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INTRODUCTION
The public affairs industry is at a
crossroads. Those words have been
written plenty of times before, but are
surely truer now than they have ever
been. Lobbying is in the firing line, and
the good that we do is often overwhelmed
by the false public perception of how we
work.
So this report could not have come at
a more appropriate moment.
This year, leading figures in every
part of our industry have worked with
the PRCA’s research partner YouGov to
examine the fundamentals of the public
affairs industry: how we are perceived
by politicians and the media; how we
currently go about our daily business;
how we recruit talent.
And the results are insightful. They
point out the things we do well – and
the areas where we can improve.
And they make a series of practical
recommendations for the future.
Doubtless not everybody in our

industry will agree with every single
recommendation – and some findings
certainly make uncomfortable reading.
But there’s no point in undertaking
a work of this nature if we just pat
ourselves on the back and congratulate
one another.
There are also recommendations for
how the PRCA should amend its offering,
and we will take forward each and every
one of them. We will reassess our public
affairs training to make it as tailored and
relevant to the public affairs industry
as possible. We will work with AMEC
to create robust methods of evaluating
public affairs work. And we will challenge
other membership bodies to raise their
game too.
Crucially, we will redouble our efforts
to represent the industry, defend its
work, and improve its reputation.
Ours is an overwhelmingly an ethical,
transparent industry. The public affairs
practitioners I speak with are proud of

the work they
do, and deeply
conscious of
the vital role
lobbying plays in
the democratic
process. But
they are also
frustrated at public
perceptions of
their trade, and at
how every ‘lobbying scandal’ involves no
real lobbyists at all.
We will address all of this – making
the positive case for our industry will
now become even more of a priority
for the PRCA. And we’d invite you to
help us make that case. Because like
all membership bodies, we are only as
strong as the members we represent.

regulation is on the agenda – politicians.
Our second working group analysed
the key economic and regulatory
challenges that have arisen as the
profession has evolved. In turn, it has
provided challenging recommendations
which could to help overcome these
issues, such as the production of
procurement guidelines for public
affairs clients and a best practice
approach to agency fees structure.
Our third working group investigated
ways of ensuring that the industry
continues to attract a bright, skilled
workforce that is dedicated to public
affairs as a career. Here, the scourge
of unpaid internships in Parliament
was a hot topic and the group also
recommended an awareness drive
targeted at schools and universities.
Finally, our fourth group examined the
changing relationship between public
affairs and the policy making process.
The group notes that feedback from

MPs was clear:
communication
should be
succinct, tailored
and provide
opportunities to
access further
information
easily and at the
parliamentarian’s
convenience. In
response to this and other findings, the
report contains a further tranche of
clear recommendations for action.
We hope that you find the report
interesting and stimulating. And if you
have any feedback, please don’t hesitate
to get in touch!

By Francis Ingham, PRCA Director-General

While there is much to celebrate in the
UK public affairs industry, there are also
challenges on the horizon.
This report seeks to highlight both
the opportunities and the challenges the
lie ahead – and to clearly identify what
action might be taken to ensure that the
industry continues to flourish.
To do so, we brought together a
number of senior industry figures
and decided upon four key areas of
examination.
Our first working group examined
how the industry can challenge
misleading perceptions. There can be
little doubt that recent media coverage
has not painted a flattering picture of
the sector, with lobbyists often taking
the blame for the misdemeanours of
politicians or the actions of undercover
journalists. So this report looks in some
depth at how the industry is perceived
among the public, media, and – perhaps
most importantly in an era when

By David Singleton, Editor, Public Affairs News, News Editor, PoliticsHome.com
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Challenging the industry’s perception with the public,
media and politicians and restoring trust in the industry
Working Group Members: Dr
Scott Davidson, University
of Leicester; Dan Murphy,
Remploy; Oliver Rowe,
YouGov; Ailsa Williams,
Portland.
Introduction: The word
“lobbying” is still associated
with well-known scandals
from the 90s and 00s, and
even more recently. The
phrase “cash for access” can
still be found in newspaper
exposes, whether referring
to former senior members
of the military offering
MoD contacts, or former
advisers to ministers claiming
influence over their former
bosses. The Adam Werrity
affair is perhaps the most
famous of these in recent
years. And yet, public affairs
as a discipline, a career, or as
a profession, is far removed
from what the media uses as
examples of “lobbying”.
This working group’s
brief was therefore to look at
how we, as an industry, can
challenge the perception,
or often misconception,
among the public, media, and
perhaps most importantly in
an era when regulation is on
the agenda, politicians. We
all want to restore trust in the
industry; trust that we believe
has been greatly undermined
in recent years. We all believe
that what we do brings value,
either to our clients or to our
employers, and we would
all like to think that it brings
value to wider society and
democracy too. But is this too
lofty a claim? As an industry
do we believe that what we do
makes a difference? And what
do politicians and the media
really think of us?
To get to the bottom
of these questions, our
working group commissioned

research, generously
provided by YouGov, to
undertake a deeper look at
how the industry is perceived
by its stakeholders and to
provide a clarification of the
contribution of practitioners
to both their employers/clients
and the wider public good.
We are indebted to both
Oliver at YouGov and Scott
at the University of Leicester
for steering the research and
helping us to interpret its
findings.

Our Findings
Roundtable Discussion
There was recognition of
the industry’s challenges in
gaining the trust of a wide
range of stakeholders and
that this commission should
include honest assessments
of its performance.
There was agreement that
rather than shying from the
term “lobbyist” – there being
a temptation to describe
ourselves as public affairs
professionals, or government
affairs executives – the
industry should tackle the

“

negative connotations of the
term head on.
It was felt that the
industry’s reputation can be
tarnished in several ways but
it is often high profile cases,
such as the Werrity affair,
which in no way represent the
activities and behaviour of
the vast majority of industry
practitioners, which do most
harm. However these cases
must not lead the broader
industry to dismiss such
issues out of hand as being
not of their making.
There was a concern
that there were low levels of
understanding, particularly
amongst journalists, of how
public affairs practitioners
work in real life, which in turn
weakens the quality of public
debate on the future of the
industry. The temptation to tar
everyone with the same brush
is high, and this coupled
with infrequent contact
with lobbyists could be
contributing to negative media
reporting of the industry.
Within the industry there
is a discernible frustration
with the lack of knowledge

Within the industry
there is a discernible
frustration with the
lack of knowledge and
understanding amongst
stakeholders of how
lobbyists work”

KEY
Practitioners
MPs
Journalists
Opinion formers

Base: 722 UK opinion formers,
Nov 22nd - 28th 2012, including
140 journalists and 100 UK MPs
representative of the House, Nov
27th - Dec 10th 2012 94PR/PA
Practitioners, Feb 13th - 21th 2013

PRCA membership survey

and understanding amongst
stakeholders of how lobbyists
work, and practitioners feel
unfairly caught up in the
current anti-politics narrative
as they are not differentiated
from other actors. As such
the industry is included in any
disillusion with Westminster
politics as a whole.
We also felt that
transparency was extremely
important when it comes
to building trust in the
industry. The vast majority of
practitioners are committed
to transparency, and it was
felt that explaining and
demonstrating this more
clearly to all our audiences
could help in improving our
reputation.
While there is a constant
need to reflect on the
veracity of public concerns
and formulate strategies of
redress where concerns are
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HOW FAR dO YOu AgREE OR dIsAgREE WITH
THEsE sTATEMENTs ABOuT lOBBYINg?
(% who ‘agree strongly; or tend to agree’)
All organisations should have the right
to lobby Members of Parliament

70%

Lobbying is an important part of
democratic process

56%

14%

In general I find lobbyists provide
information which is true and accurate
In general the professional standards
of lobbying are rigorous enough

9%

Findings from the Yougov
survey of opinion leaders
The survey consisted of a
representative sample of 100
MPs and 722 opinion leaders,
of whom 140 were journalists.
The key findings were:
• All groups in the survey
strongly support the right
for organisations to lobby
Members of Parliament
and they agree that such
lobbying is an important
part of the democratic
process;
• There is strong support
for the formation of a
compulsory register of

77%
77%
80%

22%
74%

42%

79%

30%
14%

11%
13%

7%

72%

51%

11%
15%

The professional codes and standards
of lobbying are rigorous enough

legitimate, the often poor
quality of public debate
needs to be addressed with
a view to working with the
media to challenge the block
on public engagement and
understanding.

