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Introduction

The seventh report from the Corporate Affairs 
Academy was born in dramatically different 
circumstances to those of its predecessors. The 
coronavirus pandemic both dictated a radical 
reorganisation of the 2020 programme and, as with 
the rest of the world, a recalibration of the focus of 
the course by participants and organisers: did the 
same factors and insights apply to a pre- and post-
COVID-19 reality? What were the implications for 
business of a world reeling from this existential crisis? 
In a time of rising populism, how should we manage 
the expectations of a public that now seemed united 
around the spirit of the phrase ‘build back better’? 
Mission statements are very much the province of 
corporate affairs leaders, but how to navigate a world 
where a universal mission statement was effectively 
being imposed from elsewhere?

The programme’s usual format of two one-and-a-half-
day sessions in Oxford with dinners, guest speakers 
and an immersive Oxford experience was sadly 
impossible. Instead, over the course of 2021 the 
combined cohorts of 2020 and 2021 met online several 
times to identify their core concerns, hear accounts of 
challenges and strategies, and to hear from external 

speakers at the heart of this ‘new normal’: including 
the corporate affairs director for Oxford University on 
the challenges of sharing the progress of the Oxford-
AstraZeneca vaccine with the world. It made for an 
incredibly rich and insightful programme, as always 
reacting session by session to the priorities and 
preferences of the cohort, and the continually evolving 
frameworks that have emerged from research and real-
world application over the ten years the programme 
has been running. This report captures some sense of 
the scope of these online sessions, and some of the 
key discussions that arose. At the time of writing, we 
look forward to meeting in the autumn to set the seal 
on the most challenging CAA yet – but this time in 
three dimensions.
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The Corporate Affairs Academy

The Corporate Affairs Academy (CAA), run by the Oxford University Centre for Corporate 
Reputation in conjunction with Executive Education at Saïd Business School, provides a forum 
for CA leaders to consider ways to develop both the effectiveness of the function, their 
capacity to add value to organisations, and to develop their own capabilities, with the help of 
the latest research, and contributions of leading practitioners from corporate affairs, the wider 
business community and the media. For more information see: www.sbs.oxford.edu/caa

This year’s programme participants were: 

• Peter Allen, Executive Director of Corporate Affairs, 
Highways England; 

• Troy Scully, Vice President Communications & 
Public Affairs EMEA, Goodyear; 

• Katja Fasink, Head of Corporate Communication, 
ELES, d.o.o.; 

• Andreas Hammer, Head of Marketing & 
Communications, KPMG AG; 

• Robert Fernandez, Director of Communications, 
Universal Insurance Holdings; 

• Flavio Gianetti, Head of Group M&A and 
Participations of Intesa Sanpaolo, Intesa Sanpaolo; 

• Naseem Chohan, Executive Vice President, 
Sustainability, Gold Fields (Parent); 

• Elisabetta Pagnini, Head of Group General 
Counsel, Intesa Sanpaolo; 

• Jenny Jamie, Director of Communications & Public 
Affairs UK & Ireland, Google UK; 

• Carolyn Esser, Deputy Director of Communications 
(Europe and Middle East), Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation; 

• Patricia Murambinda, Corporate Affairs Executive, 
Delta Corporation; 

• Nicole Vogrin, Chief Corporate Affairs & 
Communications Officer, Western Union; 

• Hannah Howard, Deputy Communications 
Secretary to the Queen, the Royal Household; 

• Joel Sawyer, Corporate Communications Manager, 
USS Pensions; 

• Mark Boris Andrijanic, Interim Head of Public 
Policy & Government Relations, Central & Eastern 
Europe, Uber; 

• Nina Arnott, Head of Communications, Domino’s 
Pizza Group; 

• Matt Ridsdale, Corporate Affairs Director, Camelot 
Group; 

• James Fearnley-Marr, External Affairs Director, 
Reckitt; 

• Bridgitte Backman, VP Corporate Affairs, PepsiCo; 

• Carlene Wilson, Director Policy & Government 
Relations, University of Melbourne; 

• Laurence Meehan, Head of Public Affairs, GB, 
Diageo; 

• Nicky Hudson, Director of Policy and 
Communications, National Cyber Security Centre; 

• Anand Vijay Jha, Vice President and Head of 
Corporate Affairs, Walmart India; 

• Alfredo Esparza, Vice President & Head of 
Government Affairs, MetLife Mexico; 

• Shushan Harutyunyan, Chief Communications 
Officer, Galaxy Group of Companies; 

• Tom Goddard, Strategic Communications Director, 
KPMG; 

• Felipe Marquez Robledo, Colombia Business Unit 
Country Manager, AngloGold Ashanti; 

• Martin Barlebo, Head of Corporate Communication, 
Ørsted; 

• Francisco Javier Veloso, Vice President of 
Institutional Relations, Antofagasta plc; 

• Miki Hirasawa Ashton, Regional Leader, Brand, 
Communications & Development, Middle East and 
Africa, 3M.
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Executive summary

Before the impact of COVID-19, there was already a 
strong sense – and much discussion in recent times – 
of a ‘burning platform’ around business and other 
organisations, with the erosion of decades-old 
certainties about their roles and responsibilities. These 
played out in specific ways in different sectors, but 
with some universally influential externalities: climate 
change, other negative impacts of human activity, and 
inequalities dictated by gender, race and geography, to 
take a few of the most salient and pressing. That 
feeling of vulnerability amid shifting norms has of 
course been hugely intensified by the pandemic, and 
this emerged with even more force thanks to the 
cracks in the global societal fabric that the pandemic 
exposed. Out of this has emerged a strong sense that 
corporations in particular need to identify a purpose 
that transcends financial imperatives. 

