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Introduction

Every year we produce a report from the Corporate Affairs 
Academy (CAA), capturing insights from the programme’s 
two sessions. These reflect the way the course is evolving 
and incorporates new thinking arising from research, 
together with the concerns that the cohort bring with them, 
which we explore through short case study presentations 
and in discussion. This year, as always, a great deal of 
ground was covered in a short time, encompassing ethical 
concerns, societal phenomena such as the growth of 
activism, and new organisational approaches. Every year 
the discussions become richer and wider ranging, as the 
corporate affairs function develops the skills and awareness 
to contribute more fully to the success of organisations. We 
hope that the discussions captured here are of interest to 
all who interact with corporate affairs and may inspire all 
stakeholders to appreciate the contribution that corporate 
affairs can and should make in an increasingly fast-moving 
and complex world. 

‘I presented to the board, and they wanted to know: what 
are the big disruptive forces you’re seeing that will impact 
the way our brands are regulated in the industry; the world 
is disrupting us, how do we get ahead of it? [You should] be 
disruptive in your thinking.’ 



REPORT FROM THE CORPORATE AFFAIRS ACADEMY 20184

Corporate Affairs Academy

The CAA, run by the Oxford University Centre for Corporate Reputation in 
conjunction with Executive Education at Saïd Business School comprises two  
one-and-a-half-day sessions of presentation and discussion. These provide 
a forum for corporate affairs leaders to consider ways to develop both the 
effectiveness of the function and their own capabilities, with the help of leading 
practitioners in corporate affairs, the media and the investment community. 

This year’s Academy Members were: 

• Roberto Carlo Albini, VP Press Office, Eni

• Alessia Barrera, Head of Group Communications and 
Institutional Relations, Banca Farmafactoring SpA

• Francis Bouchard, Group Head of Communications and 
Public Affairs, Zurich Insurance Company Ltd

• Ingemar Buehler, Executive Management Support 
Business Affairs & Communications, Bayer AG

• Roland Buerk, Senior Director, Head of Communications, 
Africa, Middle East and India, Nissan Motor Corporation

• Jonathan Bunn, Communications Director, Europe, Middle 
East & Africa, MetLife

• Kristiana Chakarova, Group Director Public and Regulatory 
Affairs, Coca-Cola HBC

• Angelika Cutler, Director of Corporate Affairs, Panuku 
Development Auckland

• Mark Davies, Group Communications, Brand and 
Corporate Affairs Director, Post Office Ltd

• Gavin Davis, Director of Corporate Communications and 
Campaigns, Sky

• Wilson Del Socorro, Tax, Trade and Regularity Affairs 
Director, Diageo

• Francesca Dionisi Vici, VP International Government Affairs, 
Eni

For more information, see: www.sbs.oxford.edu/caa

• Jeannie Dumas, Director, Head of Corporate 
Communications, Hermes Investment Management

• Daisy Dunlop, Director of Corporate Affairs, News UK

• Thomas Gilbert, Global Head of External Communications, 
Linklaters LLP

• Jennifer Green, Managing Director, Corporate 
Communications, TheCityUK

• Carsten Huwendiek, Managing Director, Global Head of 
Marketing and Communication, CVC Capital Partners

•  Tembisa Marele, Head of Communication and Liaison, 
Financial Services Board, South Africa

• Rebecca Matts, Managing Director, Head of Corporate 
Affairs, EMEA, Nomura

• Giulio Mignola, Head of the Centrale Enterprise Risk 
Management Department, Intesa Sanpaolo

• Camilla Sagbom, Director, Corporate Communications and 
Responsibility, Ahlstrom Capital

• Greg Sage, Communications Director, Greene King

•  Dirk Van Ham, Corporate Relations Director Continental 
Europe, Diageo. 
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This year’s CAA focused its discussions principally 
on the role of corporate affairs leaders in delivering 
two critical contributions to their organisations. First, 
creating competitive advantage, and second, reducing 
risk. The principal skills employed by corporate affairs 
professionals include the building of fit-for-purpose 
cultures inside organisations, and the ability to decode 
complex external pressure points and to organise and 
align corporate strategies. The cohort discussed the role 
of reputation in the delivery of strategic plans, spending 
time on questions including how organisations can be 
proactive not reactive in their reputation strategies.

This report explores these questions with a view to 
placing reputation at the heart of strategic conversations 
at every level of organisations, with particular reference 
to a number of compelling current realities for the 
organisation and for the corporate affairs function: 

• Being in a world of ever-increasing societal expectations 
and campaigns, organisations have to decide and project 
where they stand on multiple issues.