93%

67%
64%

Most lobbyists adhere to professional
standards

95%

80%
75%

I support the formation of compulsory
register of all lobbyists

The lobbying process in the UK is
generally transparent

85%

24%

22%

48%

57%

13%

professional lobbyists,
though it is lower amongst
MPs (two thirds) compared
to opinion formers or
journalists (three quarters).
There was a very small
increase in support from
MPs between December
2012 and July 2013
for a register, a period
which included a series
of scandals involving
politicians responding
to approaches from
journalists pretending to be
lobbyists – but not involving
any professional lobbyists
themselves.
• However, only 9% of MPs
strongly agreed (34%
agreed in total) that a
compulsory register of
lobbyists would have
prevented recent scandals.
• MPs support for a

compulsory register is
driven by Labour MPs
(86%), falling to just a third
of Tories (37%). This can
be partly explained by just
40% of Labour MPs saying
most lobbyists adhere to
professional standards,
rising to 68% amongst Tory
MPs
• MPs generally have a
better view of lobbyists
than opinion formers or
journalists, and much
of this may be based on
experience as almost
half the opinion formers
and journalists do not
have enough contact with
lobbyists to comment on
how professional they are
• MPs agree neither that
professional codes nor
standards of lobbying
are rigorous enough, nor

that the lobbying process
is transparent enough,
while around 40% actively
disagree. Opinion formers
or journalists also disagree.
However, Tory MPs are far
more likely to be positive
than Labour MPs
• MPs generally consider
lobbying professionals from
charities and those who
are in-house at corporates
to be more professional
than consultants from
agencies. The views of
general opinion formers
and journalists also follow
this pattern.

The Delphi study of PRCA
members and those listed
on the PRCA register of
lobbyists was conducted
by Scott Davidson from
the University of Leicester
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and Oliver Rowe of YouGov
during February and March
2013.
The Delphi technique
seeks to find areas of
consensus through multiple
rounds of questions amongst
a specialist group of
respondents. Our first survey
sought views and responses
on what PRCA members/
registrants believed were
their main contributions to
their employer/clients as
well as to wider society. They
were also asked for views
on metrics and research
methods that would assist
in evaluating public benefits
that might arise out of good
public affairs and lobbying
work. The answers to the first
round were broad and openended but through analysis
some clear themes were
identified. Then in a second
round to test the strength of
consensus with the findings,

“

• Assist clients or their
employer in improving
their reputation and raising
their general media and
political profile

and that the themes around
impact on policy, capacity to
build self-sufficiency and the
bottom line were less well
known positive contributions.

• Positively impact on their
organisation’s bottom line

The strongest consensus
on the wider benefits and
the theme that respondents
agreed the PRCA should
talk about more publicly
was the improvements to
the quality of legislation,
regulation and policymaking. The theme of public
affairs providing a working
connection and dialogue
between government, politics
and wider society was also
strongly endorsed, and was
identified as something that
the PRCA should talk about
more publicly. Perhaps
identifying successful
campaigns which the
majority of the public would
agree with might be helpful
to bring this to life, such as:

• Improve the quality of
legislation, regulation and
policy-making
• Facilitates their client
or employer to have a
voice and to participate in
government and politics
of clients/ employers and
other community groups
through fair representation
• Enables the public to
better understand policy
issues and generally
improves the quality of
public debate
• Holds governments to

We do not have recognisable spokespeople
who defend and promote our industry”

respondents were asked to
indicate their agreement with
the summary results of the
first round.
The responses show that
PRCA members believe they
are making a significant
contribution both to the
business, charity or other
organisation they were
working for, and to wider
society. Respondents clearly
identified monitoring,
strategic advice and
relationship management
as core functions of the
industry, in addition to which
they believe that they:
• Enable clients or their
employer to influence
legislative proposals
and wider public policy
agendas;

account and can act as
a check and balance to
legislative power by giving
clients or organisations a
voice in the process.
In the survey we also asked
which of these themes
respondents thought the
PRCA should talk about
more publicly. Interestingly
some of the themes where
there was a consensus, but
not those with the strongest
levels of consensus,
had the highest levels of
agreement in regard to talk
about more publicly. One
possible explanation here
is that respondents may
have felt the highest scoring
themes were already known
strengths of the industry

the campaign by an alliance
of health organisations to
introduce a smoking ban in
public places; the British
Beer and Pub Association’s
successful campaign to scrap
the Beer Duty Escalator; the
“pasty tax” campaign; or the
Scouts’ “Rain Tax” campaign
against an unaffordable
rise in water bills for Scout
Groups.
Finally, in the second round
respondents were also asked
if they would like to see the
industry develop a standard
set of metrics to help clients
evaluate the value of public
affairs activity and lobbying,
such as best practice postcampaign analysis. 68%
agreed with this and 25%
disagreed.

When asked to nominate
metrics for evaluating the
wider benefits of public
affairs work responses
suggested some uncertainty
and comments indicated that
the complexity of assessing
impact and trying to isolate
variables, when many
different factors influence
outcomes, made this a much
tougher question. However,
respondents did reply
with a range of interesting
suggestions including:
case studies demonstrating
how public affairs inputs
had influenced a Bill or
Government consultation;
assessing economic impacts;
tracking attitudes towards
the industry from key
stakeholders; and reporting
on how civic participation
in consultations and other
policy processes had been
improved.

Emerging
recommendations
for action
Industry bodies could be
clearer when talking about the
benefits that the profession
brings to the quality of
legislation and to facilitating
business and charity
involvement in the political
process. All those working
in the public affairs industry
have a responsibility to do
this, but it is often the PRCA
and others who are called
upon to comment when media
stories about the industry
break, and given that these
stories are often negative,
there is a need to ensure that
our spokesmen articulate the
value, and indeed values, of
our industry.
Greater information
sharing with journalists
and politicians about the
transparency measures that
already exist is also required.
There are already high levels
of transparency across
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extent to which each is a main positive contribution of public affairs and
lobbying to your employer (in-house)/ clients (agency). which should be
talked about more publicly?
Provides knowledge and advice on current governmental
or parliamentary agendas and on changes in wider
political, business or social environments based on
constant monitoring and intelligence

95%
38%
95%

Enables clients/ employer to influence legislative proposals
and wider public policy agendas

30%

Provides on-going assistance in understanding and
managing relationships with key stakeholders

90%
33%
90%

Assists clients/ employer on improving relation and on how
to raise their general media and political profile

33%
83%

Provides advice on organisational strategies based
on intelligence and specialist knowledge

43%
75%

improves the general quality of policy decision-making

80%
75%

Positively impacts the organisation’s bottom line

50%
73%

Assists clients/ employer on crisis
communications management

35%

Transfer best practice knowledge, via training, to clients/
employer on stakeholder relationship development and
effective communication

KEY

Other

63%
45%
5%
5%

Main positive contribution
Should talk about more publicly

most of the industry, so we
need to better articulate our
commitment to transparency,
and remind our stakeholders
of where they can find
out who works for whom.
This will also go some way
to separating those often
described as lobbyists in
the media who are operating
at the margins, from the
core who are committed
to professional ethics and
transparency.
Easier search-ability of
existing databases would also
aid transparency; currently
there are multiple databases
and it would be difficult for
a lay person to know where

to look to find out who was
lobbying on behalf of whom.
There are industry registers,
departmental registers,
registers of members
interests. Improving this
process, not necessarily
requiring disclosure of any
further information but simply
making what is available
more accessible, would go
some way to improving the
industry’s reputation.
We also believe there is a
need to restate the purpose
of lobbying – perhaps
through the Public Affairs
Commission itself. It is a
two way relationship that
informs the democratic

Base: 40 Public Affairs practioners, March 2013

process; and yet very few
people would currently
say that the democratic
process would be poorer
without the involvement of
public affairs professionals.
Again, the PRCA and other
trade bodies have a role to
play here. We do not have
recognisable spokesmen
who defend and promote
our industry; we do not have
consistent messaging about
our profession; we do not
have well-known examples of
where lobbying has prevented
a damaging policy suggestion
from being implemented, or
made an important reform
happen.

We also believe that
more could be made of the
ethics training and codes of
conducts that public affairs
agencies sign up to. These
should be portrayed as high
standards with consequences
for those who break the code.
Finally, given that a sound
evidence base is required to
assist improving the quality
of future public debates
on lobbying industry, the
PRCA should coordinate a
programme of collating and
regularly publishing research
and evidence on the functions
and contributions of the
public affairs industry.