This CAA cohort’s debates over how to help their 
organisations address these challenges was divided 
into discussion and analysis of the important elements 
of the corporate affairs role and function; consideration 
of how that role might change to make a more rounded 
contribution to addressing post-pandemic challenges; 
the importance of narrative in this effort; how to 
address the need to articulate and enact purpose; and 
the challenge of activism, both as an external pressure 
and as part of an organisation’s identity.

The CAA role 

Corporate affairs responsibilities vary enormously 
between different organisations and have expanded 
greatly from the traditional communications role. 
These days they can include wholly or as an 
element: government relations, public policy, media 
relations, corporate brand and marketing, reputation 
management and communications (external and 
internal), stakeholder/ community/ investor relations, 
corporate social responsibility (CSR), regulatory 
affairs, legal, risk and human resources. Regardless 
of whether these sub-functions are organised as a 
single function or dispersed across reporting lines, 
a contemporary corporate affairs effort requires 
the collaborative engagement and alignment of 
professional expertise. Factors to consider when 
addressing the way that corporate affairs should be 
positioned and developed, include:

• The culture of the organisation

• Its relationship with its audiences

• The sectors it operates in

• How it can best contribute to strategic priorities

Depending on the attitude of the organisation to 
corporate affairs, through its understanding of what 
informs stakeholders’ expectations, the function’s 
position within the organisational structure, and its 
ability to contribute strategically at all levels, the 
function has the capacity to add considerable value.

‘Corporate affairs is moving from a peripheral division 
to a strategic business unit within the group’s companies. 
It has a disrupter role and is about being a top-tier fixer, 
tactician and strategist.’
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Narratives

Narratives are an increasingly important component 
of the corporate landscape, particularly in defining 
and explaining organisational purpose (see below). 
Corporate affairs is expected to craft multiple narratives 
that encompass a clear articulation of purpose, 
strategy, values, employee value propositions, brand 
propositions, and that recognise both local and global 
priorities. This poses a considerable challenge. As 
network research illustrates, it is not what you do but 
the stories people tell about what you do that can make 
the critical difference in social evaluations. Positive 
behaviour must be reinforced by effective distribution 
of narratives within the relevant networks, and the 
way in which those narratives spread – the speed 
and breadth – reflects the power that they carry with 
them. A further consideration is the lenses through 
which observers assess the narratives: in particular, 
the cohort considered the lenses of ‘character’ and 
‘capability’, with their distinctive reputational dynamics.

Purpose

In recent times purpose has become firmly positioned 
as a key priority among organisations, as well as 
the subject of much research and analysis among 
business scholars. The Enacting Purpose Initiative 
(EPI), chaired by Rupert Younger – who devises and is 
the lead instructor on the Corporate Affairs Academy 
– is a partnership project between Oxford Saïd and a 
number of other global organisations currently working 
on definitions, frameworks and specific initiatives to 
show organisations how to embed purpose within their 
operations. To quote the first of the EPI reports (see 
www.enactingpurpose.org):

‘To deliver value for different stakeholders, purpose has 
to be more than a marketing slogan or a vague set of 
values. It has to become an organising principle, the 
reason why an organisation exists. Boards of directors 
across all sectors today face a growing drumbeat of 
calls from multiple stakeholders including customers, 
employees and suppliers for a clearer explanation of 
their organisational purpose. Recent calls for better 
articulation of purpose from global investment 
management firms, together with specific commitments 
on purpose by asset owners, are accelerating this 
momentum and elevating it to a critical board issue.’

Corporate affairs leaders are in a pivotal position to 
shepherd this process to meaningful fruition and help 
devise the metrics by which achievements in this area 
might be measured, and performance understood.
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Activism

Organisations of all kinds have become increasingly 
used to the pressure exerted by special interest 
groups in recent years, both from without and within. 
COVID-19 has raised the stakes considerably: where 
are the norms now set in enforcing pre-COVID 
contracts? How much mitigation of the effects of 
the pandemic should firms feel obliged to engage in, 
potentially at little profit to themselves? As the radar 
and sense-making function, corporate affairs has to 
interpret the shifting norms and try to steer typically 
risk-averse organisations into new territory, where 
they have to accept greater levels of uncertainty 
and transparency both in dealing with those who 
challenge them, and in setting out their own activist 
agendas: to earn the respect of their customers and 

the understanding of regulators, to address their 
own existential threats – such as climate change – 
and last but not least, because it may be the right 
thing to do. Purpose, narratives and the challenge of 
‘character’ and ‘capability’ reputations unite in this area 
as nowhere else. In dealing with a more fragmented 
and multi-channel world, assessing the relative 
importance and impact of different interests requires 
a more sophisticated understanding of the dynamics 
of engagement: who to prioritise, the sometimes 
misleading nature of volume, and the relative risks 
of different strategies. Take care of the ‘noisier’ 
constituencies and there is a danger of missing the 
newer audiences that are growing quietly in importance 
over traditional opinion formers. 
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The role of the corporate affairs function

As stakeholders focus more and more on an 
organisation’s purpose, rather than simply its profit-
generating capacity, creating meaningful value beyond 
delivering short-term gains is becoming critical to a 
company’s licence to operate and its success.

