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A CHANGED INDUSTRY: 
PR after Lockdown
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Carta Communications partnered with The Pulse Business  
to poll 43 communications leaders between 14 May and  
18 May, 2020.

I have worked in the PR 
industry for more than  
20 years – as a tech agency 
consultant; as News Editor at 
PRWeek; as Deputy Director 
General at the PRCA; and 
now as leader of my own 
agency supporting PR service 
providers. I’ve witnessed 
the bursting of the dot-com 
bubble, the effects of 9/11, 
and the struggles of the Great 
Recession.

But the challenges facing the 
industry due to Covid-19 run 
deeper than any that I’ve 
witnessed, and the industry must 

inevitably change as it recovers. 
There may, however, be much 
good to come: fairer standards 
of remote working; stronger 
and more sustainable support 
for staff; and a more holistic 
engagement with technologies 
that will enable PR to flourish in 
unexpected ways.

The following report explores 
all of these ideas and 
concludes with a series of 
questions that we believe all 
parts of the industry should 
already be considering.

Many thanks to everyone who 
took the time to give their views.

Matt Cartmell
Founder and Director
Carta Communications

INTRODUCTION

METHODOLOGY
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Covid-19 has made many in the PR 
and communications industry rethink 
how and where they work. 

A combination of the nature of 
communications as a profession and 
the available technology means that 
two in five would now like to stick 
with remote working.

RETURNING 
TO THE OFFICE
Which one of the following, if any, best 
reflects your attitude to returning to 
office-based working?

I would prefer to stick with remote working 
for the foreseeable future

I would prefer my company takes a cautious 
approach and we return later

I would like to return as soon as possible

Other
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Nick Woods 
Partner 

Sunny Side Up

We've shown we don't 
‘need’ the office in quite the 

same way as before. 
More disruption comes 

from having team members 
sick than having us 

all working remotely.

Aceil Haddad 
Freelance Consultant

Remote working is more 
productive and gives a 

better work-life balance.  
All supports gender 

equality in the workforce.

A commitment to home working

For the foreseeable future, getting back to face-to-face working 
is not the priority; ensuring we are able to continue to deliver 

work for clients, and do so at a high creative quality in a more 
flexible manner is. Keeping talent safe, healthy and in constant 

collaborative contact is essential to this, and when executed well, a 
virtual office can be just as effective as a physical one. Returning to 
offices will be a transition, and we will be exploring the potential 
for operating a long term hybrid-office with staff on site only two 
to three days a week, and continuing to benefit from positives that 

have arisen as a result of their remote office experiences.

Blair Metcalfe, CEO & Creative Lead 
The Agency Partnership

Nicola Koronka 
Co-Founder and Managing Partner 

Missive

Social and mental health 
impact aside, our ability 
to deliver our work is 
unhindered by home 

working.
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For those who foresee a return to 
office-based, pre-Covid working 
patterns, the majority (36%) are 
planning a cautious approach. 
Indeed, only 21% wish to return to 
the office as soon as possible.

Only one agency respondent in our 
research has suggested that the 
return to the office will be as early 
as June. Many more stated that it 

could take place between July and 
September. But even then, there is 
flexibility for those plans to change if 
safety is at risk.

On the in-house side, expectations 
of a return to the office seem to 
be even further away, with dates 
between September and October 
suggested. Others are preparing to 
leave it until 2021.

With the news that 
lockdown is being lifted 
in the Channel Islands, 

our Guernsey and Jersey 
offices will be back as soon 

as the schools reopen at 
the beginning of June. The 
picture is very different in 

the UK. Originally planning 
on going back 

at the beginning of July, 
we believe that we won’t 

be back in our Birmingham 
office for some time, the 
main issue being team 

confidence in using public 
transport. We have 

consulted with the team 
and we’ll have a staggered 

return with staff safety 
and welfare the absolute 

priority.

Lis Lewis-Jones 
CEO 
Liquid

We’re planning to return 
in late August. But the real 
answer is ‘when it’s safe!’

Richard Fogg 
CEO 

CCGroup

We’ll return once 
a vaccine is available.

Mike Maynard 
 Managing Director 

Napier Partnership Ltd

Whilst obviously ensuring 
the workplace environment 

is safe for our staff, we 
are keen to return to work 
and begin to ensure clients 

are being properly and 
sustainably supported.  

This is best done 
from the office.

Simon Nayyar 
Founder and Managing Director 

Acuitas Communications

We are making remote 
working work for us –  

I can't see us rushing the 
whole office back before the 

end of the year.

Fiona Young 
 Director of Marketing  

and Member Engagement 
Social Enterprise UK



6

This is a very difficult time for 
communications people balancing 
multiple responsibilities towards 
colleagues, families and the security 
of their businesses. 

The leading concern relates to driving a 
second wave of the virus if they return 
to the office too soon (38%). 

