
What is it and why does it matter?



Rich Williams is not alone. Many businesses 
feel misunderstood. And they worry about the 
impact of that misunderstanding on valuation, 
competitiveness and attractiveness as an 
employer.

At Powerscourt, we believe that ideas can 
only flourish if they are properly understood. 
That’s why, in partnership with Kantar Millward 
Brown, we wanted to get a grip on how well 
understood UK Plc considers itself to be.

As we set about quantifying and analysing the 
phenomenon, the concept of The Narrative 
Gap was born. The Narrative Gap is the 
distance between the story businesses want 
to tell and the story that is heard, or simply not 
heard at all. 

“Groupon is a misunderstood company. 
We’re misunderstood by analysts. 
We’re misunderstood by media. 
We’re misunderstood by consumers.”
Rich Williams, CEO of Groupon



The Narrative Gap research was commissioned by 
Powerscourt, an award-winning independent strategic 
communications consultancy. From offices in London 
and Dublin, we provide trusted advice to the world’s top 
companies on critical business issues.

www.powerscourt-group.com

For more information contact Steve Marinker
steve.marinker@powerscourt-group.com

The fieldwork and analysis was conducted by Kantar 
Millward Brown Corporate which has been helping clients 
better understand their key stakeholders for 30 years.

www.millwardbrown.com

For more information contact Julian Green
julian.Green@kantarmillwardbrown.com

We are grateful to Comms Leaders for their support. 
Comms Leaders is a recruitment consultancy specialising 
in connecting remarkable talent within the corporate 
communications and employee engagement professions. 
With a network that is both deep and wide, Comms 
Leaders takes pride in building strong and long-lasting 
relationships with hiring managers and candidates. 

www.commsleaders.co.uk

For more information contact Andrew Holland
andrew@commsleaders.co.uk

We conducted 100 ten-minute interviews with members of 
executive committees in 100 different businesses drawn from the 
FTSE 350 and privately held businesses with an annual turnover 
of more than £100m. Respondents included CEOs, CMOs, CFOs, 
COOs, CSOs and Heads of Comms.

Forty businesses were publicly listed; 60 were privately held. It 
may not sound like a terribly large sample size, but in fact for B2B 
research a minimum of 50 quantitative interviews are needed to 
provide a good degree of reliability so we are confident that our 
sample gives us useful and informative insights.

In most cases we asked respondents to answer questions on 
a scale of 1 to 10 and we began by identifying eight different 
dimensions of understanding. They are: the context and dynamics 
of your market; the strengths of your operating model; your equity 
growth story (for listed businesses); the features and benefits of 
your products and services; your employer value proposition; 
the values, ethics and principles of your organisation; and your 
contribution to society.

For each dimension we asked respondents how well understood 
they believe their organisations to be by the most relevant 
audiences. For example, when considering ‘the context and 
dynamics of your market’ respondents were asked to think about 
analysts, industry commentators, and sector media, while when 
thinking about their ‘employer value proposition,’ we asked them 
to consider colleagues, their peer group and recruiters.
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The study Who’s behind 
the study?
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The values on Figure 1 relate to those who selected the top 
two scores, 9 and 10. This is standard practice in research and 
represents the proportion of respondents who believe they are 
well understood on each of the dimensions described. The 
responses are split by listed entities and privately held businesses 
as some of the fields are relevant to one group only.

Just 13% of respondents from listed entities believe that their 
equity growth story is well understood, with a similar proportion 
saying that the strengths of their organisation’s operating model 
was well understood.

Looking at these two charts in sum, it’s clear that UK Plc does not 
perceive itself to be well understood. Even the best understood 
dimension – the features and benefits of products & services – is 
thought to be well understood only by 35% of listed entities and 
30% of privately held entities.

Of course, these data only indicate how well understood UK 
Plc perceives itself to be. Perhaps the true picture is different. 
Perhaps there are much better levels of understanding than the 
sample supposes, or maybe respondents simply have unrealistic 
expectations.

One thing is for sure: respondents are dissatisfied with levels 
of understanding and frustrated with their inability to get their 
message across.

But does this matter? Is the Narrative Gap a real problem or is it 
just a measure of corporate frustration? Let’s consider one of the 
key dimensions: valuation. When a business is backed heavily 
by investors, fund managers and equity analysts it’s almost always 
the case that their reading of the company’s market position, 
competitive advantages and growth prospects are broadly aligned 
with those of the management team and board. In other words, 
there is little or no gap between the corporate narrative and the 
investor’s or analyst’s version of their narrative. The wider the gap, 
the bigger the likely impact on valuation. 

UK Plc perceives itself 
to be misunderstood

For a variety of reasons business leaders sometimes feel their audiences don’t 
fully understand them. Thinking about this, for each of the following please say 
how well understood you believe your organisation to be. In each case, think 
about the most relevant audiences.