‘Reputation amongst consumers matters more than it did 
in the past, with globalisation bringing greater choice, 
increased connectivity and social awareness.’

‘The commitment to purposeful operations needs to be 
approached with the same strategic prioritisation and 
rigorous measurement that we deliver when reporting on 
financial performance to investors.’

Despite the importance attributed to a company’s 
reputation, the role and contribution of corporate 
affairs is, in many companies, still far from being 
fully understood, with corporate affairs practitioners 
and their strategic input undervalued, leaving senior 
managers and CEOs without a sufficiently complete 
understanding of how current events and stakeholder 
perspectives are affecting operations and profits. 
Corporate affairs leaders need to operate as the moral 
compass for the organisation – actively highlighting 
not only risk, but aligning decisions with long-term 
reputational objectives, and the organisation’s values 
and behaviours.

To truly build credibility and trust throughout the 
business, the function must develop business 
understanding, financial literacy, and a deep 
understanding of the regulatory landscape. This is also 
needed to truly balance the commercial needs of the 
business with the reputational risks and implications of 
taking certain decisions.

‘The function must maintain its independent and 
potentially disruptive voice: bringing the outside 
perspective in and looking at issues through the lens 
of increasingly demanding and disparate stakeholder 
groups requires the courage to challenge settled views.’

Organisational structure is key to how effective 
corporate affairs can be, and the function’s role needs 
to be adjusted accordingly, ‘as the potential value it 
may bring is hardwired as a result of structural factors.

‘Organisations that have low levels of competition or high 
levels of product differentiation are more likely to see the 
function as an enabler of core business, whereas others 
will see it as fundamental to its success.’

‘The potential value of the corporate affairs contribution 
depends on the levels of differentiation in products or 
services, levels of inertia, and ease of switching.’ 

A common challenge is how the function can position 
itself best to influence an organisation. This requires 
the building of relationships and coalitions (internal 
and external) to find points of alignment to manage 
crisis, mitigate risk or drive shared value and to find 
opportunities for influence. To ensure its value is 
deployed strategically, the function should report to the 
management leadership team, or be a member of it, 
moving the function from a reactive afterthought to a 
proactive, strategic, management-embedded function.

‘It requires socialising the imperatives with management 
and then leading change where there is a disconnect 
between how the world sees us and we see ourselves. This 
includes addressing causes of misalignment between the 
capability and character components of reputation.’ 

Measurement of achievement is critical to credibility 
and influence. Too often the corporate affairs function 
concentrates on benchmarking its own outputs instead 
of its contribution to the organisation: much better to 
concentrate on KPIs that have a direct bearing on the 
success of the organisation.

‘It is important to incorporate the language of the 
business into corporate affairs operations and narratives.’
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Corporate affairs and strategy

Corporate affairs can help the organisation make better 
strategic decisions by showing business leaders the 
potential downside of certain options and helping them 
appreciate the unintended consequences of these 
actions, but also by making a case for the value-adding 
potential of its understanding of reputation dynamics. 
Reputation increasingly has an influence on the 
outcome of every important strategic choice, whether 
commercial, operational, or for talent retention.

‘The need to speak up has always been a core element of 
the corporate affairs role, but traditionally it might have 
been to manage the fallout from a decision rather than 
to influence it in advance.’

‘When we launch product lines a lot is done on the basis 
of reputation borrowing, what we have done before. 
Developing and enhancing our reputation directly links 
to making new strategic choices.’

An understanding of developments such as ‘triple-
impact’ businesses, purpose-driven organisations, and 
conscious capitalism, and the strategic understanding 
to persuade senior leadership of the merits of an 
engagement strategy or reputation management plan 
that addresses such dynamic societal norms, is a vital 
value-adding, and reputation-protecting capability. 

‘We need to have the judgement and analysis which allow 
us to see around corners. Those who are thriving in the 
current market are those who can use their knowledge, 
their experience and their ability to anticipate and plan 
for the issues that are most likely to cause problems for 
the organisation.’ 

‘We bring insights to our exco and boards which they 
aren’t getting from anywhere else. Corporate affairs will 
often have a better sense of what matters to employees, 
politicians and wider stakeholder groups than our leaders. 
We need to help them anticipate new issues and be aware 
of the reputational consequences of their decisions.’

9
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For the strategic contribution to be fully realised, 
the function needs to position itself strategically 
within the organisation as appropriate to the specific 
circumstances – there is no ‘one size fits all’.