• The proliferation of disrupters (both business and societal), 
which necessarily changes the attitude to risk, since it is 
unavoidable and has to be engaged with and managed.

• Given many organisations’ formalised structures, the 
agility and antennae of corporate affairs give it a greater 
relevance than ever to an organisation’s success, 
predicting it as well as protecting it. 

These are some of the themes that emerged after the 
first session of the CAA 2018 in April. The cohort then 
chose topics to focus on in the three sessions hosted 
by alumni of the programme over the summer, and 
for further consideration in the second session of the 
CAA in October. This report focuses on these topics:

• Building a framework for linking 
reputation to strategic goals

• A focus on activism and campaigning for 
competitive advantage and risk mitigation

• The skillset that corporate affairs needs to 
develop to maximise its contribution 

This year the cohort was presented with the Centre for 
Corporate Reputation’s initial thinking on the way in which 
reputations can be measured and evaluated, linking it 
to “capability” and “character” perceptions, and tying it 
back to corporate strategies. This report for the first time 
sets this thinking out in summary. The further evolution 
of this model, plus an evaluation of other approaches and 
models, will be a significant feature of future programmes.

Executive summary

‘Board members say: our reputation is important because it’s 
important, and they don’t get very far beyond that. That is why 
a framework is so valuable… That’s why, for example, ‘character’ 
and ‘capability’ lenses are so powerful, because when you say that 
they go: oh, now we get it. It’s a huge opportunity for corporate 
affairs because it is literally a blank sheet of paper.’



REPORT FROM THE CORPORATE AFFAIRS ACADEMY 20186

An appreciation of reputation risk is now firmly established 
as a priority in any sentient organisation, given the 
acknowledged damaging (and even fatal) potential of a 
negative “hit”. However, appreciating the opportunities 
generated by positive reputations, including those 
from competitive advantage, is something that is 
beginning to be more widely accepted but is not yet as 
embedded. Linking reputation to business performance 
empirically is still in its infancy, but systematic analysis 
can help corporate affairs make a convincing case for 
action, provided that the link is maintained between 
reputation data and the KPIs of the organisation. 

For corporate affairs to make explicit and demonstrate 
the links between its work and organisational goals, it 
is helpful to provide a robust framework around which 
to structure insights and their links to recommended 
actions. This means that even where the processes of 
producing metrics of impact is a work in progress, it 
becomes more possible to construct a compelling 
narrative from which actionable insights can be derived. 

Crises, often in the form of crisis “spikes”, are traditionally 
where corporate affair’s skills have had their USP; but 
contributions to analysis of longer-term crises – such 
as Brexit, as one attendee of the programme specified 
from his own experience – can position the function for 
longer-term strategic planning once there is a structured 
understanding of pressure points. This in turn can and should 
lead to greater opportunities to contribute to strategic 
conversations in the future and at an earlier stage. 

Corporate affairs is already known for its ability to lead 
and execute risk-mitigating crisis responses using either 
an overt documented framework or historical practice 
understood and accepted by senior management, and 
it is this approach that can be extended to build a 
reputation framework for clear and measurable impact 
in support of wider long-term business objectives. 

‘It is illustrating your grasp day in, day out that enables 
you to graduate from the crisis scenario to the strategic.’

‘The crisis is the bit where you tend to get more profile 
because that’s the bit everyone remembers, and you are 
leading it, but you’ve got to have the rest of it otherwise 
there’s no credibility.’

At the core of such a framework are reputation and trust.

‘To what extent do reputation and trust impact 
performance and value? Do they help you win? If they 
do, which reputations? For what and among whom? 
Is it the corporate reputation, or the reputation 
for paying on time or whatever? Which bit is so 
important to these stakeholders? Is there a gap in that 
reputation we can close?’

The key to a successful framework therefore is to 
link clearly prioritised analysis and proposals to KPIs 
of the business itself, and to use them to connect 
in a granular way to operations: taking a robust 
intellectual approach in presentations to boards and 
exec teams that links corporate affairs strategy and 
tactical activities directly to business outcomes.

An example where such a framework becomes 
especially powerful is when it moves from being 
effectively a risk register to helping to define 
a road map to value-adding initiatives. 

‘What we are seeing is “how does this prepare us?”  
rather than “where is the risk?”

‘We’re actually shaping how the business positions itself 
and makes investment decisions, and all of that adds to 
the core of how we operate as an organisation.’