NOVEMBER | PRCA | 7

PRCA Sup.indd 7

31/10/2013 17:47:47

Handling the key economic
issues facing the industry
Working Group Members:
Dominick Moxon-Tritsch,
International Fur Trade
Federation; Jo-ann Robertson,
Ketchum; Rory Scanlan,
Fishburn Hedges; Warwick
Smith, College Public Policy
Introduction: Public affairs
is not just a young, growing
industry – it is also changing
rapidly. The public affairs
professional of today is
almost unrecognisable from
a lobbyist from the pre-online
era. Yet our industry’s raison
d’être has not changed: our
role, whether consultancy
or in-house, is still to deliver
or advise on effective
communications, and our
objective remains ultimately
commercial.
Public affairs is a complex,
challenging, and rewarding
industry. It is an essential
element of policy making and
decision-making in mature
democracies. We perform
a vital role in ensuring that
legislative and executive
decision making takes proper
account of facts and of the
views of those businesses,
communities, individuals and
organisations likely to be
affected.
Our working group has
analysed the key economic
and regulatory challenges
that have arisen as the
profession has evolved, and in
turn has provided challenging
recommendations for the
PRCA to help us overcome
these issues.

Historical
context and
offer
The first agencies specialising
in “public affairs” have only
appeared in the last quarter
of a century or so. Yet over
that time, the industry has

radically changed and
matured.
The offer has shifted from
brokering access to a still
somewhat remote political
and civil service elite to a
broad range of services. We
do less ‘schmoozing’ and
more thinking. In the digital
age, information is readily
available and cheap: insight
and analysis is rare and
valuable.
On the agency side, we
have seen a change from
a very small number of
agencies setting up lunch
dates for their clients’
chairmen or chief executives,
to a situation in which the
value added by consultancies
is judged by the quality of
their advice, and outcomes
in terms of meeting defined
public policy objectives.
In-house, the quality and
quantity of public affairs
practitioners has significantly
increased. For many
businesses, particularly those
in regulated sectors or whose
business is based on working
with the public sector, an inhouse capability and access
to good public affairs advice
and programmes is now seen
as essential.
Whilst for some, public
affairs is no longer an
afterthought but an essential
part of their business
strategy, for others it remains
a discretionary function or
purchase, frequently aimed
not at influencing public
policy outcomes or political
or government decisions,
but as part of a broader
communications focus on
reputation management or
profile building.
And yet, as an industry, we
have never sought to define
just what it is that “public
affairs” practitioners do,
and whether the different

terms used – lobbying,
government relations, public
affairs, policy consultancy,
stakeholder engagement, and
more - refer to the same or
different disciplines. And, if
these terms do mean different
things, are different skills
needed for each, and what are
they?
Whilst definitions are
always malleable, it makes
sense to define these terms
according to a sliding scale of
contact with government and
politicians:
Lobbying: Direct interaction
with decision makers to
achieve a defined policy
decision or legislative
outcome.
Government relations: Direct
interaction with government
and political institutions
where the objective might be
less precise than a specific
decision or change.
Public affairs: Indirect
interaction with decision
makers [or brokering
introductions for clients]
as part of a wider
communication strategy
which includes a broad range
of stakeholder relationships
and reputation management.
Stakeholder engagement:
direct or indirect interaction
with a broad range of
individuals, organisations,
affected parties, commercial
concerns and policy makers.
Objective may be to learn
target stakeholders’ views
rather than to advocate for a
position or change
Policy consultancy: advice
to clients on public policy
aspects of their activities,
whether in a commercial
context or in purely political

terms. No engagement with
external stakeholders.

Regulatory environment and the
professionalisation of public
affairs
The challenges that face
young industries are in part
down to there being very
few barriers to entry. On the
whole this is to be welcomed;
the industry should remain
vibrant and competitive and
we would be concerned
about measures that prohibit
social mobility or failed to
reflect the impact of broader
communications and PR on
the profession.
Through industry bodies
like the PRCA, there are
self-regulatory models that
agencies, in-house teams
and individuals can sign-up
to – but these do not stop
rogue traders outside the
industry bodies damaging
the reputation of the industry.
The PRCA should therefore
promote the importance
of its code of conduct
and the values it upholds
more actively to its existing
membership as well as to the
wider industry.
In addition to the
development of a more robust
regulatory environment, it is
essential that as an industry
we encourage the increasing
professionalisation of the
industry. There is scope for
better training within the
industry, with a number of
potential areas that can be
explored:
• Development of a formal
professional qualification
in partnership with a
leading UK university, for
example LSE, Strathclyde
or Plymouth. At the end of
a first year associate’s time
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with an agency or in-house
organisation they would
be required to sit a formal
examination.
• Investment and
development of a
Continuous Professional
Development (CPD)
programme for public
affairs professionals of
all levels and experience.
We should explore the role
and processes of The Law
Society as a basis for this
programme.
If this next phase of our
evolution is to successfully
redefine the role of public
affairs in UK society, it is
important that we act for
ourselves the way we would
for a client. This means that
we need to invest in and
develop a communications
strategy and programme
that will build awareness,
confidence and trust in the
value of the work that we do.
We need to represent the
industry in a credible way
and really drive forward our
reputation. The PRCA and
the other representative
organisations should work
together to become this voice.
We cannot look at the
regulatory environment in
isolation from those we are
trying to influence. It is, of
course, important that as a
profession we demand higher
standards of ourselves, but
it is equally important that
we challenge politicians
and stakeholders to meet
similar standards of ethical
behaviour that we rightly ask
of ourselves.

Procurement,
Fees and ROI
Against a difficult economic
backdrop the sector is not
without its challenges, but
there is cause for optimism.
With a great deal of
political uncertainty – and

hence risk – remaining firmly
on the horizon for the short
to medium-term, we can be
confident that expert public
affairs advice is likely to
remain in demand regardless
of the economic situation. Yet,
the profession must address
challenges if the sector is to
remain healthy.
Procurement
Foremost amongst these is
the rise of procurement. Good
procurement secures valuefor-money and matches up
the right consultancy with the
right client. Bad procurement
focuses unduly on process
and wastes considerable
resources.
In recent years, the public
affairs industry has seen far

“

be achieved by allowing
all agencies that pitch the
opportunity of a face-to-face
briefing, and would also make
it more likely that in-house
teams receive high quality
proposals that suit their
requirements.
Most worryingly of all is
prospective clients charging
agencies to submit their
proposals, which it has been
claimed is necessary to
recoup the costs of running
a pitch process. We strongly
urge clients to eschew this
approach, and welcome that
such practice is so rare in our
industry.
There must be a greater
recognition of the value of
intellectual property which
informs pitch responses.

desired steps that in-house
teams should follow when
procuring agency support.
These will balance the need
to thoroughly review the
market with making timely
and effective decisions and
will ensure that procurement
works effectively for everyone
involved.
Fees
There has been a long-term
trend over the last decade
with project-based fees
becoming more popular over
retainers, with 25% of agency
income deriving from projects
in 2003 as opposed to 34% in
2013, according to the PRCA
Consultancy Benchmarking
Survey.
While retainers remain

The procurement process must give
guarantees that intellectual property
rests with unsuccessful agencies”

too much bad procurement:
we consider this the most
significant economic
challenge facing the sector.
It is right to secure
value and rigorously test
the market, but when the
procedure is unwieldy and
ineffective, focusing on arm’s
length process and ignoring
matters such as cultural fit, it
costs everyone involved. It is
now not unusual for an initial
tender process to secure
detailed responses from thirty
plus organisations, while the
procurement process from an
initial PQQ to the appointment
of an agency sometimes lasts
more than six months.
There are countless
examples of in-house
procurement teams refusing
agencies an opportunity to
talk to prospective clients
in an attempt to level the
playing field. This could better