‘In terms of attracting and retaining talent, reputation 
is hugely significant. For attracting industry partners, 
it is important to have competence but also character 
reputation – the barrier-to-entry to the higher-level 
reputation is part of the global war for talent.’

‘We set up an employee share ownership scheme in 
entering a new market, partly because we thought it 
was the right thing to do given the company is entering 
a new market – but it has actually created a bit of 
competitive advantage, because now the deal is viewed 
as groundbreaking and as a way forward for other 
multinationals to enter the African continent. So that 
was an interesting strategic reputational advantage.’

‘The sustainability space opens up quite a bit of 
operations advantage. Working as a team with the 
sustainability team, whether on the UN SDGs or just 
transition in the supply chain space, helps.’

‘In my previous role I recruited a supply chain specialist 
with no previous corporate affairs experience to look 
after sustainability, and other than a ‘culture wobble’ 
we created traction much faster because this person had 
a deep understanding of supply chain, and approvals 
were quick because the business sense behind it was 
taken into account.’

‘Bring expertise from elsewhere in the business. Map the 
skills against what you want to achieve – the legal and 
compliance functions can be very risk focused and you 
may need something more pro-active.’

Combining forces with the legal department to 
reconfigure the risk landscape is a strategic challenge 
with great potential. If you manage to get real synergy 
between them, the pay-off in terms of agility can be 
considerable. 

‘I put both areas under the same vice-presidency – you 
sometimes see strategies starting in one area and moving 
into the other, and sometimes coming back. The only 
problem is the VP has to be a lawyer – you can’t have 
corporate affairs in charge of legal – and sometimes they 
cannot think outside their area and try to spread their 
legal language across everything.’
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The role of corporate affairs in ESG 

The corporate affairs function drives business value 
through ESG activity and authentic stakeholder 
engagement that highlights the organisation’s social 
purpose and values. Such activity also informs an 
organisation on issues that arise from the impact of 
its operations. The function can guide a company’s 
decisions around which measurement and reporting 
indices to adopt to establish meaningful accountability 
to stakeholders. Examples include the UN Global 
Compact, the Sustainable Development Goals, and 
FTSE4Good.

• ESG has become increasingly prioritised among 
investors, NGOs, customers, employees and 
other stakeholders in recent years. This external 
pressure on business has well-documented impacts 
on outcomes including increased intervention by 
legislators and regulators, and lost customers.

• The corporate affairs function is the custodian of 
the organisation’s narrative and values and works 
to align it with ESG engagement, initiatives and 
programmes to enhance reputation and amplify 
brand strength. It spans the business to collate the 
data that builds the factual arguments that support 
the positions it holds, and builds trust.

• The function reflects the external environment 
and pressures inwardly to an organisation to 
socialise the imperatives for a response from senior 
management and board; helping to harness the 
resources to respond and then frame that response 
to key audiences. It should advance an authentic 
engagement with ESG – those areas where it makes 
sense for an organisation to act. 

‘Employees from across an organisation should be 
engaged in work to refine priorities and to develop 
policy and programmes… Ideally, stakeholders become 
advocates for the organisation.’

Structural reorganisation  
that places corporate affairs  
at the centre

In 2019, as part of a strategic realignment, a 
global company undertook a centralised group-
led approach to better serve its customers and 
its markets throughout the world. At the same 
time, the company set up and communicated 
to stakeholders the creation of a new corporate 
affairs organisation, led by a new senior vice 
president, bringing together different functions 
and capabilities not limited to public/media 
relations. The newly created organisation was 
designed to bring a strategic, proactive approach 
to promote but also protect the company’s brand 
and reputation. This transformation allowed all 
existing public affairs functions to re-align and 
thus perform more consistently. Each area/
region had the same organisational structure, and 
the head of the specific geography represents 
corporate affairs. The upside of such direction 
resulted in unifying successfully a previously 
fragmented approach to stakeholder relations, in 
mitigating and minimising risks associated with 
corporate governance in less mature subsidiaries, 
and in prioritising the activities generally related 
to corporate affairs locally including increased 
media presence, government relations and 
employee engagement.
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Engaging with activism

There is more activism than ever before aimed at 
influencing the behaviour of organisations and the 
narratives around them. As the old cliché goes, it 
provides both a challenge and an opportunity (if a 
particularly challenging one). It can take many forms 
externally and internally, conflictual or constructive, 
but, particularly in the current fragile global climate, 
there are greater expectations of organisations than 
previously, and the potential impact of activism well 
or badly handled is considerable. There is also the 
question of whether an organisation should engage in 
activism, and what are the relative benefits of being 
pro-active rather than simply reactive.

This CAA cohort has encountered activist challenges 
on many fronts, ranging from external organisations to 
self-interested shareholders, to employees, and from 
small-scale engagements to powerful movements.

‘Our activist challenge stemmed from inequalities 
which created a unifying force for a particular group of 
campaigners.’

External activism aimed at companies is most often 
characterised as a risk, but it can be seen as an 
opportunity to be a better global citizen, and the line 
between external and internal activism grows ever 
thinner.

‘The new world order requires that companies pursue a 
purpose oriented to achieve the common good on top of 
profit creation.’

