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The Corporate Communication Manager
Thomas E. Harris
University of Evansville

Jennings Bryant
University of Houston

The paper reports the results of a survey of the Fortune 500 Chief Executive Officers
regarding the status of"Communication Managers ." Recent studies indicate a strong growth
in communication positions in major organizations and a corresponding increase in the
number of Communication Managers. The background, duties, areas of responsibility, and
organizational importance are not so apparent and this survey provides information on
these subjects.

THE NUMBER AND IMPORTANCE OF communication positions in private
industry seem to be increasing at a remarkable rate. A pair of 1982 and 1983
proprietary surveys conducted for a consortium of &dquo;sun belt&dquo; manufacturing
companies indicated a 13 percent growth in managerial communication
positions in a single year. Business and industrial communication practi-
tioners are optimistic for continued growth: A recent survey by the Inter-
national Association of Business Communicators (IABC) of its 8,000-plus
members indicated that more than 60 percent of those polled expected their
roles within the organization to increase in scope and importance in the
next two years.2 It also seems clear that much of this growth is occurring
at relatively high levels in the organizational hierarchy: Almost 50 percent of
those responding to the IABC survey had titles of vice-president, director,
manager, or supervisor.3 3
Although growth in numbers and importance seems apparent, the scope

of the responsibilities of these communication practitioners is not so easily
defined. Nor are the specific responsibilities of the supervisor of corporate
communication activities entirely clear-a position increasingly being
referred to as the &dquo;communication manager.&dquo; Moreover, the duties and
responsibilities of the communication manager seem to be changing rapidly.
For example, an article in 1 ndustrial Marketing in 1982 pointed to the need
for the communication manager’s improved ability to take a specific role
in marketing productivity and advertising.4 In Advertising Age, an analyst
discussed &dquo;the growing respect from top management for the skills and _
abilities of the advertising/communications manager’s research. &dquo;5 In an
article in Business Week dealing with changes in the technological and
information aspects of the communication manager’s role, it was observed
that &dquo;the communication manager’s changing job is being affected most
by the increasing significance of communications and communications
managers have had to adopt business practices they never had to use
before. &dquo;6 Perhaps more futuristically, in an article entitled &dquo;The Key to
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the Total Information System,&dquo; in The Office, the communication manager
is depicted as the individual who will effectively decide which communica-
tion paths will be the most useful for disseminating information ranging
from telephones to word processors.7 So the communication manager is
to be an expert in advertising/marketing, in research, in business, and in
information systems, possibly in addition to the more traditional roles
involving public relations activities.

That is not all! In many cases, the communication manager is seen as
one of the critical planners of the future development of the organization.
DiMeglio and Kaufman see &dquo;the new communications manager&dquo; as some-
one who will chart the organization’s use of information systems and net-
works through careful analysis and cost control.8 DAprix adopts a broader
view and calls on the communication manager to aid management in solving
its communication problems by changing from a reliance on a reactive mode
of communication to a proactive &dquo;effective communication managers should
be at the forefront of strategic planning to help their organizations cope
(with change). &dquo;10

Obviously, very few single individuals can do all of the above. But are all
of those communication activities going on in most major business organi-
zations ? Is supervision of these diverse activities by a communication
manager becoming common? If so, the senior communication officer is
being expected to manage an extremely complex and varied operation.

In spite of the apparent importance of the communication manager
position to corporations and to educational institutions which offer pro-
grams in organizational communication, the position has yet to be suffi-
ciently studied to systematically determine its job requirements, areas of
responsibility, or place within the organizational structure. Nor do we know
much about its importance and value to corporations, its financial reward
structure, or organizational needs for further development and change.
Nor have issues such as educational background of the successful commu-
nication manager been systematically examined.
A professionally produced survey examining various aspects of the

communication manager position, accompanied by a word-processed
&dquo;personalized&dquo; letter and a postage-paid envelope, was mailed to the chief
executive officer of each of the Fortune 500 companies. Each CEO was
asked to request the individual in charge of the communication manager
(the term was defined in the cover letter) to complete the survey.
Of the 500 surveys distributed, 121 survey forms were returned (24

percent response rate). Included in these returns were responses from
17 corporations which declined to participate due to a lack of time or to a
general policy of not responding to surveys (resulting in a 21 percent comple-
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tion rate). Of the remaining 104 survey forms returned, 87 (84 percent)
indicated that they did have such a position. Eighty-one forms were
completed in sufficient detail for analysis. They provide the information
for the reported results. (Since we have found that follow-up surveys to
Fortune 500 organizations do not have an appreciable effect in producing
additional responses, a second mailing was not conducted.)
The first section of the survey was designed to determine the exact title

