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Executive Brief

A new communications risk is becoming harder to manage: institutions are under greater pressure to comment on
contested issues at the same time that the reputational cost of taking a position is rising.

The Chartered Institute of Public Relations’ 2026 State of the Profession report, released 30 September 2026, found
that more than half of surveyed practitioners say their organizations are more cautious about taking public positions
than five years ago. Forty-eight percent say the risks of public stances outweigh the benefits, 47% report greater
pressure to comment on controversial topics, and fewer than half work in organizations with any formal policy or
guidance for handling polarizing issues. The survey covered 738 PR professionals.

That tension is not simply a communications preference. Stanford’s September 2026 CEO Activism Survey of 2,807
U.S. adults found declining support for CEOs taking public positions compared with 2018, substantial variation by
issue, and evidence that people remember and respond behaviourally to executive activism. USC Annenberg’s 2026
Global Communication Report likewise describes a “quiet shift” toward more situational corporate speech and
reports that 91% of PR professionals believe polarization has increased the strategic importance of
communications.

The emerging problem is therefore not “Should organizations speak out?” It is: how should an institution decide
when its voice is materially relevant, credible, necessary and backed by action?

The Artefact91 position

Public positioning should be governed as a strategic decision, not improvised as a messaging exercise.

SECTION 01

What Changed

The trigger for this briefing is the convergence of four signals.

THE PROFESSION IS REPORTING GREATER CAUTION — CIPR’s 2026 data shows a communications
environment in which leaders face more pressure to comment while communications teams increasingly judge the
downside risk of public positioning to be significant.

CEO VOICE HAS BECOME MORE CONSEQUENTIAL — Stanford’s 2026 survey finds support for CEO activism
has declined from 2018 levels and varies heavily by topic. The finding is not that executives should stop speaking. It
is that issue selection, role relevance and stakeholder consequence matter more than generic visibility.

COMMUNICATIONS IS BEING PULLED TOWARD GOVERNANCE — USC’s 2026 research finds polarization has
elevated the strategic importance of PR even as many organizations adopt a more selective posture toward public
advocacy.

AUDIENCES DO NOT ALWAYS REWARD BINARY CHOICES — In Edelman’s 2026 global study, on a
partial-sample question about highly divisive social issues, 35% of respondents said the action most likely to
increase trust in a business was encouraging people to cooperate on solutions without taking a side. Twenty-eight
percent preferred the business to support the position true to its values; 13% preferred the business to support their
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own position; and 13% preferred no public position.

The practical implication

There are more strategic options than statement or silence.

SECTION 02

The Position Paradox

Polarized environments create a double bind.

Speaking can alienate stakeholders who disagree; turn an issue into an executive or brand identity marker; create
obligations the institution cannot operationally fulfil; expose inconsistencies between stated values and actual
conduct; and move a niche controversy into a broader reputation problem.

Remaining silent can be interpreted as avoidance or indifference; frustrate employees, customers, communities,
partners or investors who expect leadership; cede the information environment to critics or misinformation; create
internal uncertainty about institutional values; and undermine credibility where the organization is directly implicated.

Neither option is inherently safer
The quality of the decision depends on whether the institution can distinguish material relevance from ambient

pressure.

SECTION 03

The Artefact91 Public Position Governance Matrix

The first decision should be based on two dimensions.

A. MATERIAL RELEVANCE — How directly does the issue connect to the organization’s mandate, operations,
workforce, customers, legal obligations, strategic commitments or demonstrated expertise?

B. STAKEHOLDER CONSEQUENCE — How materially could the issue affect priority stakeholders, institutional
legitimacy, workforce conditions, regulatory relationships, access to markets, partnerships or licence to operate?
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RELEVANCE / CONSEQUENCE POSTURE WHAT IT MEANS

High relevance, high Lead + act Take a clear position, explain what the organization is doing,
consequence identify accountability and align words with operational action
High relevance, lower Explain Speak narrowly and factually. Clarify role, evidence and decisions
consequence without inflating the issue into a broader values campaign

Lower relevance, high Bridge + protect Avoid performative certainty. Acknowledge the stakeholder
consequence impact, protect affected people, convene or listen where useful,

and communicate what the institution can legitimately do

Lower relevance, lower Decline + monitor Do not manufacture a position because the issue is trending.
consequence Monitor for material change and prepare a line explaining why the
organization is not entering the debate

The matrix is not a moral ranking. It is a decision discipline.

SECTION 04

The Seven-Gate Public Position Test

Before any public stance, Artefact91 recommends seven gates.

GATE 1— RELEVANCE — Is there a direct, explainable connection between the issue and the organization’s work,
responsibilities or affected stakeholders?