‘For internal activism, corporate affairs needs to 
be working very closely with HR, and external 
communications needs to be aligned with internal.’

Transparency is a key component of the toolkit to 
engage with activists. Setting a value – and judging 
performance – against other metrics than financial 
performance, and capturing it in the annual report, is 
increasingly important.

‘Open data reporting will see more businesses needing to 
evaluate the process through which they produce value, 
resulting in increased demand for open reporting on 
financial capital, intellectual capital, manufactured 
capital, human capital and social and relationship capital.’

‘Transparency is an important issue to help drive 
dialogue. Inquisitors who feel that you are keeping 
information from them, or manipulating the 
information, will be driven to look for other sources of 
information, and the debate changes from discussing 
the key points to, “Which is the truthful source of 
information?’’’
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For good activism management you need a stakeholder 
map that encompasses the participants and their 
interests. Identify all the stakeholders, not just the 
obvious/most visible ones.

‘By concentrating on traditional activists you can 
overlook groups that are nonetheless hugely influential 
among the broader activist base.’

‘Dormant activists can be activated by an emergent 
issue. Unseen allegiances can form in the activist base, 
bringing together disparate groups, often in closed, 
unseen networks such as social media, reaching critical 
mass before they surface.’

The internal audience can be as misled about facts 
within the organisation just as much as the external: 
beliefs and narratives may be no more grounded in fact 
in one than the other, and that may work to intensify 

worry about a less serious issue and vice versa. It can 
also trigger activism from within, particularly when the 
organisation is seen to protect its own interests:

‘Employees are less afraid to call out where businesses 
go wrong, and increasingly they are less loyal to their 
employers.’

‘Activism starts when those external stakeholders, and 
even our own employees, do not perceive our actions as 
oriented to provide a superior purpose. Sometimes this 
perception is real, but sometimes it is based on incorrect 
or insufficient data, or in an inadequate interpretation 
of the data available to them.’

‘The institutional view can distort the size of an issue at 
hand hugely, impacting resource and mission. The more 
senior the persons driving this distorted view the more 
impactful/problematic it can be.’
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Case studies in engaging with activism

Uber and driver safety

The safety of Uber’s drivers and riders has been 
the company’s stated priority from its beginnings 
in 2009. However, as the number of trips on the 
platform grew from millions to billions a year, 
it had become clear that a more robust set of 
safety systems and principles was needed. The 
sense of urgency was driven by relentless public 
scrutiny as well as an increasing number of 
activist voices within the company.

As a result, Uber strengthened its safety team, 
introduced new processes, and integrated 
a number of safety-related app features like 
the emergency button. To demonstrate full 
commitment to transparency and accountability, 
Uber also issued the US Safety Report in 2019. 
The 84-page report disclosed statistical data on 
various types of safety incidents, including sexual 
assaults. Uber partnered with a number of NGOs 
and experts to determine a coherent safety 
methodology and find new ways of improving 
Uber’s safety practices.

It had been clear from the outset that short-term 
risks associated with such a degree of data 
transparency were significant. Many journalists 
focused their reporting on the gravest incidents 
without providing the full context. However, Uber 
believed that in the medium-to-long term this 
approach would strengthen its credibility and 
trust within Uber’s community as well as with 
the regulators. Although no other ridesharing 
company has so far followed Uber’s example, 
many regulators and NGOs have welcomed the 
report and encouraged Uber to replicate it in 
other regions as well.

Quebradona mining and  
community engagement

The company behind a copper extraction 
project in South America has retained an 
international consultancy to train the community 
in understanding and analysing the different sets 
of information that the company will produce in 
areas such as emissions, water management, 
local procurement, local employment, and 
climate change impact. All the information will 
be shared using the open data methodology, 
so the company, the authorities and the 
communities receive real-time information at 
the same time. By doing this, communities 
will have trust on what the company is publicly 
saying and hopefully this will drive their support 
for the ongoing business. In addition to this, if 
communities and authorities are well prepared 
in managing information, litigation by activists 
should be reduced.
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Narratives

Internal and external narratives both need careful 
stewardship, and an awareness of how narratives can 
be skewed unintentionally by cognitive biases, and 
intentionally by malign actors or simply by the teller in 
their own interests, which may not align with that of 
the organisation.

‘Every institution has built-in bias about how it talks 
and sees itself, and we are incredibly reliant on our 
messengers to tell the story.’ 

‘Often it is a crisis of seismic proportions that shakes the 
very foundation of an organisation that is needed for a 
narrative to truly change.’

Corporate affairs needs to work extensively within 
the organisation to flag new narratives and issues. 
This approach needs to be hard-wired into the 
organisation’s DNA in a structured way, with corporate 
affairs teams a core part of that structure.

‘Narrative strategies really matter, and they can  
make the difference between success and failure  
for your reputation.’

While a clear narrative line from the leadership is 
important, there are limitations to a narrative being 
too CEO-centric, not least the time frame: the 
average tenure of CEOs does not match the long-term 
aspirations of organisation. For consistency over that 
time, it is important to link the narrative firmly to the 
organisation’s purpose rather than its leader’s. Clear and 
consistent narratives also resolve internal and cultural 
pressures and help drive purpose-supporting behaviours.