The features and
benefits of your 
products and 

services

The values, ethics 
and principles of 

your organisations

The context and
dynamics of your 

market

Your track record 
in terms of 

sustainability and 
environmental
performance

Your employer 
value proposition

Your contribution 
to society 

(eg economic 
contribution, skills, 

innovation)

The strengths 
of your operating 

model

Your equity 
growth story

The features and 
benefits of your 

products and services

The values, ethics and 
principles of your

organisations

The investment case 
for your business

Your track record in 
terms of sustainability 

and environmental 
performance

Your contribution 
to society 

(eg economic 
contribution, skills, 

innovation)

The context 
and dynamics of 

your market

Your employer 
value proposition

Figure 1

Listed entities

Privately held business
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Taking a lead to achieve 
better understanding

Figure 2

We tried to take a lead on an 
industry issue and it has helped 
us tell our story and differentiate 

ourselves

We have not tried proactively to 
take a lead on an industry issue

We tried to take a lead on an 
industry issue but did not gain 

traction

We tried to take a lead on an 
industry issue but it did more 

harm than good

Businesses sometimes seek to gain a reputational advantage by taking a 
leadership position on an industry issue. Thinking about this, over the past 
12 months which of the following statements best reflects your organisation’s 
approach.

Can the gap be closed? We asked our sample whether their 
organisations had taken a leadership position on an industry issue 
in the last 12 months to improve understanding and enhance their 
reputation (Figure 2).

Over half – 51 per cent – said that they had and, more 
importantly, that doing so had helped them tell their corporate 
story, improve levels of understanding and drive differentiation.
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Respondents 
are dissatisfied 
with the levels of 
understanding and 
frustrated with their 
inability to get their 
message across.

51%

23%

19%

1%



Quality of people is the most 
misunderstood differentiator

Complexity undermines 
understanding
What are the causes of misunderstanding? Respondents offered 
several explanations (Figure 3), from an over-cautious approach to 
communication to the malignant impact of special interest groups 
and outdated but deeply entrenched views.

But the most often cited reason was none of these. It was 
complexity. More than a quarter of respondents said that they 
operate in a highly complex environment which, for all but the most 
informed stakeholders, gets in the way of proper understanding.

Asked which differentiators are least understood, there was a 
clear common frustration (Figure 4) – just over half of respondents 
said it was the quality of their people.

At a time when more and more functions are being automated, 
increasingly including high-value functions, UK Plc is seeking to 
differentiate itself by its human capital. And the inability to do so 
effectively is its biggest single frustration.

There are several factors which might explain lower levels of understanding. Thinking about how well understood you believe your 
organisation to be, please say how significant you think each of these factors is, where 10 is very significant; 1 is not at all significant.

Figure 3

Which, if any, of the following types of differentiator do you believe are not 
adequately understood.

Figure 4
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Quality of our
people

Advantages of
supply chain

Innovation 
track record

Characteristics of 
business model

Culture 
and values

Product/service
features and benefits

We operate in a 
highly technical 

and complex
environment

We are too 
cautious

in our external
communication

We lack the 
resources to 
communicate 
as effectively 
as we want

Our corporate 
brand is 

associated with 
one product or 

service, obscuring
understanding of

the rest of our
business

Other interest 
groups skew 

understanding 
of our business 

or sector

We aren’t 
sufficiently 
clear about 

our corporate 
narrative

A historical 
narrative

overshadows 
our other 

messaging

We operate in 
a low interest 

sector

Outdated views
about our 

company or 
sector are deeply

entrenched

Our competitors 
are more effective 

at getting their
message across

26%

15% 15% 15% 14% 13% 13%
10% 10% 9%



Analysts and principal shareholders 
perceived to be best informed audience
We asked respondents to rank understanding by 13 different 
groups – from Government and regulators to investors, analysts 
and a range of internal audiences. We have split the results 
(Figure 5) by listed entities and privately held businesses.

Based on those who selected the top two values – and hence 
believe themselves to be well understood – none of the groups 
performs very well, although analysts come top for listed entities 
as do principal shareholders for privately held businesses.

But it is clear that UK Plc does not feel well understood by 
Government, regulators or journalists.

Please say how well understood you believe your organisation to be among 
each of the following audiences.