GATE 2 — AUTHORITY — Why is this institution or executive a credible voice on the issue? Is the organization
speaking from responsibility, expertise, lived operational experience, statutory role or genuine stakeholder
relationship?

GATE 3 — EVIDENCE — What facts support the position? Which claims are established, uncertain or contested?
Could the organization defend the statement under media, regulatory or employee scrutiny?

GATE 4 — ACTION CAPACITY — What is the organization prepared to do? A position unsupported by operational
action creates a credibility gap.

GATE 5— STAKEHOLDER CONSEQUENCE — Who gains reassurance, who experiences harm, who may
mobilize and whose behaviour could materially affect the organization?

GATE 6 — MESSENGER — Does the CEO need to speak? Would a technical leader, policy lead, community
partner, business unit head or institutional statement carry greater authority with lower escalation risk?

GATE 7 — REVERSIBILITY — If the issue evolves, can the organization explain a changed position without
appearing opportunistic or deceptive? What facts or thresholds would justify a change?

A public statement should not clear the test merely because leadership wants to say something.
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SECTION 05

Silence Is an Option, Not a Default
Strategic silence can be legitimate. It is strongest when:

* Theissue is outside the organization’s mandate.

» The institution lacks evidence or authority.

* Public commentary would add noise rather than useful information.

- Affected stakeholders are better served by direct engagement or action.
* Theissue is changing too quickly for a durable position.

» Public intervention would unnecessarily elevate a fringe controversy.

But silence requires governance too. A deliberate “do not comment” decision should record why the issue is outside
scope; which stakeholders may interpret silence negatively; what conditions would trigger a change; who is
authorized to revisit the decision; and what internal or direct stakeholder communication is still required.

Where silence turns risky

When it is merely indecision with no monitoring plan.

SECTION 06

Executive Voice Should Follow Role Relevance

Stanford’s 2026 CEO Activism research is especially important for executive reputation. Public support is not
uniform across issues, and executive advocacy can produce durable reactions.

Artefact91 recommends separating three forms of executive speech.

ROLE SPEECH — The issue directly affects the company, employees, customers, sector or operating environment.
The CEO has clear authority and responsibility. This is usually the strongest case for executive voice.

VALUES SPEECH — The issue connects to explicit organizational values but not directly to operations. The
credibility test should be higher: evidence of past action, consistency across jurisdictions and willingness to accept
operational implications.

PERSONAL SPEECH — The executive is speaking as an individual on an issue unrelated to institutional
responsibility. Governance should clarify when personal speech may reasonably be interpreted as corporate
position.

The mistake is assuming all executive visibility has the same risk profile.
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SECTION 07

Bridge Before You Brand

Edelman’s 2026 findings suggest a useful alternative to binary positioning. In highly divisive situations, the most
trust-building option in its global survey was not taking a side but encouraging cooperation on solutions.

For some institutions, the strongest posture may therefore be to:

» Clarify facts without adopting an ideological frame.

» Protect affected stakeholders without claiming expertise the organization does not have.
« Convene credible parties.

« Explain the organization’s operational obligations.

« Acknowledge disagreement.

« Define what is non-negotiable inside the institution.

« Create space for constructive dissent.

* Report what action was taken and what evidence informed it.

This is not neutrality theatre

It is a different form of institutional leadership.

SECTION 08

Build a Standing Public-Position Policy

CIPR’s finding that fewer than half of surveyed practitioners work in organizations with any policy or guidance for
polarizing issues is the most actionable governance gap in the new research.

TRIGGERS — Which events require review? Direct operational impact, employee safety, regulatory change, major
stakeholder mobilization, misinformation about the institution, sector-wide crisis or material contradiction with a
published commitment.

DECISION OWNER — Who can approve a public position? Define roles for communications, legal, public affairs,
people and operations teams, and executive leadership.

EVIDENCE STANDARD — What must be known before speaking? Distinguish verified fact, reasonable inference
and values judgement.

POSITION OPTIONS — Do not force every issue into yes or no. Allow: lead, explain, bridge, protect, defer, decline,
correct misinformation or engage privately.

MESSENGER LOGIC — Match the speaker to the source of authority.
ACTION ALIGNMENT — Document what the organization will do, not only what it will say.

REVIEW TRIGGERS — Specify what new evidence, stakeholder movement or operational change requires
reconsideration.
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SECTION 09

The Artefact91 Position Decision Sequence

ARTEFACT91 POSITION DECISION SEQUENCE

TRIGGER — MAP — TEST — DECIDE — ALIGN — SPEAK/BRIDGE / DECLINE — REVIEW

TRIGGER — What happened, and why might it matter?