Defining the business impact of a corporate 
affairs initiative and linking to KPIs should be 
systematically identified at the outset.

‘The business impact of helping to manage the policy 
environment would probably be around time to market. 

‘The ultimate KPI for that would be that the policy was 
changed.’

The reputation framework
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What is the business able to do because you helped 
change the policy? That’s the business indicator.’

A framework can help corporate affairs gain traction in 
leadership conversations, which then empowers the 
function to spread the word further down the organisation, 
where there is often more embedded resistance.  

‘Boards are more and more aware of the value of 
reputation but are still on the defensive… the senior 
leadership are more into producing value from the 
reputation than the board is.’

‘As you go further down the management tree, people are 
measured on the numbers, so there is no way to reset the 
way they think about the value. Unlike the board.’

‘We are looking at reputation end to end on the value 
chain… translating it to general managers, them owning 
it and putting budget behind it as part of their strategic 
plans, that’s going to be the tougher bit.’

It is useful to consider reputations for different things 
as a function of behaviours, how they are reported 
(narratives), and the networks of stakeholders to whom 
they are of particular significance. Linking these to KPIs is 
a powerful crystallisation of the corporate affairs purpose, 
but the picture within organisations is often confused.

‘The board members and senior management are less 
interested in our reputation as an X company, and 
more interested in defining what an X company of the 
future is going to be. That’s where the energy is. That’s 
where they want our reputation as an innovator, as a 
transformational leader.’

‘Who do we want to like us, who would we like to like us, 
and who don’t we care likes us or not?’

‘[The board wants] to have a conversation, have the 
same discussion, but they all think [reputation] means 
different things.’

For a framework to be of use, it has to be very visible 
to the business, not just something that is kept at a 
strategy level and doesn’t get percolated down the 
business. It has to address the important questions within 
the organisation, both on performance and values.

‘Will it help us balance the leader behaviours – improve 
oversight?’

‘Do the information insights stand up to scrutiny? Does it 
measure cost reduction and creditworthiness? Can it go 
into assessments?’
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The first step is to be clear on the concept of reputation, 
according to function and type: 

• There is not a single reputation, but multiple reputations, 
with someone for something. 

• Reputations can be divided into “character” and 
“capability” reputations, with different implications and 
types of work relevant to each of them.

Next, identify the relevant stakeholders and influencers, from 
customers to media and financial analysts, what is important 
to each of those groups and what should be the focus of 
activity. For example: 

• Returns/execution/governance –> investors

• Price/service –> customers

• Incentivisation/job security and fulfilment/understanding 
of purpose –> employees

• Profitability/personality –> media

• How good are you at running your business –>  
media/suppliers

Be careful to identify metrics that are meaningful to decision-
makers within the business. It all needs to be part of a wider 
narrative tied to the organisation’s KPIs. 

‘I fall into the trap of showing the digital engagement 
numbers, but top management says, “That’s b------.’’

When you measure reputation in specific critical areas, you 
can start to see a link between reputations and performance. 

Assembling a framework
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Identifying vulnerabilities in the supply  
value chain

A). Company A used an agency to help identify, measure 
and calibrate vulnerabilities in the supply value chain, using 
surveys circulated within the business. It looked at around 
250 different disruptive forces, narrowing it down to the 10 
with the most impact. This work confirmed the pre-eminent 
importance of regulation to the viability of the business, “how 
it influences and informs our marketing campaigns, what 
we call our route to consumer”, indicating the trade-offs 
and strategic choices, depending on different portfolios and 
markets. The survey was important in justifying and targeting 
the resources of the function, but also in corporate affairs 
working with relevant areas of the business to make an 
impact in key strategic areas.

‘We find that the regulatory environment is indeed the 
most impactful on our supply value chain. This has 
helped us sell the story internally. The part of corporate 
affairs that deals with managing and shaping the policy 
environment is hugely integral to securing the viability 
of our products… It gave us visibility within the broader 
business. Within our own function, [it captures] what 
we need to do to ensure that we’re fit for purpose in 
managing and shaping that external environment, not 
just risk mitigation, but also opportunities.’



Corporate affairs offers capabilities that no other function 
within organisations offers, which are particularly applicable 
to a fast-moving, disruptive, uncertain and ultra-accountable 
world. However, its leaders need to develop the function 
further to make corporate affairs entitled to credibility on a 
broader front. The discussion this year focused on the need 
to understand and apply digital tools and the implications 
of adopting campaign-style approaches for competitive 
advantage and risk mitigation.