Figure 5
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Listed entities Privately held business

Principal ShareholderAnalysts

Journalists in trade/
professional media channels

Investors

Campaigning and 
advocacy groups

Regulators (if relevant)

Middle management

Suppliers

National business 
correspondents

Government

Consumers (if B2C) 
or customers (if B2B)

Journalists in mainstream 
media channels

Shop floor workers 
(or equivalent)

Communities

23%

23%

23%

23%

20%

20%

20%

18%

18%

15%

30%

28%

28%

Consumers (if B2C) 
or customers (if B2B)

Suppliers

Middle management

Journalists in trade/
professional media channels

Shop floor workers 
(or equivalent)

Regulators (if relevant)

Government

National business 
correspondents

Campaigning and 
advocacy groups

Communities

Journalists in mainstream 
media channels

38%

32%

28%

27%

25%

25%

18%

18%

17%

17%

15%

13%



Having asked our respondent group to define their narrative gap, 
we wanted to conclude the study by estimating the extent to 
which companies are prepared to take action to close it. 

One of the factors which determines the hearing a business will 
get is its appetite for taking risks in external communication – the 
trade-off between the potential reputational reward and the risk of 
misrepresentation or unintended consequences. 

According to our sample, risk appetite is low (Figure 6), but not 
negligible. Again, taking those who scored risk appetite at 9 and 
10, the two highest values, we can see that 13% of our sample 
has a keen risk appetite, which is about the same as those whose 
appetite is very low. This raises the question; does UK Plc simply 
need to be braver if it is to close the gap between the story it 
wants to tell and the one which is heard? 

UK Plc has a moderate risk appetite 
when it comes to communication

Figure 6

All businesses have aspects of their story they don’t want to 
shout from the rooftops, and it’s never been harder to escape 
the attentions of campaigners and – increasingly – shareholders, 
many of whom demand high standards of environmental, social 
and governance performance.

With that in mind we asked our respondents if their organisations 
had changed practices or policies in the last twelve months in 
order to reduce reputational risk. More than six in ten said they 
had (Figure 7), with improvements to quality assurance and 
control and corporate governance and disclosure topping the list 
of improvements that had been made. 

Reducing reputational risk Figure 7
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No change in policies and practices 
in the last 12 months

Quality Assurance/Quality Control
Corporate governance/disclosure

Employment practices
Gender equality

Sustainability
Executive pay

Pricing
Supply chain standards

In which, if any, of the following areas has your organisation changed policies 
and practices in the past 12 months?

37%
37%
36%
34%
32%
30%
26%
24%
23%

When organisations speak externally there is often a trade-off between 
the potential reputational reward and the risk of misinterpretation or of 
unintended consequences. Thinking about this, how would you characterise 
your organisation’s approach to external communications?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

3% 3%

6%

11%

16%

22%

14%

12%

4%

9%

No appetite for risk Willing to take risk



Of those who had made changes, almost 60 per cent said the 
impact had been positive in terms of reputation, with a negligible 
number reporting a negative outcome (Figure 8). Plainly, removing 
the elephants in the room is one of the ways businesses can be 
more confident in their communication and take more risks. 

Changes made to policies have 
a positive effect on reputation
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Figure 8

Have changes made for reputational reasons had a positive, negative or 
neutral effect on the efficiency of your operations? Base: 59

Positive Negative Neutral Don’t know

58%

8%

32%

2%



One of the reasons many great communications ideas founder is 
because of an anxiety about how stakeholders may respond, and 
in particular, the media. That’s why we wanted to understand how 
fairly, or otherwise, our respondents feel their organisations have 
been treated by journalists. Does UK Plc feel foully misunderstood 
and misrepresented?

In short, no: only 8% of listed entities and 4% of privately held 
businesses described their treatment at the hands of the media 
as very unfair, while 13% and 26% respectively said it was very 
fair (Figure 9).

UK Plc believes that it is 
treated fairly by the media

Businesses sometimes complain that the media treats them unfairly. Thinking 
about this, how fairly do you believe your business has been treated by the 
media over the past 12 months? 10 is very fairly; 1 is very unfairly.

1
Very unfairly

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Very fairly

Figure 9

Listed entities

Privately held business

1
Very unfairly

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Very fairly
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What’s your Narrative Gap?

This research represents the aggregated views of 
100 business leaders. But what does the narrative 
gap look like for an individual organisation? Is there 
a way of understanding where a corporate narrative 
is not landing well; which messages, channels 
and audiences need to be addressed. And which 
differentiators can help organisations get their 
message across?

Working with Kantar Millward Brown, Powerscourt 
has developed a methodology for determining the 
Narrative Gap at an organisational level. 

To find out more please contact 
Steve Marinker 
steve.marinker@powerscourt-group.com
020 3328 9369

Narrative Gap Analysis

mailto:steve.marinker@powerscourt-group.com
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From offices in London and Dublin, we provide trusted advice to the 
world’s top companies on critical business issues.
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The fieldwork and analysis was conducted by Kantar Millward Brown 
Corporate which has been helping clients better understand their key 
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