




& a special � ank You to Penny

Sometimes research creates more questions than it answers, especially 
when the topic being researched is in a state of change. 

When we embarked on the 2017 Global Communications Study the Ad-
visory Board of the USC Center for Public Relations wanted to clearly 
de� ne the role of the PR profession and its value to business and soci-
ety.  As one member put it, “to � nally put a stake in the ground about 
who we are and what we do.”

We didn’t reach that ground. But we took some important steps in the 
right direction by identifying the critical issues shaping the future of one 
of the world’s most dynamic and possibly misunderstood professions. 

-Fred Cook, Director, USC Center for Public Relations

Introduction
•





Almost half of PR professionals and more than 60% of marketing executives be-
lieve that their two disciplines will become more closely aligned in the next � ve 
years.  Some think PR will dominate. Others think it will be dominated.  Perhaps 
the reality is somewhere in between. 

How this trend plays out may be the most critical issue facing the PR industry. 
Currently 18% of corporate communications departments report into marketing. 
If that number grows will their in� uence decrease? Currently, PR agencies report 
into marketing 21% of the time. If that number grows will their bottom lines in-
crease?

Recently, two major holding companies “bundled” their PR agencies with their 
Advertising agencies to provide clients with a more integrated solution. Internal-
ly, some companies are restructuring their marketing functions to include public 
relations. Will these changes expand or diminish the role of the PR professional?











� e answer is maybe. Eighty seven percent of PR executives believe the term Pub-
lic Relations won’t accurately describe the work they will be doing in � ve years.  
About half of them believe PR needs to be more broadly de� ned, while the rest 
think the name should be changed. 

Who should answer this question? � e Arthur Page Society is doing a heroic job 
de� ning the role of the CCO for its members. � e PR Council and PRCA are try-
ing to do the same for their agencies. But who is responsible for educating the rest 
of society?  

Interestingly, not-yet-jaded students are far more comfortable with the current 
terminology than seasoned pros.  Fewer than 20% think the name needs to be 
changed and most are pretty comfortable explaining it. Maybe we should all stop 
worrying and just get on with it.
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When public relations executives were asked which communications trends will 
be the most important in the next � ve years, digital storytelling ranked above the 
rest, followed by social listening, social purpose and big data.  � at’s a dynamic 
combination and a striking example of how the industry has changed.  Fortu-
itously, these happen to be the same topics students are interested in.

Emerging technologies, like VR and AI, fall further down the list. But above 
Donald Trump, whom executives believe won’t have much impact on our indus-
try. In fact, when we conducted this survey, only about 1/3 of the respondents 
thought Fake News would be an important trend. I suspect that number has in-
creased since January. 



Important Trends Impacting the Future of Public Relations
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As we saw last year, the amount of revenue agencies generate from earned media will decline 
over the next � ve years, while revenue from paid, shared and owned will increase.  Corporate 
media budgets are moving even faster towards owned and paid. 

Supporting that direction, 60% of all PR executives believe that branded content and in� uencer 
marketing, which are both primarily paid, will be important trends in the next � ve years.  � is 
changing media mix creates an opportunity and a challenge. 

� e opportunity is to move aggressively into paid content, an arena long dominated by adver-
tising. � is will require PR professionals to master media buying, which currently ranks last on 
the list of skills they think are important to the future.

� e challenge is more than half of PR executives believe the consumer of the future will not 
make a distinction between paid and earned media. Another one-third disagree. � e answer to 
that debate has profound rami� cations for everyone. 









� is year we asked PR executives how they felt public relations could increase its 
value inside the organization.  Interestingly, measurement of results was not their 
top choice (34%).  Overwhelmingly, they selected demonstrating how PR achieves 
business objectives (77%). Of course, this requires measurement, but a more so-
phisticated variety that focuses on less-tangible variables like brand reputation 
and purchase intent.  

At the other end of the value spectrum, PR executives also rank leadership (52%) 
and creativity (38%) above basic measurement. � ese territories provide fer-
tile ground for future growth, but they are even harder to quantify, especially by 
marketers, who don’t appear to value leadership from PR. 







In 2017, the 5-year average growth rates for PR agencies (30%) and communica-
tions departments (12%) were very slightly down from last year.  Agency leaders 
are much more optimistic than in-house executives. Almost all (92%) of agen-
cy executives predict some growth in the next � ve years, while 70% of in-house 
communicators predict an increase. A mere 43% of marketers predict any sort of 
growth in PR spending. 

At the same time, the number of clients who rely on a single agency of record 
continues to decline to below 20%. � irty-eight percent of in-house PR lead-
ers say they will use more agencies in the next � ve years, while 34% of in-house 
marketers say they will use less.  

Creative thinking and strategic insights are top reasons clients hire PR agencies, 
while research and analysis is last.  Almost everyone agrees the PR industry will 
continue to grow, but these apparent contradictions make it hard to plan for the 
future.











Across the globe, why does � nding and retaining the right talent remain the big-
gest business challenge PR faces?  Maybe because less than one-third of PR execu-
tives believe the industry is doing a good job of positioning itself as an aspiration-
al career choice. Or maybe because hard-to-� nd strategic thinking is prized as 
the most important skill a PR person needs. Outranking writing for the � rst time 
in our study! 

Good news. Help is on the way. In our � rst-ever student survey, we found a di-
verse group of future PR executives who are tuned in to the trends and technolo-
gies impacting communications and are reasonably well prepared to tackle them. 
� ese new recruits also bring a sense of social purpose and pride to the profes-
sion. � ey just want a better de� nition of their role and a little more money.















Overall, our study raises a few issues about the future of 
communications and the role of the PR professional. We 

may have to wait until next year to see how they pan out, 
but one thing is perfectly clear. � ere’s never been a more 
interesting time to work in public relations or whatever 

you want to call it. 



Methodology
•

� e data for the 2017 Global Communications Report presented in this report was collected through three di� erent surveys. � e 
USC Center for Public Relations (CPR) � elded two surveys to drive the Global Communications Report, one for students and one for 
professionals. � e professional survey was broken down into two surveys, one for agency executives and one for in-house corporate 
executives, and was composed of 40 questions. � e student survey had 20 questions. � e survey which informs the Global Communi-
cations Report was live between January 23, 2017 and February 27, 2017.  Prior to the creation of the survey, CPR conducted informal 
research to inform the direction of the survey and re� ne the questions that would be included in the survey.

� e third survey was � elded to marketing professionals through the Association of National Advertisers (ANA). � eir survey was 
based upon the questions asked in the Global Communications survey and was composed of 11 questions. ANA sent the survey to 
their membership via email.

� e sample for this survey is a “convenience” sample rather than a random sample. Consequently, we cannot say that the results of 
this survey are representative of the respective populations. Nevertheless, we believe this data o� ers numerous directional insights 
into the attitudes, beliefs and activities of PR practitioners and students.

For the professional version of the GCR17 survey we had 875 usable responses. 57.4% of respondents were international and 42.6% 
of respondents were domestic. 62.9% were Agency and 37.2% were In-House professionals. 51.3% of participants were female and 
48.7% were male.

For the student version of the GCR17 survey, we had 687 usable responses. 82% of participants (n=563) were female and 18% 
(n=124) were male. 77.6% (n=533) were undergraduates and 22.4% (n=154) were graduate/post-graduates.

� ere were 101 respondents for the ANA survey. � e survey was sent out entirely to respondents in North America.





Visit annenberg.usc.edu/gcr17 
today to download the 2017
Global Communications Report.Center for Public Relations


