


FUTURE OF STRATEGY 2020

COVID-19 drives an increasing 
appreciation of strategy

Headcounts decrease, with a 
knock -on effect on diversity 
initiatives

The future of freelance strategy 
post -budget cuts

Recession-driven short -termism 
and a shift in purpose

This report takes the 
temperature of strategists 
across marketing. It focuses 
on their role, their challenges 
and their opportunities in an 
industry severely disrupted by 
the COVID -19 pandemic. 

The annual Future of Strategy 
report is based on a global 
survey of strategists that was 
fielded in May and June 2020. 
This year­s report focuses on 
the impact of COVID -19 on 
strategy, across headcounts, 
budgets, and the role of 
strategists during the crisis. It 
also addresses what long -term 
changes might result.

Respondents in this year­s 
survey tended to sit in one of 

two camps. Many were 
optimistic as to the future of 
strategy and felt the disruption 
caused by COVID-19 could be 
positive for the industry. But 
another group were far more 
pessimistic; these respondents 
were more likely to see the 
impact as negative, with job 
cuts and short -termism front of 
mind.

We start the report with these 
feelings summarised into three 
reasons for optimism and three 
reasons for pessimism, and the 
report expands on each, 
illustrated with data from the 
survey and commentary from 
12 expert contributors from 
locations around the world.



1: Strategists have been 
crucial to the pandemic 
response and have had 
the chance to shine.

The pandemic has driven 
a closer relationship 
between strategists and 
their clients, as the rapid 
development of the crisis 
has driven a need to solve 
significant new 
challenges. Brands have 
relied on their agencies 
for direction, and ±in 
some cases ±there is a 
feeling of greater 
understanding and 
respect as a result. 

2: COVID-19 is disrupting 
the industry and creating 
new opportunities.

We asked respondents if 
they agreed that COVID -
19 would fundamentally 
change the way agencies 
work: 69% agreed. The 
optimists among these 
view the pandemic as a 
necessary disruption that 
will drive agency 
leadership to transform 
staffing and services to 
meet the needs of brands 
in the ¬new normal­.

3: The crisis has shown 
the value of a strong, 
credible brand vision.

Rather than focusing on 
products, the pandemic 
has driven brands to focus 
on what the brand itself 
really means, and the 
importance of building that 
platform so that brand 
health can be maintained 
during times when the 
climate is not right for 
pushing products.



1: Staff cuts highlight the 
paradox of strategy in 
2020.

Despite evidence that 
clients need strategic help 
more than ever, many 
strategy departments 
have seen cuts and 
freelancers have lost 
clients. There are fears of 
a growing disconnect 
between the jobs 
strategists do in agencies, 
and the brand strategy 
clients are looking for. 
This is accelerating the 
feeling that strategists are 
undervalued and mis -sold 
in agency structures.

2: Cutbacks threaten the 
next generation of talent 
±including the push for 
greater diversity.

Respondents told us that 
the most likely group to 
lose their jobs to COVID -
related redundancies 
were junior strategists. 
Just like in the 2008/09 
crash, we are seeing a 
reduction of opportunity 
for younger strategists. 
The risk is that this 
impacts diversity 
initiatives, leaving strategy 
teams unrepresentative of 
the wider population.

3: The crisis has 
accelerated the shift to 
short -termism.

There has been a huge 
shift to short -termism as a 
result of budget cuts, the 
need to react rapidly to the 
coronavirus pandemic, and 
the need to stimulate quick 
sales at a time of 
economic stress. Many 
strategists feel this is a 
real threat to their role and 
the value they are able to 
provide. 