In addition, more than a fifth (21%) 
of PR leaders are worried that 
bringing their teams back too soon 
will cause stress and worry.

By contrast, nearly a fifth (18%) are 
concerned about the psychological 
impact on their staff of delaying 
a return to the office too long, 
highlighting the conundrum facing 
industry leaders.  

Some respondents cited fears about 
the safety of getting to work on 
public transport (12%), while the 
capability for social distancing in the 
workplace was a concern for just 5% 
of those surveyed. 

CONCERNS 
AND FEARS
Which one of these, if any, is your biggest concern 
about returning to work?

My colleagues becoming ill if we go 
back too soon

My colleagues feeling demoralised 
or stressed because they have gone 
back too soon

My colleagues feeling demoralised or 
stressed because they have stayed at
home too long

Other
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I don't want to go back 
too soon due to health 

concerns, but not having 
any social contact will have 

an impact too.

Public Affairs Director
An independent network agency

With emotions running 
high, a speedy return to the 
office can have a powerful 

negative effect if not 
handled delicately.

Joselyn Rankin 
PR Manager 
 Portakabin

Imogen Wallis 
Digital Client Manager 

Milk and Honey

I would prefer my company 
takes a cautious approach 
and we return later, ideally 
by the time regular testing 

is in place and we have 
seen a reduction in cases.

I am obviously keen 
to be back in the office 
with my colleagues, but 

having worked from home 
competently for many 
weeks now, I'm not in 

a rush to return if it means 
risking my own 

or others’ health.

Hannah Baker 
Head of Communications 

FOUR PAWS UK
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The number one challenge facing PR 
industry leaders is the decline – or 
potential decline – of revenue. 

Clients slashing and freezing 
budgets, planned activity being 
cancelled, and brands putting 
PR plans on hold have all been 
experienced or are feared by 35% 
of respondents.

Furthermore, the impending 
recession is a huge concern for many 
who were surveyed, who foresee 
a huge impact on PR spending by 
brands going forward.

Another key challenge, for a quarter 
(24%) of respondents, was how to 
restore their organisation’s working 
culture after a period of such upheaval. 

Agency Leader
A corporate and financial  
communications agency

THE CHALLENGES 
FACING BUSINESS
Which one of these, if any, will pose the biggest 
challenge for your company over the next six months?

The potential decline of revenue as we face 
an impending recession

Maintaining or restoring our company’s 
working culture after a period of being 
forced to work differently

The cost and logistics of creating a safe and 
legally-compliant working environment

Maintaining or restoring levels of productivity, 
given the stresses and personal difficulties 
staff have experienced

Other
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Those who have worked 
all the way through are 
knackered. Those who 

have been furloughed need 
to be successfully brought 

back. Everyone's experience 
has been and is different, 
so managing all that for 

individuals and keeping the 
business moving is 
really challenging.

Agency Leader
A corporate communications agency

I predict we will be led 
by the legal situation and 

insurance/risk management.   
We will need to be able to 

prove that we have done all 
we can to provide a safe and 

legally-compliant working 
environment.

Russell Jones 
Content and Communications Manager 

Mitsubishi Electric

The main challenge will 
simply be ensuring we 

continue to win new clients 
as we have been doing 

during lockdown. We shan’t 
move back to the office 
until ready, and we’re 

relaxed about that. It’s more 
important to protect our 

staff and continue to grow 
the business.

Chris Calland 
 Director

Sapience Communications

We have lost 
income from clients 

who have experienced 
commercial difficulties 
arising from Covid-19.
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In the last few months, PR 
professionals have been forced to 
rethink how they work in several 
ways. While this has been testing and 
in some cases traumatic, half of those 
in the industry believe the experience 
will have fundamentally changed for 
the better how they do business. 

A further third think it will leave a more 
modest, albeit still positive, legacy.

WHAT DOES 
THE FUTURE HOLD?
Which one of these, if any, will be the most likely 
outcome from working under lockdown?

We will be in a better position to 
innovate and make long-term business
improvements

We will be more responsive and able to 
take advantage of quick wins

We will not change how we operate 
when normality returns

Other

2213640

Piechart1

18

21

23

38

Piechart2

13

14

14

24

35

Piechart3

6

11

33

50

Piechart4

11

0

5

8

76

Piechart5

30

3

8

8

51

Piechart6

50%

6%

33%

11%

I seriously doubt that after Covid-19 is over, working in an office 
five days a week for ‘office workers’ will be a norm. I think 

everyone is surprised about how quickly and effectively many 
people have settled to working over video conference. I’m 
not sure we would want the same ‘five days in the office 

week’ culture as before. We have learned lots of good things 
by working remotely - more inclusive etc for some people with 

different types of home lives, although of course I recognise 
people’s individual home circumstances are all different and for 

some, far from ideal. But we are as productive overall, we think.