An organisation locked into a strategy often will not take 
enough account of the evolving landscape beyond its 
control. Agility and reactivity are essential components of 
the necessary new mindset, and corporate affairs should 
be ideally placed to apply those. Uncertainty necessitates 
different approaches, an opportunity to leverage the 
function’s USP of instincts and networked intelligence. 

‘The language I hear from our CEO is about speed, it’s 
about being entrepreneurial.’

‘As a function we’re quite cerebral, we’re quite slow, we 
want all the facts and information - but what’s that for? 
This risk-taking, bold attitude is something that needs to 
come through more, because that’s being demanded from 
the business.’

‘For the strategy guys it’s, “Let’s plan from X to Y and 
then we’ll review.” The world works like that internally 
when you can own things, but when you can’t own things 
and other people are doing things, it gets messy.’

‘From a corporate affairs perspective [uncertainty] is a 
big opportunity. It’s 80/20 – don’t look for perfection, 
let’s experiment. Let’s be bolder. Be disruptive in your 
thinking.’ 

Corporate affairs should lead on building networks of 
intelligence for due diligence, which again helps the 
function to make a meaningful early contribution to strategic 
conversations on new business, and means that the 
organisation is also prepared and informed where there is 
future negative fallout. 

‘We have a three-level traffic light: Google search first; 
second, build the network of “sense-check agents.” We 
have a rule that one of the sense-check people must be 
the ambassadors to a country that this person’s from. The 
third is then an external group such as Kroll.’

Effectively embedding reputation concerns into the 
organisation requires in many cases a remaking of the culture, 
and helping to fashion the mechanisms that make that a 
reality. 

‘It’s [about] creating a culture where everyone owns 
reputation and trust.’

‘We have made it that 50 per cent of remuneration goes 
with the values… some of those sitting in judgement 
have an interesting take on that, but it is progressing… 
it comes up in reviews, technical aptitude with ESG, 
transparency and so on. It’s taken us a couple of years to 
get the buy-in.’

Building the corporate affairs skillset
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‘It’s the age-old question of does money trump everything 
else? I’m surprised if it hasn’t moved on into appraisal 
systems… from a systemic risk perspective it has taken 
hold with the major players.’

This will likely drive demand for specialist capabilities in 
moulding and supporting values programmes in support of 
articulated cultures, for example. Productive partnership with 
other functions is becoming more and more vital as aims 
coincide, KPIs are prioritised and methods overlap.

‘Last night I got a great email from strategy showing me 
their where-to-win strategy. It’s this great document that 
outlines, from all the research we are doing, here are the 
portfolios we’re going to go after, here are the markets.’

Corporate affairs is key to helping companies break out of 
siloed thinking: that applies within the company, breaking the 
echo cycle, and within the sector, when wider intelligence is 
useful. It particularly applies to under-pressure leaders.

‘Daily press cuttings [circulated internally] massively 
inflate people’s sense of issues companies are facing, in 
that everybody sticks them on an email with a short 
summary and sends them round, so you think all the 
news is about you… [A useful innovation is] a leadership 
library, something deliberately out of [organisation 
leaders’] comfort zone.’

Given the growth of AI, the proliferation of tools for 
measurement of performance and sentiment, and how 
much of the information ecosystem now exists on internet 

The investor focus is beginning to zero in on sustainability 
and trust. This is driving the shift from reputation as a factor 
in defence and compliance to anticipating the pinch points in 
the organisational model. 

‘We want to get beyond CSR and ESG – we can’t 
outperform if we are just taking a compliance-driven 
approach.’

‘How sensitive is the business model to trust and 
reputation? Where is it an input, and where is it 
an output?’

‘If trust is where someone is going to take a bigger risk 
with us, will our reputation sustain that?’
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Digital capability

platforms and in the social media sphere, it is no surprise that 
digital expertise has moved from highly prized to necessary 
in the corporate affairs function. This throws up a number of 
issues:

• Resourcing the function where resources 
are scarcer than before

• Choosing the right digital tools in a sea 
of promised “magic bullets”

• Ensuring digital tools are aligned to business 
aims, not just corporate affairs targets

• Recruiting relevant talent

• Bridging the deficit in understanding between 
older business leaders and the younger 
incomers (and audiences and stakeholders)

Digital capabilities can deliver on many fronts, but it is 
important to match expectations of their potential with the 
resource that you have available.

‘As you become more relevant, you become quite excited 
and you think you can add all this value, but actually you 
need to pull back. You need to manage expectations from 
the business, because how are you going to resource it? 
Prioritisation is going to be important.’