There is plenty of anecdotal
evidence of in-house teams
using creative ideas pitched
by unsuccessful agencies.
In contrast, it is common for
advertising agencies to be
paid to pitch.
Prospective clients need
to be clear-sighted that
research and proposals
originated by an agency prior
to a pitch process remain
the intellectual property of
that consultancy. Pitches
cannot be plundered in
the event that the parties
decide not to contract; pitch
documents and presentations
prepared by unsuccessful
consultancies cannot be
provided to the successful
agency. The procurement
process must give guarantees
that intellectual property rests
with unsuccessful agencies.
The PRCA should produce
guidelines setting out the

responsible for the vast
majority of agency income,
the shift to projects presents
challenges for the sector.
It can be more difficult to
resource teams where there
are frequent, and hard to
anticipate, peaks in activity.
There is less scope to get to
know a business ‘inside out’ if
relationships are shorter and
more transactional.
If projects are focused
on business priorities, then
the sector should embrace
the trend provided that
it is not accompanied by
time-intensive and costly
procurement.
Return on Investment
It is critical to demonstrate
the value of public affairs if
the discipline is to be taken
seriously in the boardroom.
Yet measuring ROI for
public affairs is far from
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straightforward.
Some public affairs
professionals do not believe
that demonstrating ROI is
viable. They point to the
range of stakeholders that
are involved in influencing
policy and that the agenda
frequently shifts – what starts
as an objective may cease
to be practicable. They note
that while in highly regulated
sectors the impact of public
affairs is more tangible, you
know good public affairs
when you see it.
We recognise these
concerns, but believe that
measuring the success
of activity is central to
demonstrating its value.
Whether it is supporting
market access, minimising
the threat of regulation,
or protecting a brand’s
reputation there is an inherent
value in effective public
affairs that support and
aligns with business strategy.
We recommend that the
PRCA continues to develop
guidance on measurement
and evaluation of effective
public affairs with AMEC.
The agency-client
relationship
In light of these economic
challenges, we should
recognise that the nature of
the relationship between a
public affairs consultancy
and its client is different in
every case. Each relationship
reflects the culture of both
organisations. For example, a
global consultancy acting for
a multinational company in
several jurisdictions will work
with the coordinating office of
its agency in a very different
way to a small not-for-profit
organisation working with a
boutique on a UK-specific
issue.
Just as agencies differ
in expertise, character and
specialisation, clients’ needs
differ markedly. Some clients
simply need monitoring; some

10 | PRCA | NOVEMEBER

PRCA Sup.indd 10

strategic advice, insight and
analysis. Others may not
have sufficient resources to
undertake intensive public
affairs activity and are
essentially outsourcing. In
many circumstances, a mix of
services is needed but in every
instance, both agency and
client need to be clear from
the outset precisely what the
client’s needs are.
In every engagement
however, the relationship
between the consultancy
and the client is built on
trust and confidence. Public
affairs projects often involve
the disclosure of extremely
sensitive information by the
client to its agency. Without
the confidence of its client, a
public affairs agency cannot
deliver meaningful results.
This trust is not easily
won. Communication by
a consultancy on behalf
of its client with public
bodies is ordinarily subject

to disclosure under the
Freedom of Information Act,
Inquiries Act or as result
of court proceedings. The
consequences for clients of
a lobbyist acting in breach
of professional ethics can
be grave. The shield of legal
professional privilege is rightly
not available to public affairs
practitioners.
Public affairs consultants
have traditionally taken
instructions from a Director of
Communications or equivalent
role, in some cases directly
from the office of the Chief
Executive or Chairman. On

“

the client side, public affairs
consultancies’ professional
fees are usually paid from
communications or marketing
budgets.
Some agencies are
beginning to take instructions
from regulatory affairs
departments or directly from
general counsel. Whereas
a Communications Director
might stress engagement,
general counsel might be
more concerned with the
mitigation of political and/or
regulatory risk, particularly
where an engagement
involves a politically sensitive

Without the confidence
of its client, a public
affairs agency cannot
deliver meaningful
results”
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merger or public procurement.
Public affairs consultancies
are usually well regarded in
terms of holding in confidence
materials originated in the
course of an engagement.
While substantive materials
such as position papers, key
messages documents or
analyses cannot be repurposed
for use with other agency
clients, consultancies are
entitled to use the know-how,
techniques and expertise
developed in the course of
a relationship. What can be
more contentious is the use of
relationships with stakeholders
developed in the course of an
engagement for a particular
client. Again both parties
should be clear on this from the
outset although it should be
noted that it is highly unusual
for disputes to arise.
Therefore we recognise
the highly heterogeneous
nature of public affairs
engagements, ways of working

with clients, expectations of
the instructing client and the
use of intellectual property
can provide grounds for
dispute between an agency
and its client. Many agencies
have template contracts but
a ‘one size fits all’ approach
to contracting fails to provide
appropriate protection for
either party.
Many trade associations,
for example the Federation
of Master Builders (FMB)
and International Swaps and
Derivatives Association (ISDA)
provide to members a range
of model contracts for use in
a variety of situations. These
model contracts reflect best
practise in the industry.
We recommend
therefore that the PRCA
develop template contracts
specifically for public affairs
and government relations
engagements.

Recommendations
• PRCA to promote its code
of conduct to the wider
industry.
• PRCA to development
a formal professional
qualification in public
affairs, in partnership with
a leading university.
• PRCA to defend and
promote the industry’s
reputation by working with
others to develop a strong
single voice of the industry.

agency fees structure.
• PRCA to develop guidance
on measurement and
evaluation of effective
public affairs with AMEC.
• PRCA to develop template
contracts specifically
for public affairs and
government relations
engagements.

• PRCA to pressure
politicians to apply similar
standards of ethical
behaviour as public affairs
practitioners.
• PRCA to produce
procurement guidelines for
public affairs clients.
• PRCA to develop a best
practice approach to
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Ensuring that the industry continues to attract
a bright, skilled workforce that is dedicated to
public affairs as a career
Working Group Members:
Darren Caplan, Airport
Operators Association; Sarah
Hanratty, Portman Group; Tom
Hawkins, PRCA; Julia Thomas,
VMA Group.
Introduction: A key theme that
arose from the roundtable
discussion that started the
‘Future of Public Affairs
Commission’ was the issue
of recruiting talented young
people into the industry.
Research by VMA Group
showed that the public
affairs industry is clearly
better at attracting certain
demographic groups more
than others. For example,
there are roughly two men
for every woman in public
affairs (vice versa for public
relations). Public affairs is
also not as strong as similar
disciplines in attracting young
people. The 2011 PRCA
Census revealed that 10% of
the PR industry is under 25
years old – compared with just
2% for public affairs from the
VMA research for 2012.
There was also a clear
concern in the industry
about retaining talented
professionals once they had
joined the profession. “Where
are all the Account Managers
going?” remarked one
managing director from the
roundtable. The VMA research
revealed that currently one in
five lobbyists would consider
leaving either their job or the
industry within the next year.
Therefore Working Group
3 sought to uncover the
underlying problems affecting
the industry by setting up
a focus group of around 20
professionals at VMA’s offices
in the spring of 2013. The
group was a mixture of young
account executives with less
than two years’ experience

and more senior practitioners
in order to help us uncover
any significant trends
between older and newer
recruits to the industry.
Our focus group produced
the following conclusions:

How did you hear
about the public
affairs sector?
And what drew
you in to it?
While some of the older
members of our focus group
found a variety of ways into
the profession, new members
all followed a homogeneous
path of university (politics)
degree, followed by a
Parliamentary internship, and
then a first lobbying role.
No focus group member
had heard of public affairs
at school other than a
rare, imprecise mention of

“lobbying” for those who
studied politics at A-level.
Most members (who studied
politics or a similar subject)
first came across lobbying
during their university studies
– with a couple of recent
graduates deliberately taking
policy-based politics courses.
Overall, first impressions of
those who discovered public
affairs at university were
mixed. Some mentioned that
they only really learnt about
“bad US lobbying”, and those
who had taken the policyfocused courses felt that they
left university with a good
understanding of the industry.
Only several mentioned that
they found out about public
affairs through their university
careers service
Almost all members did not
come into contact with other
public affairs professionals
until they had left university

and were on their first
Parliamentary internship.
The amount of time members
spent in Parliament varied
from a few months of paid/
unpaid internships through
to a couple of years as a
full-time paid researcher/
caseworker. In these roles,
members came into contact
through the course of their
roles via meetings, phone
calls and emails etc.
More than threequarters of the focus group
had undertaken unpaid
Parliamentary internships,
including all the younger
members of the group.
As the key route into
the industry, unpaid
Parliamentary internships
pose a significant barrier
to those who cannot afford
them. This problem is
exacerbated by the public
affairs industry itself, as some

Pleasingly members had much more to say regarding what they liked about public affairs
compared to what they disliked:
Likes

Dislikes

The ability to influence and change things
“that mattered” and to remain in politics.
The leitmotif of the morning was “politics
is a passion”

Mostly minor grumblings in relation to
the “arrogance of MPs” that could do a
number of things to annoy participants,
mostly late cancellations of meetings

The ability to gain knowledge/
understanding of a wide variety of
different sectors

Recognition that some campaigns lacked
meaning/purpose, a potential “waste of
time” and a client’s/organisation’s money

For consultancies, the pride in helping
organisations of all different shapes and
sizes to achieve their objectives. Breadth
and ability to see politics/society through
the lens of different stakeholder groups

From the consultancy perspective there
was a recognition of “agency fatigue”.
Only one in-house person suggested they
would be tempted to go to an agency, and
that person had yet to be employed in one

Lobbying seen as crucial from “the
business perspective” – it helps the UK
economy to recover through influencing
political decisions

Conversely, young agency members were
more inclined to switch to in-house roles
to avoid becoming, as one person put it, a
“jack-of-all-trades”

Every day being different, proximity
to the “fun Westminster bubble” and
the political cycle were also common
answers

London-centric and tough to enter
without an unpaid-internship
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As the key route into
the industry, unpaid
parliamentary
internships pose a
significant barrier to
those who cannot
afford them.

members had undertaken
unpaid internships at public
affairs consultancies as well.
However, there were a few
that had gone straight into
public affairs after university
through paid graduate and
internship schemes.
What drew focus group
members into public affairs
after their time in Parliament
was almost exclusively a
desire to stay in politics, with
lobbying providing the best
opportunity to do so in front
of journalism and think-tank
jobs. The website W4MP
clearly played a crucial role
in early career development;
from finding an MP to work for,
through to finding the first job
in public affairs.