Russell Grossman 
 Director of Communications 

 Office of Rail and Road

I think remote working is now the new 'norm' and office-
based events will need to be limited to essential meetings only. 
However, some new way of team building will be needed to 

replace the watercooler moments.
Russell Jones 

Content and Communications Manager 
Mitsubishi Electric
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THE ROLE 
OF TECHNOLOGY
Which one of these tech services/tools, if any, 
has proved itself the most useful while working 
under lockdown?

Which one of these tech services/tools, if any, 
are you most likely to invest in further, post-lockdown?

Video conferencing, e.g. Zoom, Skype

Video conferencing, e.g. Zoom, Skype

Other

Other

Communications platforms, e.g. Slack, WhatsApp

Communications platforms, e.g. Slack, WhatsApp

File hosting, e.g. Dropbox, OneDrive, Google Drive

File hosting, e.g. Dropbox, OneDrive, Google Drive

Marketing automation, e.g. SurveyMonkey, Mailchimp

Marketing automation, e.g. SurveyMonkey, Mailchimp
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It is not surprising that 
videoconferencing has topped the 
charts for technologies and tools that 
have proved most useful, with 76% 
of respondents citing Zoom, Skype, 
and others as being invaluable for 
providing face time with staff, clients, 
and of course, friends and family.

Microsoft Teams is another frequently 
named solution for collaborating on 
documents and liaising with clients. 

In looking to future investments 
post-lockdown, just over half expect 
to invest even further in video 
conferencing platforms, while of the 
30% that stated ‘other’, the most 
interesting comments are quoted here.

We’ll be continuing to 
invest in marketing tools 

and platforms. We remain 
focused on promoting our 

services and expertise 
during lockdown and 
beyond, in order to 
continue growth.

Chris Calland 
 Director

Sapience Communications

We will be investing in 
video conferencing and 

communications platforms. 

Russell Jones 
Content and Communications Manager 

Mitsubishi Electric

Zoom, Teams, Skype, 
Google Hangout are all 
very useful, but actually 

the thing which has made 
all this work most is that 

people have fast, reliable, 
broadband. Without this, 

a lot of my answers would 
be different.

Russell Grossman 
 Director of Communications 

 Office of Rail and Road

We already used all of 
them pretty frequently 

anyway, but our use of all 
has increased exponentially 
given we’re all using them 

all, all day every day. 
Video helps culture and 
a sense of connection, 
WhatsApp is great for 

chatter, file-sharing is great 
for efficiency, and we need 

them all.

Nick Woods
Partner 

 Sunny Side Up

We’ve learnt more about 
process automation 
and better workflow 

management systems.

Agency Leader
A corporate communications agency

We’ll be investing in video 
conferencing in our meeting 

spaces.

Kirsty Leighton 
Founder and Managing Partner 

Milk & Honey
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WHERE 
NEXT?
We hope this report contributes 
to the debate about the future 
of PR and communications. 

Here are some of the questions 
we expect to form part of 
this debate:

Will communicators who are 
quicker to return to the office 
gain any sort of advantage? 
How quickly, and in what form, 
will this manifest? Or will they be 
the ones at a disadvantage?

With in-house professionals 
seeming more cautious about a 
return to the office than agency 
respondents, what effect might 
this have on client relationships if 
the two parties are not aligned?

How prepared are PR leaders 
for the fact that a return to the 
office might be followed by 
a second wave of infections 
and a return to the current 
lockdown situation?

Has the focus on mental health 
in the PR and wider business 
world in the last few years 
made employers genuinely 
better equipped for lockdown 
and the return to work?

Will the number of PR agencies 
shrink in the coming years?  

Or will we see even more 
start-ups if larger agencies are 
forced to reduce headcount? 

Will in-house teams be able 
to make the case for retaining 
their size?

Will the post-Covid world 
see a cultural divide between 
those working predominantly 
at home, those returning 
to the office, and those doing  
a bit of both?

Will tech vendors find it is 
easier to sell their services?

Or will PR leaders now be more 
discerning? 

What changes will we see 
in the services and prices of 
landlords, property managers 
and serviced office providers?
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Carta Communications will help you to 
differentiate, grow, and improve your sales performance.

www.cartacomms.com  |  matt.cartmell@cartacomms.com  | @cartacomms

“Carta built awareness via new business meetings, combined with research-led news stories.”
 George Theohari, Head of Content, Speak Media

“Carta built broader awareness of our video editing platform in the PR industry.”
 Chris Bo Shields, Co-founder, Binumi Pro

“Right from the outset, Carta gained coverage in the national news and trade press.”
 Alastair Pickering, Co-founder and Chief Strategy Of�cer, alva

What people say:

We support comms service providers with:

Proposition development 
workshops and focus groups 

with industry experts

PR industry insight 
with our partner 

The Pulse Business

Media relations consultancy to 
take you from strategy to 

press coverage

New business 
development to provide 
you with quali�ed leads