‘We need to be able to make a much better business case 
for the investment than we are able to do at the moment.’

Corporate affairs needs to systematically assess the expertise 
of those within the function to see if it is fit for purpose, given 
the new demands it faces.

‘We’re in the process of speaking to people externally to 
test everybody across corporate affairs to see how digitally 
savvy they are, and therefore what skills are required to 
then fill in the gaps: what are the skills; how do people 
think about it; how do they use it already in their jobs.’

The impetus for “digitalising” the function is being driven by 
corporate affairs on the one hand and by organisations on the 
other.

‘It was clearly our function driving this, because we 
realised we would not be able to meet the expectations of 
the company and customers. 

Same for us - for us it’s the function pushing, because 
otherwise we’re going to be irrelevant. 

I think it’s the other way around for us. I think we’re 
being pulled a lot more. Because so many other parts 
of the organisation are now doing it. Because it’s 
probably been easy wins for them. The low-hanging 
fruit hasn’t necessarily been there for us so I think 
we’re getting pulled.’

Corporate affairs has the key responsibility of bridging the 
gap between younger and older generations, both within 
the business, where corporate affairs can play a lead role in 
ensuring an organisation’s values support the right culture, 
and between younger consumers and business leadership. 
Digital expertise has a key role in that. 

‘I think it’s also down to the breadth of understanding 
and engagement. There’s a big education gap: our younger 
members of staff are totally engaged with our internal 
portal; they’re listening to our podcast; but it’s the older 
ones, it’s the dinosaurs that you’re trying to convince of 
the value of this.’

The new demands of digital have to be kept in perspective.  
A greater data capability is just one of the tools that corporate 
affairs needs to develop.
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‘We don’t need to be modellers, but knowing how to 
interpret data, having the language of the organisation 
and being able to translate what you do into business 
speak is becoming hugely important.’

Partnership with other functions is driven sometimes, in 
part, by the overlap around digital platforms, and this can be 
a useful benefit. This can be seen both internally, where HR 
data can benefit values communications, as well as externally 
with customer-facing functions.

‘Social media is becoming more and more commercialised 
and then you find you’re going from basic engagement 
on social media to more promoted content, which then 
costs much more, in the marketing comms area, which 
perhaps then has a much closer alignment with the 
consumer PR team.’

There are opportunities within operations to garner more 
useful reputation metrics and proxies, for instance during the 
recruitment process.

‘One thing we’re doing to try and create a bit of a data 
lake is when you get down to a shortlist of candidates 
for a role, that they’re sent as part of their application 
process an anonymous questionnaire where we ask them 
very open questions about [our] reputation.’

Influencers are a key component of using digital. There is a 
growing market for these digital intermediaries.

‘We’re launching [a marketplace] for online influencers. 
If we have a particular campaign, rather than us going 
out to the influencers they come in and bid to be a part 
of that campaign. It comes into a central hub and it’s all 
done there and it’s almost like a trade is done.’

But beware of pointless research.

‘There’s research fatigue all the time and too many pieces 
of research to be able to truly give [a clear] picture on 
changes in perception and behaviour.’
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B). Company B has created digital “hubs” at several locations 
within its global operations. These are run by specialists 
including programmers, economists and political scientists. 
Whenever somebody contributes an opinion or public 
information piece on any topics related to the company or its 
operations, it can immediately carry out analysis on it and 
distribute the findings to its leaders.

‘The idea is to enable the corporate affairs function, with 
communications, public affairs, governmental affairs and 
issues management, to be really top of the game.’

The data gleaned are used for “trust reviews” carried out 
every quarter, and the board receives a report every Friday 
with analysis of the most important issues identified.

‘Our CEO is using it to inform our strategy. Some [of the 
leadership team] are just reading it out of curiosity, and 
some of them I guess they don’t even read it because really 
there are guys in their sixties and it’s quite an effort to 
convince them that it’s worth it.’ 

C). Company C, a traditional international manufacturing 
business, is just beginning the journey of understanding 
audiences through digital. To resource this, much of the work 
must be done with other functions, to understand “how we 
can slice and dice the audience much more closely. We’ve got 
market intelligence and there is a pooling of data.”

While there is some question of what marketing and comms 
each contribute, the corporate affairs justification for such 
information and effort is consolidated by targeting thought 
leadership in key areas, extrapolating risk, and comparison 
with competitors around certain issues. In addition, by 
analysis of networks in social media this organisation is 
understanding more effectively “where a story is going bad 
and fix it immediately.” There is a considerable [Facebook] 
social listening task, but ‘we now quite regularly pick up 
issues on Facebook quickly that “we can correct before they 
spread into other media.”