of the position, length of time of the position’s existence, reporting lineages,
and current responsibilities of the corporations’ communication managers.
The position of communication manager carries a variety of titles. That

most frequently reported was Vice-president for Corporate Communica-
tions (n = 15), followed by Director of Corporation Communications (n =
12), Director of Communications (n = 8), Manager of Corporate Communi-
cation (n = 7), Director of Public Relations (n = 6), Vice-president for
Public Relations (n = 4), and Vice-president for Communications (n = 3).
Additional titles mentioned more than once were Director of Telecommu-
nications (n = 2) and Manager of Employee Communications (n = 2).

As can be seen from an examination of Figure 1, the communication

manager position has been in existence in responding Fortune 500 corpora-
tions for a period ranging from one year (n = 3) to more than 50 years (n =
1). More importantly, the modal number of responses was 10 years (n = 16),
and the mean for all the responses was 11.2 years. Only 12 organizations
had had the position for more than 20 years.

Figure 1

Within the organizational structure, the individual responsible for
corporate communication management is most likely to report directly to
the president, CEO, or chairman of the board (n = 30) or to a senior vice-
president (n = 36).
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The communication manager meets on an average (mean) of slightly more
than two times per week with his or her immediate supervisor. This figure
is somewhat misleading, however, since 46 of the managers (57 percent)
meet daily with their immediate supervisor, while 12 (15 percent) meet
twice a week, and 11 (14 percent) meet once a week. Just one individual
reported meeting only twice a month. Eleven (14 percent) reported meet-
ing &dquo;frequently&dquo; or &dquo;as often as necessary, but at least twice a week.&dquo; 

&dquo;

The full importance of the communication manager’s position in the
Fortune 500 companies can also be gauged by the scope of geographic
responsibility. Of the total sample of 81 managers, only two were regional
in their responsibilities. The remainder were national (n = 58) or inter-
national (n = 21).
From an examination of more than 100 articles on &dquo;communication

managers&dquo; published from 1977-1983, and from a recent sampling of position
advertisements in the New York Times, Chicago Tribune, and the Chronicle
of Higher Education, we were able to isolate 27 different responsibilities
assigned to communication managers. Based on the text of the articles and
the advertisements, we grouped these into five major headings. As Table 1
indicates, these headings are Marketing Communication Manager, Network
Communication Manager, Data Communication Manager, Telecommuni-
cation Network Manager, and Strategic Planning-Communication Manager.
The sub-categories under each heading represent the various specific
responsibilities discussed.

Table 1
RESPONSIBILITIES ASSIGNED TO
COMMUNICATION MANAGER

 at SAGE Publications on February 15, 2011job.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://job.sagepub.com/


23

Table 1 (cont)
RESPONSIBILITIES ASSIGNED TO
COMMUNICATION MANAGER

The results of the survey indicate that the primary responsibilities of
the communication manager are: advertising and public relations; external
relations through publications; editorial and art direction for external
publications; internal publications; employee communication media; and
knowledge of print media, layout, editing, and writing. All of these cate-
gories fall under the heading of Marketing Communication Manager. In
fact, the bulk of them are relatively traditional public relations functions.
Although organizations have seen fit to change the title of the person
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responsible for these activities, the specific tasks remain predominantly
internal and external public relations. Less frequently cited, but still of
apparent importance, are the three categories under Strategic Planning-
Communication Manager.
The 18 other categories offered on the questionnaire, although frequently

mentioned in the literature reviewed, apparently are not seen as important
responsibilities in Fortune 500 corporations-at least not yet. Moreover,
the category of &dquo;other&dquo; was offered to supervisors whose communication
managers were expected to carry out additional functions. No significant
additional responsibilities were added. The position of corporate communi-
cation manager can be essentially defined as a marketing communication
manager carrying out public relations tasks with the added function of per-
forming strategic planning for communication.

In addition to gathering normative data on the &dquo;shape&dquo; of the communi-
cation manager’s position, we also wanted to determine how useful the
position was perceived to be by the corporation. Salary rank was also
ascertained as a secondary index of perceived value.

As Figure 2 indicates, the vast majority of respondents rated the position
as useful-to-extremely-useful, with 80.8 percent employing the top three
points on the rating scale.