Has working in
public affairs

met your
expectations?
What do you like
about the sector,
what would you
change?
Following the first question,
a general lack of knowledge
regarding lobbying and “what
lobbyists actually do” meant
expectations from the group
were not so much low as
non-existent. However, all
agreed that they had made a
good career choice. Not only
was public affairs seen as
a natural progression from
“mundane” Parliamentary
internships, they were also far
more appealing to those that
were not particularly partisan.
We asked the focus group
about money, and very few
saw it as an issue at all.

Passion for politics meant
that even though participants
recognised that other
professions pay more, this
wasn’t in itself a temptation
to leave… yet. However,
there was a feeling amongst
young consultancy members,
corroborated by a couple of
in-house members, that more
money could be made on the
client side.
What do you think of the
reputation of the public affairs
sector? Does it help or hinder
attracting new people to – or
keeping current practitioners
in – the sector?
Whilst the terms
“lobbyists” and “masters
of the dark arts” are used
pejoratively about the
industry, it was not seen as
that big an issue overall.
Those newer to the industry
were significantly less

affected by these terms than
the older group. Seasoned
operators felt that “lazy” and
“uninformed” abuse of the
industry was unfair given that
the vast majority operate with
integrity and professionalism.
For the younger members,
these terms actually add
to the attraction of the
profession as they underline
that public affairs is a complex
and skilled industry which
takes time to learn and is not
easily understood by people
outside the profession. A
comparable example was a
big accountancy or law firm,
where people don’t know
exactly what they all do but
they do know they are serious
and professional businesses.
The younger group were
unanimous in saying that this
sort of criticism would not put
them off a career in public
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affairs.
The breadth and scope of
public affairs is an enormous
positive for both old and new.
It offers a fantastic diversity
of career opportunities.
For the newer group, it is
this constant variety and
the challenging learning
curves that are particularly
appealing. Those from the
agency side - both new and
old - all value the opportunity
to work on wide ranging briefs
on vastly different subjects.
As careers progress, the draw
of an in-house role becomes
increasingly attractive as
it offers the opportunity to
become an integral part
of the business strategy
development. The senior level
group recognise the flipside
of this is the challenge to
retain senior staff within
agency.
The majority of both
groups agreed that the choice

of subject matter is important
but not the be all and end all.
Both groups agreed that it
isn’t necessary to personally
support a particular issue to
enable you to lead a highly
effective public affairs
strategy. In fact, for both
groups, it is the very fact that
public affairs makes you deal
with different subjects and
see them through different
stakeholder lenses which
makes it so appealing.
For the newer entrants,
there is a huge draw in the
ability to influence within the
role and to drive tangible
change such as influencing a
Bill in Parliament. However,
for new entrants, the
profession is seen as very
London-centric which can be
a significant barrier to entry.
If you aren’t from London,
don’t have rich parents or
can’t camp out on a friend’s
floor you are already at a

serious disadvantage and it is
financially difficult just to exist
as an intern in London while
you try to gain experience. As
one focus group member said
“It’s one of those jobs you do
for love not money in the early
days” and it is clearly an area
where newer entrants would
really value further support.
The issue of supply and
demand is also significant
for the new entrants. There
is heavy competition for
internships and there are
far too few on offer. It takes
real determination and
stamina to break through and
newer entrants believe it is
significantly harder now to
secure a permanent contract
than it was for their older
colleagues. This competition
is seen as a double edged
sword. While it shows that the
industry is attractive, it also
risks turning away new talent
because it is so hard to get a

foot in the door.

How long will
you stay in public
affairs? What
would tempt you
to leave?
It was clear throughout that
public affairs practitioners
in the early stages of their
public affairs careers were
very positive about the
industry and did not see it as
a stepping stone to another
profession.
Those participating in the
focus group made it clear
that they genuinely enjoyed
working in public affairs, as
revealed in the “likes versus
dislikes” discussion. “Politics
is a passion” and public
affairs enables practitioners
to engage in that passion on a
daily basis. Therefore, none of
the focus group participants
had plans to leave the public

The PRCA could raise awareness through targeting
specific universities and schools through their existing
courses, speaking opportunities, careers days,
partnerships, careers centres etc.
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affairs sector any time soon:
they saw public affairs as a
long-term career and not a
precursor to other paths, as
long as public affairs remains
fulfilling, presents ongoing
opportunities, and provides
a career path and direction
within the sector.
So overall, public affairs
was regarded as a fun,
interesting and important
sector, with opportunities,
career direction and fair
remuneration; and those
working in public affairs saw
themselves continuing in it
for many years to come. The
attractions of higher rewards
in other sectors, the desire
to focus on fewer areas to
become more expert, and
the occasional negative
associations attributed to
lobbying scandals were cited
as potential reasons to leave
public affairs; but these were

insignificant compared to all
the positive ones to stay in the
industry and make a long-term
career in public affairs.

Recommendations
• Unpaid internships were
repeatedly discussed
throughout the focus
group. There is a clear
role in producing
behavioural change not
only in the industry – but
in Westminster as that
is where so many public
affairs professionals
come from. The PRCA
should build on its existing
Intern Campaign to
put more pressure on
Parliamentarians to pay
interns.
• There was a desire for
more structured career
progression or graduate
programmes in the mould
of other professions such
as law and accountancy.
These programmes could
be supported by the PRCA
on top of its Apprenticeship
Scheme.

• Our focus group was
overwhelmingly white,
middle class and male despite our attempts to
collect a wide demographic
pool. This fairly reflects
the industry according to
VMA research. The PRCA
Public Affairs Group should
engage the PRCA Diversity
Group to put in place a
programme for attracting
a more varied pool to the
industry.
• Understanding of lobbying
at universities is poor
and understanding of
lobbying at A-level is almost
non-existent. The PRCA
needs to raise awareness
through targeting specific
universities and schools
through their existing
courses, speaking
opportunities, careers
days, partnerships, careers
centres etc.
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The changing relationship between public
affairs and the policy making process
Working Group Members:
Tim Connolly, Royal College
of Speech and Language
Therapists; Peter Elms,
PLMR; Nathan Hollow, PLMR;
Emily Wallace, Connect
Communications and
PRCA Public Affairs Group
Chairman
Introduction: Working Group
4 created two surveys to help
us discover how the industry
has evolved, and will continue
to evolve in its interactions
with the policy-making
process. We surveyed 83
PRCA members on how their
role has transformed, and
simultaneously 106 Members
of Parliament online by Dods
– covering the three main
parties and smaller groups –
to uncover what has changed
in the way they interact with
the public affairs industry.

From wise old
owls to fax
machine novices
In order to build an accurate
picture of how the public
affairs industry has changed
over the years, it was
important to ensure that
respondents had varying
degrees of experience within
the industry.
Nearly half of those who
responded to the survey had
more than six years’ industry
experience, and 15 per cent
of respondents had worked
within the industry for 15
years or more – a group who
are perhaps best summed up
by the response:

“Since I started in 1995, by
far and away the biggest
change is the internet. It
didn’t exist. People used
faxes. They stuck Hansard
on with Pritt Sticks.”

The survey also featured a
number of individuals who
are just climbing on to the
career ladder, with 1 in 10
respondents having worked
in the industry for less than
a year, whilst overall a fifth
have been in public affairs
for fewer than two years.
The most common response
was 3-5 years of lobbying
experience, accounting for 3
in 10 of respondents.