D). Company D, a media organisation, outlined how digital is 
being used for better sharing of information in an increasingly 
complex operation, and to improve the effectiveness of the 
corporate affairs function and its relationship with the rest of 
the business. There is, for example, a corporate affairs hub 
providing a platform for “linked-in learning” sharing interesting 
resources. There is also an iPhone/iPad app designed to 
be quick to write and quick to digest, including internal 
survey scores, technology performance and customer-facing 

performance, which is accessed by the top 100 management 
across each of the different functions. “You get a deep 
dive into every part of the business, so you can then see 
if anything is related.” The challenge is to keep the format 
snappy. To ensure people read it, the business tracks who is 
using the app. 

The company is also putting together a dashboard matching 
issues, both internally and externally generated, and 
sentiment measurement: an insights team “with a huge 
amount of data”, customer behaviour and surveys, churn 
and financial metrics, analysis of online and traditional media 
sentiment. 

‘The challenge is what you do with the data - how does 
churn match up with sentiment, with the media coverage, 
or whatever else.’

An interesting further innovation for internal comms currently 
underway is influencer identification: identifying who are the 
most connected in the organisation, with a view to targeting 
more of the internal communications at them. A survey has 
been circulated asking: if you want to get some information, 
who are the top three people you go to; who do you find is 
the most useful resource for you? 

‘Having identified key clusters in different areas of the 
business, we can then go to those key influencers to make 
sure information is shared in a better way.’

E). Company E is keen to track information flows and identify 
internal influencers through analysis of the use of email 
internally, but there are some problematic issues to be 
navigated.

‘Our IT people [can] track email flows within the 
company, to see that this person only sends emails in their 
function, or that everyone from other functions is sending 
emails to this person asking them for information. We are 
desperate to cut through the noise, but we are not pulling 
the trigger because it seems creepy.’
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Activism and campaigning

The impact of activism should be an area of considerable 
interest and concern for corporate affairs. Activists have an 
impact on operations at all levels once they target a company: 
through the reactions of regulators and investors, the attitude 
of employees and potential employees, relationships with 
suppliers and so on. Judging when, whether and how to 
engage with activists is a key responsibility and capability of 
the function. Engaging with activists can be a double-edged 
sword. On the one hand it can foster useful new relationships 
and give you credibility with third parties applying a critical eye 
to your operations. But it can also open you up to negative 
pressures once you have opened the door.

As well as being on the receiving end of activism, 
organisations can also take a proactive stance and use 
the techniques that are so effective in generating change 
themselves. Discussions this year focused heavily on 
this: corporate campaigning as a strategy for supporting 
commercial objectives.

Case studies from participants reflected both the risks 
and the opportunities around activism. Corporate 
affairs must have the expertise and judgment to 
understand the implications of these decisions of 
engagement or resistance.

F). Firm F, having engaged with and supported an 
activist organisation in a pro-social campaign, was 
dismayed to find that the activists were nonetheless 
ruthless in targeting them directly on a different issue, 
given their prominence in relation to that issue. New 
game, new rules. 

G). Organisation G refused to engage with an activist 
organisation in relation to a campaign to unionise, 
and instead concentrated on creating conditions that 
meant that for all stakeholders that it could reach, 
particularly employees, there was as little traction 
as possible for the activists to build on, and multiple 
positive associations with working at G in terms of 
pay and conditions. The campaign fizzled out with little 
ultimate impact.

H). For company H, a government initiative to grant 
land rights to indigenous people led to property 
industry opportunities. By aligning with them and 
enabling their development, the company reaped 
significant reputational dividend, and activism, 
stakeholder engagement and commercial partnerships 
dovetailed into one another. 

Case studies
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Activists come in many forms. For example, interactions with 
regulators and other authorities is evolving, in both push and 
pull ways, depending on sectors and regions. Corporate affairs 
should be driving new approaches to this engagement. It can 
build coalitions with other businesses across sectors and 
regions. It can speed up reactivity, broaden the intelligence 
base, and create a united front that buffers organisations 
against accusations of self-interest. It can also be cost-
efficient, sharing resources and efforts. However, the case 
against regulation and interference must be made increasingly 
carefully and with antennae attuned to the perceptions of 
the regulators in different regions. Corporate affairs needs to 
guide such conversations.