Out of a crisis there often emerges a need for a new 
narrative. There is great pressure to produce something 
that alleviates short-term pressures – the corporate 
affairs leader’s job is to produce something that 
continues to be consistent with long-term strategies.

Key facets of effective 
narratives:

Structural reorganisation that places 
corporate affairs at the centre 

• Authenticity – your narrative needs to feel 
authentic to your organisation today and where 
it’s going. It needs to align to your purpose: 
why you exist. If your purpose is already core 
to how you operate, articulating a narrative is 
easier.

• Consistency – while your narrative needs 
to be adaptable and able to evolve to reflect 
the rapidly changing business environment 
you operate in, it needs to be aligned to your 
long-term business ambitions. It’s not a short-
term slogan that can be discarded when the 
situation changes, or the business is bored 
with it. 

• Relevance – your narrative needs to recognise 
the multiple audiences you are appealing to: 
customers, governments, employees, activists 
and so on. A confused narrative which is 
inconsistent across audience groups will be a 
hindrance.

• Simplicity – narrative simplicity is crucial. 
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The growing importance of character reputations 

Understanding how organisations are assessed 
through distinctive lenses of ‘character’ and ‘capability’ 
has long been a focus of research into mechanisms 
of social evaluation. The implications of positive 
and negative assessments on either front are multi-
faceted, but as expectation frames evolve in this 
fragile era, there is a sense that setting out the stall 
of your organisation along the character dimension is 
becoming more critical.

Among many questions arising from this cohort:

• How much are consumers’ attitudes dictated by the 
public mood shifting around a particular issue; how 
much difference does the degree of competition 
in a particular market make to the importance of 
character assessment?

• Do consumers only make purchasing decisions 
based on character where the brand they choose 
has no direct impact on their lives? 

• Can too strong a capability reputation without the 
mitigating effect of positive character reputation 
create a negative impact on the overall reputation? 
(Facebook was cited here as an example.)

Notwithstanding the above, it was broadly agreed that 
the pandemic has put new focus on character, and 
there is a growing opportunity to establish character as 
a point of difference.

Some key considerations agreed by the group:

• Authentic and consistent character across audiences 
is essential to consumer and stakeholder trust.

• Traditional methods of capability management are 
not well suited to managing character.

• It is not possible to start from this point with a clean 
slate – historical indicators of character need to be 
addressed.

‘Despite its widely exposed creative tax affairs, Amazon 
is still currently the most valuable company in the world. 
Where is the tipping point?’ 

‘How competitive the marketplace is matters: in a 
crowded marketplace with low differentiation reputation 
and character matter a great deal.’

‘The clear public recognition of the important work NHS 
staff were doing to save lives in the pandemic was not just 
a recognition of the capability of the nurses and doctors, 
but also a recognition of their caring nature.’
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Case studies in narratives

Character and capability in  
the insurance industry

Research by Accenture suggests that half of 
insurance customers (surveyed across a number 
of countries) intend to switch companies in the 
next 12 months. It also showed that price was 
not the most important factor for consumers 
when choosing a broker, but that transparency 
and service play an important role in their 
decision making. On the face of it these sound 
like capability traits, but the fact they are not 
demonstrable to a completely new customer 
(and are not generally thought to be common 
in the insurance industry) means they would 
be better described as perceived service and 
perceived transparency – in which case, they 
are perhaps proxies for trust. To that end, they 
may be considered character traits. This leads to 
the presumption that tens of billions of pounds 
of switching is going on in the global insurance 
industry each year and, due to structural market 
factors, it is (disproportionately) driven by 
character-orientated consumer choices. This 
suggests corporate affairs needs to be a core 
function in these organisations.

Rescuing the reputation of  
Australia’s banking system

Trust in Australia’s leading banks had been 
shaken by a series of scandals reflecting poor 
behaviour toward customers. There had been 
significant reputation damage and regulatory 
risk was looming. It became clear to one bank’s 
corporate affairs team that regulators and 
politicians were concerned about low levels of 
financial literacy in the community. The function 
built a coalition of senior support within the bank, 
and secured the necessary resources to develop 
a financial literacy programme that included a 
generous matched savings programme. The 
function brokered a partnership with an NGO 
(based on a relationship that had been built 
over years) to run the programme for the 
most vulnerable groups in the community. It 
successfully helped low-income families save 
and establish good money management skills, 
and it was lauded by regulators, applauded by 
shareholders and improved community sentiment 
towards the bank.
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Case studies in narratives

Responsible drinking  
campaign in South Africa

A South African alcoholic drinks company 
recognised its products could be contributing to 
negative societal impacts – in a country struggling 
with the legacy of apartheid, endemic poverty 
and inequality, alcohol was often flagged as a 
contributing factor. The impact of COVID-19 meant 
that some of its initiatives to counteract that 
narrative were not available: for example, hospital 
beds typically used for alcohol-related treatment 
were reallocated for COVID-19 treatment. The 
government banned alcohol sales to reduce the 
demand for health care. The company had to 
take decisive action and did so by establishing a 
two-stream crisis management response – one 
focusing on business continuity and the other 
focusing on public policy and advocacy focusing 
on reducing harm from alcohol.