140 characters,
not 650 letters
Question two looked at a
variety of ways the industry
may have changed over the
years, and asked respondents
how strongly they agreed or
disagreed with a number of
statements.
By far the biggest
consensus was reached over
the use social media. The
majority of respondents (7
out of 10) agreed or strongly
agreed that social media
is playing an increasingly
important role in the industry.
This is perhaps unsurprising
for a relatively new method
of communication (Twitter
is seven years old) and one
that continues to grow in
popularity at a relentless
pace.
Similarly, traditional
methods of communication
are becoming less common.
2 out of 3 respondents
disagreed with the statement
that they “often send
mailings to all MPs”. This
indicates that the industry
is moving towards a policy
of ensuring MPs are
targeted for support on an
issue which is important to
them or their constituency,
rather than writing to
every Parliamentarian. The
realisation that targeting a

smaller group of more active
Parliamentarians will be
more effective than a larger,
less engaged group lines up
with the findings of the MP
poll. This indicated a desire
that the communication be
tailored and relevant to the
MP, with one MP going as far
as to offering the advice:

“Get to the point fast
and preferably make it
relevant to my known
interests, or better still
the constituency.”
Half of respondents agreed
with the statement that “MPs
now work with greater focus
on fewer policy issues” (50
per cent), whilst the next
largest group (38 per cent)
neither agreed nor disagreed
with the statement. As
such, it can be said that if
respondents have noticed
a change in MPs’ attention
to issues, it is that MPs are
focusing more intently on
a few specific topics. This
analysis lines up with what
MPs are saying about their
own workload, with three
quarters (74 per cent)
reporting they are more
focused on the campaigns
they engage with. One MP
urged us all to remember:

“Demonstrate that
you know my work and
the areas in which I
specialise.”
However, while PRCA
members may be sending
fewer mass mailings,
someone else is picking
up the slack. A staggering
8 out of 10 MPs agreed
with the statement that
they were receiving “more
information from professional
organisations”, and therefore
perhaps unsurprisingly,
two thirds of MPs are
declining more meeting
requests. Furthermore, and
worryingly for public affairs
professionals who endeavour
to produce detailed
briefings, over half of MPs
surveyed disagreed with the
proposition that “the quality
of information I receive
has increased” – although
perhaps this could be the
result of many practitioners
persisting with sending
untailored, often irrelevant,
mass mailings.

Working harder,
faster, better,
(stronger)
Despite the growth of the
public affairs industry

Recommendation
• The feedback from MPs has been clear, communication
should to be succinct, tailored and provide opportunities
to access further information easily and at the
Parliamentarian’s convenience.
• To take account of Parliamentarians’ wishes, we recommend
that PRCA Public Affairs Group to produce an online
pamphlet detailing best practice when communicating with
Parliamentarians, as well as providing example effective
briefings and letters. The pamphlet will provide a short guide
on how best to communicate with Parliamentarians and will
be most useful to those in their first few years in the industry.
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over recent decades,
nearly half (45 per cent) of
respondents did not have
a view, one way or another,
on whether MPs’ offices are
increasingly understaffed.
However, amongst those that
expressed an opinion, there
was a net agreement of 2
out of 10 respondents who
felt that understaffing was
an issue. While public affairs
professionals have moved
away from mass mailings,
the internet has radically
broken down the barriers to
this type of activity for vocal
citizens, with websites such
as Avaaz and 38Degrees
offering free and easy
access to mass mailing
Parliamentarians with just a
few clicks. This undoubtedly
increases the workload of
Parliamentarians’ staff. Or
does it?
The results indicate that
nearly half of the survey

“

respondents did not note
a change in the amount of
time that MPs are taking to
respond to correspondence
(48 per cent), while similar
proportions agreed (29 per
cent) and disagreed (22 per
cent) with the proposition. If
a general observation can be
made, it might be that on the
whole MPs are maintaining
response times during a
period in which the public
affairs industry has grown,
and citizens have increased
access to quick and easy
communication with their
MP. A quick note of caution
for those practitioners
advocating the mass
contacting of Parliament by
campaign supporters, one
MP noted:

“Hundreds of identical
emails create a lot of
work and do nothing to
promote your cause.”

two thirds of MPs are
declining more meeting
requests”

Recommendation
• Public affairs professionals, and the Parliamentarians
we work with, are becoming increasingly time poor. On
multiple occasions our surveys suggest that the public
affairs industry overall needs to tailor correspondence with
Parliamentarians to cut down on inflation overload.
• As such, we recommend the PRCA Public Affairs Group
compile the top three political interests of each MP so that
we can more effectively target likely supporters of our
campaigns.

Returning to the membership
survey, close to half of
respondents (48 per cent)
agreed with the statement
“there is too much
information available, it’s
impossible to keep on top of
everything”. This is perhaps
evidence that the industry
needs to get better at filtering
the information it receives,
particular as traditional
sources of information are
complimented by newer
channels such as Twitter. As
one industry veteran put it:
“The volume of work [and]
the myriad of sources have
made public affairs a much
higher tempo profession...
much has stayed the same
in terms of how one works
but we are all working even
harder.”
When asked whether
“political stakeholders are
less receptive to approaches
from public affairs
professionals”, the results
were fairly balanced. While
around four in ten did not
have a view on this issue, the
same proportion disagreed
with the proposition with
close to three in ten agreeing.
A perception (for at least a
third of respondents) that
political stakeholders are
less receptive to industry
advances is an obvious
challenge to an industry that
relies upon stakeholders
being open to working with us.
However, the MPs responses
clearly show there is still

a place for public affairs
practitioners providing
them with information – but
this must be tailored to the
individual Parliamentarian.
As one optimistic PRCA
respondent pointed out:

“MPs still want, and need,
to meet public affairs
professionals and their
clients if there is a valid
reason for meeting.”
This reinforces the findings
earlier that Parliamentarians
should be targeted for their
specific interests rather than
utilising a ‘carpet bombing’
strategy. For those readers
still utilising the ‘650 letter’
approach, one MP had some
strong words:

“Target a few MPs who
you have reason to believe
would be interested. A
scattergun approach is
hopeless.”

Email not Royal
Mail
Question 3 looked at the
various ways public affairs
professionals communicate
with Parliamentarians
and their staff, and which
methods are utilised most
often. Perhaps somewhat
surprising, more traditional
methods of communication
won the day, with the vast
majority of respondents
(74 per cent) utilising email
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as their primary method of
communication. Meanwhile,
1 in 5 respondents use the
phone most often, while only
1 in 20 respondents would
use the traditional letter
as their primary form of
engagement.
In sharp contrast to the
strength of feeling exhibited
in previous questions on
this topic, engagement
over certain social media
channels was surprising
low, with most respondents
utilising social networking
the least often. The exception
is Twitter with 7 out of 10
respondents logging on to
the popular micro blogging
site as their fourth mostused form of communication.
Trailing far behind, more than
9 out of 10 respondents place
Facebook or LinkedIn as their
least-used communication
channel. Despite the industry
recognising social media’s
ever growing importance to
our work, it would appear
from this survey that we
have been slow to utilise the
medium as a form of direct
communication, rather than
as a purely information
gathering source.
Another interesting point
to note is the response
received when we asked
MPs if they preferred to be
contacted via email. The
good news is that just over

half of MPs preferred this
method of communication.
However, rather surprisingly
a significant number did not,
with nearly 40 per cent of
respondents disagreeing.

More time spent
talking to more
people (but we’re
going hungry)
The fourth question assessed
how much time public affairs
professionals spent on
various activities and how
this has changed. In a set of
very interesting results, by far
the biggest change was seen
in the increased emphasis
placed on implementing an
effective public relations
campaign alongside the
overall public affairs
strategy. Some 7 out of 10
respondents noted that they
had increased the amount of
time spent on PR and media
relations activity, while 6 out
of 10 had increased contact
with journalists and bloggers.
We are also spending more
time talking to the various
individuals who can have
an influence on legislators.
Some 4 in 10 respondents
noted increased contact
with Special Advisers,
Parliamentary Researchers,
Officials, Civil Servants and
Think Tanks. On this latter
group, one respondent gave

Recommendation
• Clearly selecting the best medium through which to
communicate your message to a specific MP now needs to
be a consideration for all public affairs professionals.
• To ensure that practitioners are best equipped to make
informed communications decisions, and given the feedback
from MPs in our survey, we recommend the PRCA Public
Affairs Group should look to compile information from all MPs
on their communications preferences. This will include how
best to approach them for a new cause or campaign. This
information will be made available to all PRCA members to
assist with future communications.

a word of warning which is
particularly pertinent given
recent scandals in the sector,
suggesting that:

“Think tanks often sell
‘events’ which is far more
similar to cash for access
than any agency-led
lobbying.”
Of course, if we are spending
more time talking to more
people, then surely there
must also be a reduction
in the time spent on other
lobbying activities. The
survey results were clear
on which activities we
are increasingly shying
away from. Around a third
of respondents noted a
reduction in the amount of
time spent on lobbying stunts,
meeting politicians for lunch
or dinner, and engaging with
political party headquarters
and policy units.
Overall the responses
to this question allow us
to draw three conclusions.
First, the public affairs
industry has clearly become
radically more professional,
as demonstrated by the
decline of stunts, lunches
and set piece activities.
The decline of lunches and
dinners with politicians may
be the result of concerns
over the transparency of
our actions, while a decline
in the number of stunts
shows we are increasingly
valuing our professional
skills as communicators
and influencers over our
ability to cause “shock and
awe”. Secondly, we have
become increasingly aware
that we do not operate
alone, and are working more
closely with colleagues on
integrated public affairs and
public relations campaigns.
High quality journalism has
clearly become an important
avenue through which we
can communicate to both
legislators while building

awareness and possible allies
among society as a whole. A
public relations aspect also
brings other benefits, with
one respondent noting:

“MPs are very receptive
to things they can press
release and use to keep
websites and blogs up
to date. Approaching
a campaign through
media and traditional
public affairs channels
has become increasingly
important.”
Finally, there has been a clear
change in where we perceive
influence over legislators
is derived. There has been
a substantial decline in
the amount of time spent
talking to political parties
and their policy units, as
we have shifted to ‘outside’
organisations like the civil
service and think tanks. This
perhaps demonstrates the
changing balance of power,
with declining membership
and tighter budgets reducing
the ability of political parties
to research and devise their
own policy. Increasingly
public affairs professionals
are seeing a wider array of
organisations as potential
avenues to influence policy
through. Overall, whilse
clearly the Westminster
bubble has not ‘popped’,
it has arguably grown over
the years to incorporate a
larger, more diverse range of
organisations.

A little bird told
me. . .
The final question assessed
what public affairs
professionals considered to
be the most useful sources
of information. We aimed
to assess the impact of
the internet and social
media on more traditional
sources of information such
as the media or personal

18 | PRCA | NOVEMEBER

PRCA Sup.indd 18

31/10/2013 17:47:55

This survey clearly demonstrates
the ever-increasing importance
of social media to public affairs
professionals

contacts. While the internet
has certainly shaken things
up, political intelligence
agencies remain the primary
source of useful information,
with nearly 5 out of 10
respondents turning to this
service first.
However, if political
intelligence agencies remain
the Sheriffs, then there’s a
new Deputy in town. Twitter
narrowly edged out ‘personal
contacts’ by less than three
per cent to take the number
two spot, while online news
websites came fourth overall.

Bringing up the rear, we
found online bloggers were
in fifth place, with rolling 24
hour news channels taking
the wooden spoon.
This survey clearly
demonstrates the ever
increasing importance of
social media to public affairs
professionals (as question
two also showed), as well
the overall dominance of
online information sources.
At one time rolling news
channels broke the news,
but increasingly Twitter is
providing this service. Social

media may break the news,
but detailed analysis must
still come from personal
contacts or high quality
journalism.
One interesting point to

note was that responses
were polarised regarding
the “usefulness of personal
contacts”. The vast majority
of respondents reported
contacts as either the “most
useful” or the “least useful”
source of information.
Perhaps one can be as
bold as to infer that for
industry veterans and their
rolodex, personal contacts
remain a valuable source of
information. Meanwhile for
junior colleagues starting out
on the career ladder, and who
are slowly building up a stack
of business cards, turning to
personal contacts may not
be practical at this stage.
Instead, when sourcing
detailed information, they
perhaps look to the political
correspondents who loiter
in the corridors of power
on behalf of major media
outlets.
This overall trend is likely
to continue as increasing
numbers of journalists and
Parliamentarians join Twitter,
and those already on it
continue to develop their use
of the system. It is not too
distant a thought to imagine
a world where public affairs
professionals no longer
require televisions as rolling
news channels continue to
lose value. Meanwhile, while
online sources of information
will grow in both number and
influence, it is arguable that
personal contacts will always
be important. Finding reliable
sources, however, takes time
and will remain a source
utilised more by veterans
than freshmen.

Recommendation
• Our survey clearly demonstrates the importance of social
media and personal contacts to public affairs professionals.
• As such, the PRCA Public Affairs Group should produce a list
of key political Twitter users which all practitioners should
follow.
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Public Affairs in Scotland
Craig Harrow
Managing Director, MHP Communications
For the handful of us who
have been involved in public
affairs since before the
Scottish Parliament existed,
it was heartening to be at a
gathering of our profession
earlier this year that filled
one of Edinburgh’s finer
establishments, within
staggering distance of our
Parliament.
Public affairs in Scotland
is maturing and changing.
The industry is now facing
regulation which is for the
most part welcome and
constructive.
Since the Scottish
Parliament was reconvened,
there have been 200 Acts
– the latest, the Forth Road
Bridge Act, received the
Great Seal of Scotland just
before MSPs skipped off on
their summer break.
Of the Acts, a diverse
range of issues have been
covered – from land reform
and access to Freedom of
Information. The Parliament
has legislated on the
pioneering smoking ban, the
reintroduction of free tuition
fees for students, the creation
of free personal care and the
controversial minimum pricing
of alcohol.
As Tricia Marwick MSP,
the Scottish Parliament’s
Presiding Officer remarked:
“The breadth of legislation
that has been passed has
helped to shape the lives of
the people of Scotland. It is
fitting that the 200th act will
now help to shape the future
of one of Scotland’s most
famous landmarks.”
And of course, the Bill
progressing through the
Scottish Parliament that
could shape Scotland’s future
the most – the Referendum

(Scotland) Bill – will result in
the plebiscite next September
to determine “Should
Scotland be an independent
country?”.
Public affairs professionals
are being asked by many
more organisations and
companies, who have to date
not been overly interested in
Holyrood, what the impact of
a vote in either direction may
be.
As the UK Government
pumps out lengthy papers;
countered by as yet less
weighty tomes from the
Scottish Government, the
focus is sharpening on the
forthcoming Independence
White Paper due from Mr
Salmond’s side this autumn.

Public Affairs
Practitioners
Over the past fourteen years,
there have been a range of PR
and public affairs agencies
opening (and some closing)
their doors in Scotland.
However, many consultancies
remain relatively small in
terms of their dedicated
public affairs teams.
Certainly, the rise of inhouse practitioners has been
noticeable at Holyrood and
they outnumber commercial
lobbyists by some way.
Following on from Lothian
Labour MSP Neil Findlay’s
proposed Private Members
Bill to regulate the industry
and provide greater levels
of transparency in 2012, the
Scottish Government has
advised that it will be bringing
forward its own Lobbying
Transparency Bill.
When announcing the
Scottish Government’s
intentions, Minister for

Parliamentary Business, Joe
FitzPatrick MSP commented
that the Scottish approach will
contrast “...with the divisive
and hurried approach that the
UK Government has chosen
to take.”
High standards and
transparency in lobbying is
very welcome, as long as
there is a clear definition of
what lobbying is and there
is a level playing field for all
lobbyists. It is incumbent on
the industry in Scotland to
maintain standards and play
its role in the production of
legislation that is fair and
serves a genuine purpose.
Scotland has not been free
from scandal – Lobbygate was
during the faltering first year
of the Parliament – and we
would be wise to learn from
experiences and proposals
of other legislatures.
Securing a first class
regulatory regime that
sets a standard we can
all be proud of is key.

constitutional future, there
has never been a better time
to be working in public affairs
north of the border.
What we must remain
mindful of – as public
affairs professionals and
interested commentators and
participants in the debate – is
that we choose our words
carefully; with respect shown
to both sides and by both
sides. Whatever the result,
there is a shared view that on
19 September 2014 we must
come together and ensure
that whatever the Scottish
electorate decides is then
carried forward in the most
inclusive way.

The next 12
months
Given the increased
attention on
Scotland and its
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Public Affairs in Wales
Alison Goldsworthy
Director, Deryn Consulting
When Wales voted to
establish a National
Assembly in 1997, public
affairs professionals were a
rare sight. As the fledgling
institution has started to
find its feet, the industry has
grown both in-house and in
agencies.