‘You can’t just go it alone… particularly in emerging 
markets where you don’t have the footprint or credibility. 
Often governments will have an industry view…. [so] we 
drive a lot through the trade associations.’ 

‘Particularly where we have significant footprints, our 
ability to have a conversation is challenged because 
[governments] think, oh they’re just looking to crowd out 
[the competition].’

When looking to build coalitions, making common cause 
across different sectors can build credibility among 
governments and regulators.

‘If you get five different companies in [the authorities] 
know [we] don’t have any hidden interests. There’s sort of 
a legitimacy [and] it has authority beyond perceptions of 
your own self-interest.’

‘It’s having the creativity to identify other groups that 
have a similar interest on an issue, so for example on 
Brexit, [we first] focused on what we were doing, what the 
industry is doing, and then there was a sort of a lightbulb 
moment of let’s talk to [company X] and a few others, and 
then I was in a meeting with four cabinet ministers.’

The requirements laid down by governments and regulators 
are often influenced by pressures they are under from another 
quarter. Understanding these pressures is a key responsibility 
of corporate affairs and can contribute to a better strategic 
understanding of where to target campaigns and build 
coalitions. 

‘As corporate incomes taxes go down [governments] are 
looking at more consumption taxes, combined with the 
global health agenda.’

It doesn’t have to all be about reactivity: the campaigning 
approach and mindset that corporate affairs would use 
in dealing with activists can be a useful, impactful and 
energising proactive tool, galvanising alliances across 
sectors and regions to effect positive business outcomes. 
Campaigning approaches can break down silos within 
the corporate affairs function as well as throughout the 
organisation.

‘They all look at themselves quite in silos, now part of the 
campaign piece is to be able to strip out those silos.’ 

‘My team is communications, internal and external, 
sustainability, foundation, government affairs, thought 
leadership and the events team. We identify some core 
integrated campaigns as a team to create a constant 
tempo that’s a much more holistic approach to the topic.’
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Campaigning can free up resource and bring in 
complimentary expertise as other areas of the organisation 
realise there are benefits to be shared, and from different 
organisations joining forces.

‘When [Corporate affairs realises] the breadth of resources 
they have access to when they think about the campaign 
mode -  other businesses, other functions, other countries, 
regions [etc.], it’s starting to gain some traction.’

‘A campaign mindset can immediately draw in resource 
from the rest of the organisation, so you’re pulling the 
best bits from wherever.’

‘You’re streamlining the structures. The silos are being 
broken down, people are being asked to work more on hot 
issues, depending on the issue and the expertise.’

As an alternative to trade association-based coalitions, 
innovating with “pop-up” coalitions and campaigns can be 
a more nimble, effective and cost-effective choice, but they 
have to be properly understood, supported with the right 
expertise, and have clear terms of engagement. This includes 
where they are positioned and branded.

‘We’re probably using traditional trade associations last, 
and pop-up coalitions more, so you come together on 
one topic, you put money on the table, and you hire the 
people you need.’

‘Trade associations in the US are going through a radical 
transformation. We just helped drive a merger of the 
trade associations from within our sector… so that we 
reduce our dues, take the money and start doing this 
stuff.’

Campaigning requires a fundamentally different set of 
“always on” skills, of the kind developed in activism or the 
NGO sector. Corporate affairs has to look to recruit those with 
the relevant background to develop this capability and reskill 
to meet the new demands of the role. This also has a bearing 
on how you structure the function, and how you introduce a 
campaigning element within the existing function.

‘Campaign techniques are very different. You’re constantly 
on the campaign, trying to persuade, engage. It demands 
a different level of resilience and energy… and building 
the networks.’

‘I think coalition building is a core skillset. I don’t have 
hiring authority in North America in the way we’re 
structured now, but I’ve been hectoring the CEO and 
hiring manager to bring in someone with these kinds of 
skillsets to create a public affairs function. The traditional 
comms person just wasn’t doing it.’

‘We have spent a long time talking about this recently - 
do we have a person who is just a senior level campaign 
person and that’s it - someone who’s run a political 
campaign for instance?’

Activism and campaigning
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Case study
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I). This outlines an interesting experimental initiative currently 
underway in company I to identify issues appropriate for 
a campaigning approach, and how it has imposed the 
subsequent campaigns as priorities within corporate affairs 
and for other areas of the business.

‘We’ve imposed 10 integrated campaigns across the 
entire public affairs function, so everyone from internal 
comms, media relations, events teams, sustainability, 
the foundation, government affairs, the top leadership… 
there’s one person from each of those sub-functions on 
every campaign. We pick and choose our staff people 
from each function – we have a kind of fantasy draft - 
and join them together.