Figure 3 indicates the salary rank of the communication manager in the
Fortune 500 corporations. As can be seen, 90.1 percent of the communica-
tion managers rank in the upper 25 percent of their organization based
on salary received, and 55.6 percent are in the upper 10 percent. So not

Figure 2
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Figure 3

Figure 4
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Figure 5

only is the position rated as useful, the financial reward structure is
supportive of the ratings.
Another indication that the job of the communication manager is

currently being performed satisfactorily is provided by the response to
the question, &dquo;What changes would you recommend for your communi-
cation manager position?&dquo; Only 12 suggestions were made for any changes
in the position. All of these were for greater potential impact by the commu-
nication manager, with five calling for more staff, and three proposing
higher reporting levels for the manager.
What type of education do the communication managers of Fortune

500 companies have? The survey asked for the level of education of the
communication manager and type of degree he or she had received. Figure
4 shows the percentages holding different degrees. The B.A. or B.S.
degrees are clearly most predominant. Figure 5 demonstrates the positive
relationship between the highest degree attained and salary level, with
all three Ph. D.’s being in the upper 10 percent of their organizations’
salary structure.

Six specific categories were provided as response options for educational
background of the communication managers: communication, public
relations, advertising, marketing, journalism, and English. A place was also
provided to report other educational background. The results were: jour-
nalism = 22, English = 8, communication = 5, public relations = 5,
marketing = 3, and advertising = 3. Of the other responses given, no clear
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major emerged as a dominant factor, although each of some types of business
or economics degree did occur three times. The variety of backgrounds
reads somewhat like a university catalog and provided no clear indication
for which noncommunication educational background has in the past led
to the position of communication manager.
We also asked the respondents if additional coursework would be benefi-

cial to the communication manager. Only 22 indicated that additional
coursework would be useful, and the coursework suggested typically was
in the areas of business and finance. Even though additional education
seems to lead to financial advancement within the organization, as indicated
by the degree level and salary position responses, specific additional course-
work is not perceived as an important issue.
The call for additional staff in reaction to the requests for change reported

earlier is an interesting response. In the survey, we also sought to determine
the scope of the communication manager’s supervisory function by deter-
mining the number of individuals supervised. The responses ranged from
&dquo;one&dquo; to &dquo;more than 150.&dquo; Some of the respondents’ comments added clari-
fication to the responses indicating very few subordinates by showing that
their answers were meant to include other managerial personnel only.
The most frequent responses were five (n = 9) and four (n = 6). However
five respondents indicated that more than 100 individuals were supervised
and four indicated 40. Of the 81 supervisors actually responding to this
question, 45 communication managers were responsible for between 1 to
10 employees with a mean of 5.

Finally, we asked which category or product type most clearly identified
the responding organization. Table 2 provides summary information
regarding the types of Fortune 500 organizations which presently employ
communication managers. The top six are chemical (13.6 percent), mining
(12.3 percent), petroleum refining (11.1 percent), aerospace (9.9 percent),
metal manufacturing (9.9 percent), and food (8.6 percent).

Table 2
FREQUENCY OF COMMUNICATION MANAGERS BY

PRODUCT TYPE AS IDENTIFIED BY THE ORGANIZATION
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Table 2 (cont)
FREQUENCY OF COMMUNICATION MANAGERS BY

PRODUCT TYPE AS IDENTIFIED BY THE ORGANIZATION

In summary it is apparent that the communication manager is an import-
ant part of the organization by all criteria. First, most of the Fortune 500
companies surveyed (84 percent) have a communication manager. More-
over, the position has existed for a substantial period of time and is typically
accorded high rank within the corporation. The title given to the position,
the person to whom he or she reports, and the number of individuals super-
vised all indicated the importance of the position. At least one major group
of organizational communication researchers argue that the control of
information in an organization is the essence of power. &dquo; If so, the communi-
cation manager’s position is powerful indeed, perhaps more powerful than
the indices currently employed suggest.
The position is also viewed as extremely useful by those in charge of

the communication manager, and no changes are suggested in the position
which would decrease its importance.
The primary area of responsibility for the manager is clearly in Marketing

Communication Management, especially in fulfilling public relations
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functions, with Strategic Planning-Communication Management an

important additional responsibility.
The emerging picture of the corporate communication manager is very

positive and should be most appealing to those interested in public relations
and applied organizational communication. Whether changes to be wrought
by the continuing emergence of the information society will alter the nature
and importance of the position of corporation communication manager
will be issues of considerable importance in the years ahead.
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