MAP — Which stakeholders, obligations, narratives and institutional exposures are involved?

TEST — Apply relevance, authority, evidence, action, consequence, messenger and reversibility gates.
DECIDE — Choose the institutional posture and name the decision owner.

ALIGN — Ensure operational behaviour, internal communication and external language are consistent.
SPEAK /BRIDGE / DECLINE — Select the least performative option that still meets institutional responsibility.

REVIEW — Watch for changed facts, stakeholder movement, misinterpretation or escalation.

SECTION 10

Scenario Applications

SCENARIO LIKELY POSTURE WHY
A new law directly affects the organization’s Lead + act High relevance, high consequence, clear
customers and operations institutional responsibility
Employees are deeply affected by a Bridge + protect High stakeholder consequence, lower
geopolitical event, but the organization has institutional authority. Prioritize employee
no operational role or subject-matter safety, support and internal clarity over broad
authority geopolitical commentary
A viral controversy unrelated to the Decline + monitor Low relevance unless stakeholder or
organization prompts social-media demands operational consequences emerge
for a statement
A claim about the organization is factually Explain/ correct Directly relevant, but the objective is factual
false and spreading correction rather than values positioning
An executive personally wants to comment Test messenger and the Personal conviction does not automatically
on adivisive issue personal / corporate create institutional authority

boundary
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SECTION 11

Measurement After a Position

Do not measure only impressions or sentiment. Track:
ROLE CLARITY — Did priority stakeholders understand why the organization spoke or did not speak?
EVIDENCE INTEGRITY — Were public claims supported and consistent with operational facts?

STAKEHOLDER MOVEMENT — Did employees, customers, regulators, partners or communities change
behaviour in ways that matter?

CONTRADICTION — Did internal practices, other executives or different markets undermine the position?
ESCALATION — Did the intervention reduce uncertainty or expand the controversy?
DECISION LATENCY — How long did the organization take to move from trigger to governed decision?

RECOVERY COST — If the position changed, what explanation, correction or relationship repair was required?

SECTION 12

A 30-Day Readiness Sprint

WEEK 1 — INVENTORY — Identify the controversial issues most likely to intersect with the organization over the
next 12 months. Review recent situations where leadership spoke, stayed silent or hesitated.

WEEK 2 — GOVERN — Create the seven-gate test, decision rights, messenger rules and evidence standard.

WEEK 3 — SIMULATE — Run three scenarios: one where speaking is necessary, one where bridging is preferable
and one where declining to comment is the best choice.

WEEK 4 — INSTITUTIONALIZE — Create a one-page decision record, stakeholder monitoring plan and quarterly
review rhythm. Train executive and communications teams to use the same protocol.

SECTION 13

Questions for Leaders

Do we have a written policy for controversial or polarizing issues?

Which issues are materially connected to our mandate rather than simply visible in the news cycle?
What would make the CEO the right messenger — and what would make the CEO the wrong one?
Can we demonstrate action behind every value-based claim we make?

Which stakeholders would interpret our silence as meaningful?

When we choose not to comment, what would cause us to reconsider?
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Can our communications, public affairs, legal, people and operational teams reach a governed position quickly
enough for the environment we operate in?

ARTEFACT91 BRIEFING 19

Artefact91 Point of View

Polarization does not make communications less important. It makes undisciplined communications more
expensive.

The strongest institutions will not be those that speak on the most issues or avoid the most controversy. They will be
the ones that can explain, consistently and credibly, why they spoke, why they did not, what evidence informed the
decision and what action followed.

Strategic silence is not absence. It is one option inside a governed communications decision system.
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Sources & Research Base

« Chartered Institute of Public Relations — 2026 State of the Profession report, 30 September 2026. Survey of 738
PR professionals.

- Stanford Graduate School of Business, Corporate Governance Research Initiative — “2026 CEO Activism
Survey,” September 2026. Nationwide U.S. survey of 2,807 adults; follow-up to 2018 research.
« USC Annenberg Center for Public Relations — “2026 Global Communication Report: A Quiet Shift,” 2026.

« Edelman Trust Institute — “2026 Edelman Trust Barometer Global Report,” January 2026. 33,938 respondents
across 28 countries.

Research Note

This briefing synthesizes current communications-industry research and Artefact91 analysis. The cited surveys
differ in geography, sampling and question wording and should not be treated as directly comparable measures. The
Edelman figures cited above come from a partial-sample question on highly divisive social issues. The framework is
a decision aid, not a claim that one public-position strategy will produce the same outcome across sectors,
jurisdictions or stakeholder groups.
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