The initiative was led from the top, through 
a steering committee made up of the CEO, 
business unit MD and corporate affairs director. 
It directed cross-functional intervention that 
was designed to shore up the company 
reputation by working in public health areas. This 
included partnering with third party advocacy 
groups – sector and NGO – on programme 
development: for example, the SA Taverners 
Association supported forums on gender-based 
violence and femicide. Community safety 
patrol volunteers assisted police in creating 
safe drinking environments. The Department of 
Health assisted the company with its PPE and 
hand sanitiser donations and hand-outs. For 
long-term reputation impact, and better social 
outcomes, the company must now embed this 
way of working and embrace accountability for 
implementation and impact.

An insurance company educating 
the public in homeownership  
and insurance

Homeowners in Florida are regularly affected 
by natural disasters, which results in poor social 
and financial outcomes for the uninsured. An 
insurance company, in discussion with the 
local chapter of Habitat for Humanity, sought to 
identify ways to bridge the knowledge gap with 
new homeowners. The company had shared 
interests with the charity that helps low income 
and disadvantaged families build and improve 
homes. Corporate affairs’ consultation with 
Habitat for Humanity revealed that homeowner 
insurance was an issue their housing recipients 
struggled with, often due to lack of awareness. 
Through these ongoing discussions, we have 
recently bolstered the relationship to address this 
issue. Representatives from our organisation now 
conduct virtual and in-person, socially distanced 
seminars for new and existing Habitat for 
Humanity homeowners in the South Florida area. 

The primary goal of the workshops is to explain 
the importance of property insurance, including 
information about getting coverage, maintaining 
a policy, and understanding deductibles. The 
seminars are providing potentially inexperienced 
home buyers and owners the opportunity to get 
valuable information from an insurance agent 
about policies and coverage. Employees will 
conduct meetings with Habitat for Humanity 
clients throughout the year as part of a pilot 
programme. If the corporate affairs team finds 
the programme successful, the organisation 
will expand it throughout the country in markets 
where we have a presence.
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Purpose

The COVID pandemic has elevated the role of 
business in society in the public eye and propelled 
the relevance of corporate purpose across the full 
spectrum of corporate stakeholders. Shareholders 
and asset managers are increasingly asking for the 
clear articulation of corporate purpose and holding 
directors accountable for governing the adherence to 
and implementation of it. A clearly articulated purpose 
can serve as a frame, particularly to non-executive 
directors, to assess the alignment of management’s 
strategic choices, including capital-allocation decisions, 
with corporate purpose.

One of the biggest risks when defining a company’s 
purpose is lack of specificity. There’s a risk of 
conceptual opacity when what is required is 
conceptual clarity. Lack of clarity frustrates strategic 
alignment, governance, measurement and reporting. 
With the increasing importance of ESG, there is also 
potential for confusion of ESG with purpose, further 
reinforcing the need for clarity. There are numerous 
pitfalls to consider in the quest for purpose, including 
1) that it becomes primarily a brand or marketing 
undertaking, and 2) that it is designed to serve the 
needs of the business rather than of all stakeholders. 

The trigger for defining purpose, and the priorities 
chosen, often emerge from a shift in societal norms. It 
is fundamentally a long-term commitment. However, 
purpose should be strong enough to withstand 
ongoing issues. The endurance of a company’s 
purpose will depend on how quickly stakeholder 
expectations and societal context evolve.

‘For some companies, purpose may not change for  
50 years. A company’s purpose can outlive its  
business model.’

While a company’s purpose can act as a forward-
looking mechanism to guide how a strategy should 
evolve over time, stakeholders need to see the 
connection today. It needs to be based on a present 
need, as opposed to the future-oriented role of a 
company’s vision. 

‘There needs to be a credible truth behind a company’s 
purpose – it’s not good enough to have good intentions.’

A purpose should encapsulate the raison d’être of 
the organisation. This should address the needs of 
all stakeholders and not just the stockholders. To 
support the drive for purpose, corporate affairs has 
to help generate and direct the information flow that 
will ensure the accountability of key players within 
the organisation. There are a number of integrated 
reporting resources that can help investors and other 
stakeholders to evaluate the company’s success in 
achieving its purpose, including: the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) standards; Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board (SASB) standards; and the Task Force 
on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TFCD). A key 
challenge for corporate affairs is to help balance how 
that purpose is enacted between different stakeholders.

‘The best way to align purpose among the corporation’s 
stakeholders with competing and conflicting interests 
is by adopting transparent metrics to measure their 
performance against their statement of purpose, and 
report their results.’
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In the past, purpose has been confined to the role of a 
cultural tool, drawn on as a framework to convey value 
and belief systems to employees, but purpose is most 
effective if embraced as strategic tool, governed by 
the board of directors and embedded in the executive 
management decision-making process.

‘If embraced fully, purpose guides strategic choices and 
trade-offs that must be made by executive management 
on a frequent basis. It clearly establishes what type of 
business a company is engaging in as much as it guides 
which opportunities should not be pursued.’

