 
right for every company. If 
you're going to take a 
stand, authenticity is more 
important than ever.

Walk The Talk

Back up your POV with 
substantive actions.

Blanket statements won't cut it 
–stakeholders demand ongoing 
accountability. Articulate -- and 
act on -- commitments to 
deliver today, tomorrow and 
beyond.

Strike A Balance

Consider personal ethics, 
corporate values and 
stakeholder needs.

Consider your 
communications objectives, 
the substance of your 
actions and the authenticity 
of your words.

34



Making the Connection:
Digital Transformation 
& Public Affairs 



Setting the Stage: 
Digital Transformation
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Trends:
Elevation of CIO, CTO & CISO
Studies show that digital leaders grow 
more than 2x fast and are 2x as likely to 
increase profit than digital laggards 
Business transformation executives have 
claimed a bigger share of the talent 
leadership pool

PR Impact:
Expansion of audiences and themes, to 
comprehensive business executive 
leadership and tech-driven vision
New advocacy among corporate 
stakeholders, investors and boards
Stronger KPIs for linking business 
outcomes to technical decision making, 
internally and externally (and outcomes)

Digital Transformation
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Digital Transformation Pillars
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21% of companies
think they’ve already completed 
digital transformation.

39

70% of companies
either have a digital 
transformation strategy in 
place or are working on one.

Digital Transformation

https://go.forrester.com/blogs/the-sorry-state-of-digital-transformation-in-2018/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/survey-despite-steady-growth-in-digital-transformation-initiatives-companies-face-budget-and-buy-in/


What does this have to do 
with public affairs?
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Digital Transformation

41

More 
complex the 
policy and 
regulatory 
business 
profile

Greater 
investment in 
maturing 
business 
technology
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Coverage
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Legislative Focus  

43

AI/ML Antitrust
Data 

Utilization & 
Privacy

Cybersecurity

E-commerce Consumer 
Protection Compliance Robotics

Telecom & 
Networks 

Wifi & 
Broadband STEM Social Media 
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PR & Public Affairs Talent
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Top communicators in our industry 
are experienced public affairs 
practitioners.



What’s Timely?
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Dems Win WH
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Biden/Democrats’ Agenda
• Focus on economic recovery
• Filling the cabinet, judicial nominations
• Aggressively tackle tech antitrust issues
• Enact data privacy and security legislation
• Enact consumer protection laws 
• Reform CRA and address racial injustice and improve diversity 

and inclusion
• Leftover Trump investigations, including handling of PPP 

financial oversight, pandemic/economic crisis
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Trump/Republican Agenda
• Continue deregulatory agenda (but only for energy 

independence)
• Fill vacant executive branch positions, judicial nominations
• Win the race to 5G and establish national high-speed Wifi
• Allow 100% expensing for “essential” sectors like robotics 

and pharmaceuticals that bring back manufacturing jobs
• Invest in American infrastructure
• Enact fair trade deals that protect American jobs and 

“Made in America” tax credit

GOP Wins WH
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Lawmakers Prepping for Dem Takeover
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There is significant activity this year by House and 
Senate Democrats to prepare for an election 
sweep. 
Immediately in 2021, the party will be ready to::

• Enact broad federal data privacy regime
• Create a new federal agency to regulate 

consumer data 
• Require diversified workforces, boards and 

customers 



Case Studies



DATA SECURITY THOUGHT LEADERSHIP 

THE CHALLENGE 
Chris Young, CEO of McAfee, wanted to 
establish himself as not only a thought 
leader within the cybersecurity industry, 
but as a thought leader of the broader 
B2B and B2C communities.

© Hotwire 2020 • 50



HIGH STAKES ADVOCACY 
COMMUNICATIONS 

THE CHALLENGE
Hotwire was tasked with positioning Avalara, a 
maker of tax compliance automation software, 
as a thought leader regarding the Supreme 
Court case South Dakota v. Wayfair, which has 
the potential to change e-commerce tax-free 
shopping as we know it. Our goal was to 
position the company as the only resource for 
retailers who are trying to make sense of the 
decision and what it means for their business.
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Senior Vice President & Partner, FleishmanHillard

Steve.Bauer@fleishman.com
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paul.cusker@edelmandataxintelligence.com

Chuck Hemann
Practice Leader, Integrated Intelligence & Activation, W2O Group

chemann@w2ogroup.com

Alexis Stoller
SVP, Hotwire Global
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QUESTIONS?
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