Follow the
powers
The growth in public
affairs activity hasn’t been
even across all sectors
however. Since the first
Assembly elections in 1999
the institution has gained
primary legislative powers
and competency in additional
areas. This came to a head in
following the 2011 Assembly
referendum. As a result of the
yes vote, it was goodbye to
the byzantine LCO (Legislative
Competence Order) process
that saw powers transferred

achingly slowly on a caseby-case basis; in its place
are law-making powers in
20 areas, including health,
education and economic
development. Politicians and
public affairs practitioners in
Wales collectively breathed a
sigh of relief.
It is unsurprising that
interest in the Assembly
has focused on those areas
where powers have been
devolved such as Health
and Social Services and the
Environment. Both in-house
and as clients for agencies,
public affairs professionals
are heavily concentrated in
sectors where the assembly
has power and influence.

A different
culture
The Assembly has always
had a markedly different
culture to Westminster.

Public petitions have long
been a feature of the
landscape in Wales and the
voluntary sector scheme
means all ministers hold
six monthly meetings with
representatives of the third
sector. For this reason there
are many more in-house
positions in Wales than
agencies, but this position
is beginning to change. The
private sector is increasingly
realising the impact that
legislation can have in Wales
and the opportunity and
threats that can come with it.

Walking a
different path
Former First Minister Rhodri
Morgan once called for “clear
red water” between Labour
in Westminster and in Wales.
Following the 2010 Election,
the Welsh Government was
led by a different political

party to Westminster for the
first time and First Minister
Carwyn Jones became the
most senior elected Labour
figure across the UK. This
has focused attention beyond
Wales’ borders on the actions
of the Welsh Government,
which is keen to walk a
different path.
This desire to be different
presents opportunities to
organisations. Persuading
a devolved institution to
approach an issue differently,
and then using that stronger
evidence base to try to lever
policy in Westminster, has
been a surprisingly underused
technique. There are some
exceptions: banning smoking
in public places, an issue first
discussed in Wales, has been
the most high-profile of these
‘domino’ implementations.
That may shortly be joined
by the plastic bag tax.
Introduced in Wales two
years ago, it is now in place
in Northern Ireland with the
debate shortly to arrive at
Westminster.

The winds of
change will
continue
With the 2011 Assembly
election seeing 23 of 60 AMs
elected for the first time,
the winds of change are
continuing to blow as the
Assembly further matures.
AMs respond best to those
who invest in understanding
and producing solutions to
the particular challenges that
Wales faces. That demands
spending time in the country,
and means that ,as the
Assembly continues to mature
as an institution, so will the
public affairs industry.
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PuBlIC AFFAIRs IN NORTHERN IRElANd
CHRIs BROWN
ClIENT dIRECTOR, PuBlIC AFFAIRs, MCE PuBlIC RElATIONs
MATuRINg
AssEMBlY

INCREAsINg ROlE
FOR PuBlIC AFFAIRs

Fifteen years after the
signing of the Good Friday
Agreement, public affairs
in Northern Ireland has
witnessed a slow evolution,
with only a handful of
agencies being able to
truly claim expertise and
experience in the specialism.
With the advent of devolution,
the lobbying industry has
grown to a moderate level
in comparison to the wider
communications sector but
remains relatively small.
However, moves at the NI
Assembly to build capacity in
engagement with the private
sector and its law making and
scrutiny role are underway
with the development of the
Business Trust and Legislative
Strengthening Trust
respectively. This can only
be viewed as a good thing for
the public affairs industry,
as greater interaction with
the private and voluntary
sector can enhance decision
making and spark further
collaboration.
The expanding list of AllParty Groups in areas such as
cancer, autism, international
development and tourism is
evidence that greater debate
around certain issues is
required above and beyond
the Parliamentary time that
can be allocated.
Private Members’ Bills on
issues such as speed limits,
organ donation and human
trafficking, supported by
external organisations show
how the personal interest
of individual MLAs and the
legislative process is being
used to hit public affairs
objectives.

The real indicator of the
growing sector is the increase
in the number of public
affairs employees within the
private sector in Northern
Ireland. Companies and
membership organisations
that once only had a media
relations function, now
have expanded the roles
of their communications
teams to include government
relations, or have increased
their workforce to include
individuals solely dedicated to
public affairs. This shows that
political relations in Northern
Ireland as a discipline is
gaining in importance. Clients
tell us that we are now as
important as the lawyers,
planners, analysts and
surveyors they engage.

AgENCIEs
As the Assembly matures,
we have noticed that more
of the organisations that we
represent are placing public
affairs objectives within their
corporate strategies and
integrating them with their
public relations programmes.
Public affairs in Northern
Ireland has more or less been
the preserve of the non-profit
sector as it has been involved
in the campaigning aspect
for longer. However, the
better placed agencies are
witnessing notable growth
in business community
involvement, particularly
among the multiple
retailers, renewable
energy companies,
financial institutions
and professional
services.
Like the

communications industry in
general, there is an increasing
requirement for a new set of
skills from its public affairs
consultants. Clients now
expect integration of social
media, media relations,
social analytics and elements
of consumer marketing as
part of their campaigns.
Consultancies that only
offer a public affairs service
will quickly get eaten up in
the new world order. It is
up to agencies like MCE to
constantly challenge itself
to help clients develop
campaigns and activity
that cuts through the noise
by understanding other
communication disciplines
and principles.

REgIsTRATION
There is no urgency in the
development of a standalone
register of lobbyists in
Northern Ireland, in fact it is
rarely raised. The signing of
the PRCA
or
APPC

registers by the main players
and the transparency of who
they represent is consistent
with elsewhere. Many of the
agencies are likely to fall in
line with what is agreed by the
main bodies at a higher level,
subject to the agreement
not adding any additional
constraints locally.
Northern Irish public
affairs consultants who carry
out work across the border in
the Republic of Ireland will be
watching with great interest
the proposal to introduce
a bill to regulate lobbying
there. The policy proposals
outlined at a conference last
year ran to 107 pages with
opinion seemingly in favour
of legislation. This could have
an impact for some public
affairs consultants as they
could potentially be forced to
operate under two codes, one
backed by law, the other selfregulated.

THE NExT 12
MONTHs
Looking ahead to the next
year, there are opportunities
for the public affairs industry
as the number of local
councils reduces from 26 to
11, enhancing the role of local
councillors on issues relating
to planning for example –
community consultation
will be required by
law, meaning that a
number of sectors
will now have to
bring in expertise.
A change in at least
three ministers at
Health, Finance and
Environment will also
offer the opportunity for
renewal and a new round
of engagement.
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Conclusion
The first Working Group in this report
examined the topic: Challenging the
industry’s perception with the public,
media and politicians and restoring
trust in the industry. Their emerging
recommendations for action included
recognising the need for industry
spokesmen, with the PRCA leading by
example, to articulate the values of the
public affairs industry. This would aid the
case that the democratic process would
be poorer without the involvement of
public affairs professionals and separate
those described as ‘lobbyists’ in the
media from the real core committed to
professional ethics and transparency.
The PRCA should also coordinate a
programme of collating and regularly
publishing research and evidence on the
functions and contributions of the public
affairs industry.
Handling the key economic issues
facing the industry was the second
Working Group’s focus. They drew
together nine key points for the PRCA
leading with a call for the association

to promote its code of conduct to
the wider industry. This should be
followed by developing a formal
professional qualification in public
affairs, in partnership with a leading
university. Procurement guidelines
should be produced for public affairs
clients accompanied by a best practice
approach to agency fees structure.
Developing guidance on measurement
and evaluation of effective public affairs
with AMEC needs to be a priority for
PRCA. Finally, template contracts should
be created specifically for public affairs
and government relations engagements.
The third Working Group assessed
how to continue attracting a bright,
skilled workforce that is dedicated to
public affairs as a career. The PRCA
should build on its existing Intern
Campaign to put more pressure on
Parliamentarians to pay interns. Creating
a structured career progression or
graduate programmes similar to other
professions such as law and accountancy
would be desirable. The PRCA Diversity

Group must put in place a programme
for attracting a more varied pool to the
industry. To combat poor understanding
of lobbying at universities and at sixth
form level, the PRCA needs to raise
awareness through targeting specific
universities and schools.
The final Working Group assessed
the changing relationship between
public affairs and the policy making
process. MPs’ feedback stated that
communication should to be succinct,
tailored and provide opportunities to
access further information easily. The
Group recommends that the PRCA
Public Affairs Group produce an online
pamphlet detailing best practice when
communicating with Parliamentarians.
This should be accompanied by a
resource detailing the top three
political interests of each MP so that
we can more effectively target likely
supporters of campaigns. The PRCA
Public Affairs Group should produce a
list of key political Twitter users which all
practitioners should follow.

NOVEMBER | PRCA | 23

PRCA Sup.indd 23

31/10/2013 17:48:04

PRCA Sup.indd 24

31/10/2013 17:48:04