I worked with my executive team to identify the issues, 
and kind of categorised the issues by complexity and 
impact, some of which have brand activation budgets 
behind them, but others have nothing, so we had to triage 
what are big issues and what are small issues and what 
falls in between.

We got the campaign team to come up with a document 
with messaging and timelines and content, stakeholders, 
channels, all the pieces of the campaign. We haven’t 
undone the functional structures - just put on top of it a 
new operating model.’

It is a means of refocusing and reenergising the corporate 
affairs contribution to overcome the “factory line” mentality 
of a communications function.

‘[Instead of ] “I’ll just wait here until something comes to 
me in three months as opposed to doing some now that 
will improve it,” [campaigns encourage corporate affairs 
to] think creatively about a different approach, different 
channel, different stakeholder.’

Choosing what kind of incentives and measurement you 
use to help to embed a campaign mindset into the function 
is a challenge, and how you spread responsibility and buy-in 
throughout the organisation leadership. 

‘The top nine in the executive team are accountable for all 
10 campaigns, so nobody gets to say, “My campaign went 
really well but so-and-so’s sucked.”’

‘I think you need to base remuneration around this.’

Campaigns need to be properly understood before being 
embarked upon, with clarity around measures of success, 
and time frames designed to be effective and workable.

‘I think that some people think that a campaign should 
never end, but core [concerns] like integration, or 
responsible investment [are not campaigns]. A systematic 
campaign is focused around this product, thought piece 
or event.’

It requires a different set of capabilities in the corporate affairs 
team than those sourced from traditional comms origins to 
effectively execute such challenges. 

‘You need all-rounders, [with] maturity, that influencing 
acumen, that business knowledge.’
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The programme concluded with a discussion on the future 
of the function. The consensus was that over the next 10 
years, the position of corporate affairs within organisations 
will change radically, outgrowing perceptions as a support 
function “as the conscience of the business”, developing into 
function. This will have implications for methods of working, 
building agility into the function, the recruitment of talent, 
developing new tools and in providing actionable metrics that 
track the function’s impact on business value. 

This is far from broadly accepted within all organisations, and 
there are still challenges to overcome, for example the way 
the function is prioritised in a crisis, without its potential 
contribution elsewhere being recognised.

‘Now we are through the crises, communications and 
corporate affairs have been downgraded.’

‘When budgets are under pressure, I have seen senior 
corporate affairs roles being downgraded.’

Among the issues identified by the cohort are the lack of 
professional qualifications, and the need to push the case for 
corporate affairs at leadership level.

‘Are we courageous enough to think long term and speak 
truth to power?’

Then again, even from among the cohort came the question, 
is it the place of corporate affairs to contribute to the business 
beyond its traditional comms and crisis expertise?

‘Do we really want to be a commercial function. Is there 
anything wrong with being a very important support 
function?’

For those who have come into corporate affairs from the 
commercial side, the answer to the above question is 
probably “yes”, and the inclination to become embedded 
more deeply in the business is valuable and desirable, but 
Corporate affairs has to be focused on proving its worth.

‘I think the future is bright, but in the future we have to 
show impact. I come from the commercial side, so I tell 
our team [e.g.] we are enabling our people to compete 
on price. When you start showing the business where… 
rather than being a support function on the defence, you 
should be on the offence, and explain that we actually add 
value to the business.’

When times are good, it is arguably easier to gain 
consideration for new ethical and values-driven initiatives. It 
is important that these have taken deep enough root to be 
embedded at all stages of the economic cycle in the future, 
and that corporate affairs has helped support that.

‘The ultimate character test is, is this going to continue 
when the business is under pressure? The ambitions have 
changed dramatically, but the question is… the next 
crash, the next correction, will you be as well behaved?’

To enable the function to evolve, the ultimate focus from 
within corporate affairs must be not on how well you perform 
as a function, but the impact of the work you are doing.

‘A lot of the results you don’t see… a lot of work is to 
situate yourself positively in stakeholders’ minds so 
regulatory pushback will be more muted than it would 
otherwise have been… it might come from five years 
down the line, or never at all.’

‘Impact is not just short term. What are the long-term 
impacts… the impact of negative events or trust on the 
cost of recruiting and retaining talent?’

Increasingly, the function needs to ask itself: what do we 
need to do differently and what support and new abilities do 
we need to put in place to allow that to happen?

The future of corporate affairs
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