Embedding purpose in managerial discipline can also 
inform how success is defined within the organisation 
and balance the need of short-term financial gains with 
long term sustainable profits and societal impact. 

The corporate affairs function can play a leading role 
in communicating purpose to internal and external 
corporate stakeholders. Internally, the function can 
act as partner to the board of directors and executive 
management to proactively shape and define 
corporate purpose. With external stakeholder groups, 
corporate affairs can serve as an early warning system 
for societal shifts that will shape what acceptable 
corporate behaviour and impact look like. 

‘Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) 
disclosures are a way to exemplify corporate purpose. 
However, it is important to keep in mind the dominance 
of the investor perspective over other stakeholders within 
the ESG framework.’

The rise of purpose has not been met with growth 
in reporting on purpose. There is a major shift taking 
place in how companies define success and how their 
stakeholders define and view success, and therefore 
how companies’ reputations are constructed. Success 
is now defined not simply by the quarterly financial 
metrics, but by how a company creates value for its 
stakeholders. Despite this shift, company measurement 
and reporting remain heavily focused on measurement 
against the same financial metrics that have dominated 
corporate governance thinking for decades.

‘We have now reached a moment where how companies 
report, and how they are assessed for success or failure, 
do not align. Furthermore, companies remain focused 
on reporting on ESG metrics, which are not the same as 
purpose.’

‘ESG is a means to deliver on a company’s purpose. There 
is a clear need for both standardisation and to go beyond 
ESG reporting.’
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One of the major barriers between how companies 
report now and how they should report on purpose is 
a lack of a standard and widely accepted framework for 
measurement. There is no ‘one size fits all’ accepted 
framework. Furthermore, on the sustainability front, 
many institutions and NGOs are working independently 
to develop standards for sustainability reporting, which 
is creating complexity and confusion for companies 
and investors. There is a risk that this plurality of ESG 
metrics and reporting standards dominates companies’ 
approaches and purpose is neglected. 

‘As corporate affairs professionals, we have the 
opportunity to advocate for purpose reporting within 
the organisation. We need to be considering how to 
operationalise corporate purpose in organisations 
through measurement, incentivisation and practice, 
which should lead to wider acceptance amongst 
management of purpose as a strategic driver.’

‘We need to find a roadmap to connect internal 
measures of corporate purpose, management practices 
and corporate reporting on non-financial as well as 
financial impact, and be clear that these should not 
be separate, or a ‘bolt-on’ to current reporting but 
integrated throughout.’

Corporate purpose requires coordination and activation 
to be understood, accepted and brought to life for 
a wide range of corporate stakeholders. Due to its 
unique vantage point within the organisation, the 
corporate affairs function can take a lead role by acting 
as partner to board and management in articulating 
corporate purpose, decoding external stakeholder 
priorities, and providing comprehensive analysis 
through a multi-stakeholder lens. Corporate affairs can 
and should be the primary advocate for why a company 
should embrace stakeholders assessing the company 
against its stated purpose. 
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Case studies in purpose

Reckitt

Reckitt has a 200-year history of innovating to meet 
public health and hygiene challenges. For example, 
Dettol was invented in the 1930s to tackle the 
scourge of sepsis; Lysol was created in the 1890s 
in the face of a cholera outbreak. Despite this 
record of achievement, the company has, over the 
past three decades, been resolutely focused on 
driving shareholder value and less visibly willing to 
articulate its role and why it exists. In 2020, that 
changed, and the company is now clear about 
why it exists: to protect, heal and nurture in the 
relentless pursuit of a cleaner, healthier world. This 
purpose now drives its strategy and actions and 
how they judge their success as a company. 

A major bank

Cybersecurity is an increasingly relevant societal 
issue: individuals’ diligence is essential to prevent 
frauds – and related costs – that endanger both 
individuals’ wealth and companies’ value creation. 
In the case of one of Europe’s leading banks, as 
well as implementing sophisticated anti-fraud 
systems, it invests in education at all levels of 
society and promotes awareness. The bank’s 
corporate affairs function has developed a one-to-
one communication plan to retail clients, as well as 
offering cybersecurity training, for public officials 
and institutional arbitrators, partnering with the 
IT and Marketing functions of the bank. The bank 
wants to be perceived as most engaged in both 
protecting its clients’ transactions and enhancing 
financial education among the public.

Western Union, from 
communications to  
payment services

Western Union (WU) celebrates its 170-year 
anniversary in 2021. In the 1900s WU began 
life as a communications business, connecting 
people through telegram services. Today WU is 
a remittance company, on the verge of becoming 
a global payments player. While its business 
model has evolved and WU today operates in a 
completely different industry, its core purpose of 
connecting people by providing essential services 

– means of communication or critical financial 
flows – has remained. As WU’s management 
actively works towards reaching out to new 
customer segments, tensions between its core 
business – remittances – and growing the new 
business – payments services for businesses – 
surface. Strategic trade-offs involving decisions 
about capital and resource allocation have to 
be made. While WU’s purpose has proven 
longevity, it becomes obvious that WU will 
have to pressure-test and potentially evolve the 
articulation of its purpose going forward.
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