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FOREWORD                      

As a career and as an organizational function, public affairs is one of the 
more difficult prospects that a person can face. On just the superficial 
level, the demands that the role makes of lobbyists regardless of 
background or sector are formidable: a keen and flexible mind, a deep 
knowledge of regulatory processes inside and out, policy expertise, and 
the skills and diligence to grow and nurture a broad network across 
multiple levels. Looking beyond the individual or the day-to-day, however, 
public affairs faces a different challenge – effective measurement and 
clear understanding of what is in play and what is at stake. What is the 
sum of all those demanding inputs? What value added does this function 
bring to the organization as a whole? How do we quantify the impact of 
successes – or the valuation of a threat neutralized – when the time scale 
for regulatory agendas and policy making is measured not in quarters or 
annual reports, but in successive administrations?

While we as seasoned public affairs practitioners know first-hand the 
value of a regulatory campaign won, and the cost of a policy battle 
lost, many have lamented over the course of their careers the difficulties that arise when attempting to 
communicate PA objectives and outcomes to colleagues who are far removed and used to clear, concrete 
frames of reference and quantitative metrics.

The aim of this undertaking was to attempt to shed light on how public affairs works at high levels and 
from the inside, and to identify and illustrate the diversity of the function across different organizations, 
where there is common ground, and why there may be (sometimes surprising) differences. This, as well as 
the elusive question of the particularly time-consuming and qualitative nature of the work at its core, were 
our motivation and the focus for our questions.

Mavence’s Measuring Public Affairs survey is the work of several months of close collaboration and exchange 
with senior public affairs practitioners and leaders from a diverse range of organizations. We believe it 
is vital to capture not just the state of play in the field, but the reflections of seasoned professionals who 
could contextualize the objective analysis with the kind of nuance and insight that can only be derived 
from digging into answers, exploring possibilities, and years or decades of practice.

We hope that you find the insights contained within this report to be both interesting and useful, not 
just for their immediacy as a snapshot of the European public affairs sector at senior levels, but ideally 
for fostering a better understanding of our industry, how our peers operate, and what practices and 
improvements can be explored to help drive success and growth into the long term.

Best,
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Methodology                

The following report captures the responses, analysis, and interpretations gathered 
or derived from a tailored 26-question survey and follow-up conversations with 
senior public affairs decision makers and practitioners. Respondents were identified 
and ultimately selected for individualized outreach and engagement based on 
their level of experience and their position within their respective organizations, 
with a focus on Brussels-based EU affairs for greater coherence and to facilitate 
comparative assessment by segment within a shared context.

The study sought to capture input from two distinct perspectives: first, from a macro 
PA perspective – reflecting a senior-level view of EU public affairs regardless of sector 
or specialty – and secondly, as sub-groups based on segment, with respondents 
sorted by the type of organization they represented: associations, consultancies, 
corporates/in-house PA practitioners, or civil society (think-tanks & NGOs). In total, 
82 senior PA practitioners participated in the study: 27 from associations (33%), 16 
from consultancies (19%), 22 from corporates (27%), and 17 from civil society (21%).  

Where applicable, every question in the following report will present graphical 
representations of the aggregated data from the 82 respondents as a Total, as well 
as four break-out versions reflecting the answers within each segment sub-group. 
Each question and set of data visualizations will be accompanied by a summary 
and initial assessment from Mavence on the findings, as well as follow-up quotes 
from selected respondents expanding upon or qualifying their perspective, or 
reflecting upon the raw data gathered from the survey.

Associations

Corporates Consultancies

Think Tanks & NGOs

Total 
Responses: 
By Segment

27
(33%)

22
(27%)

17
(21%)

16
(19%)
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Question 1: On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the 
best, how would you rate the level of understanding 
(i.e. role and purpose of Public Affairs function) of 
Public Affairs among senior leadership and upper 
management?
While the focus of this study was to determine the “view from the top”, gathering 
insights from senior public affairs practitioners and office leadership working in the 
advocacy sphere, we first asked respondents to quantify the level of understanding, 
awareness, and valuation of the public affairs function per se at multiple levels 
throughout the organisation. By asking respondents to step outside their own 
individual perspectives and consider different internal audiences, we aimed to 
establish an informative baseline from which to dig deeper and consider findings. 

Beginning with understanding of PA among senior leadership and upper management, 
the thing which is most immediately striking is the fairly smooth distribution of 
answers along a bell curve, falling on either side of 8/10 (32.9%). Those numbers 
become more telling once we analyze the responses by segment, however, and we 
see the bell curve break down almost immediately when we disaggregate answers. 

Respondents from consultancies delivered the strongest positive assessments, 
representing 50% of all 10/10 answers despite accounting for just under 20% of 
all survey participants. The think-tank and NGO segment likewise came back very 
positively, with over 40% responding 9/10, and exhibiting overall a clearer consensus 
towards the higher end with the smallest range of answers (7-10). The association and 
corporate respondents, however, offered a somewhat more conflicted picture.

Quote: 
Reflecting on the fairly positive responses across the board, a senior figure from an 
industry association of +60 members and approx. 20 staff confirmed:

“The Board of our association is well aware of the value, strengths and limitations of 
our association. It trusts the management for all decisions (including for recruitment) 
to optimize the functioning and efficiency of the organisation provided they are 
consistent with the budget.”

Section I 
Public Affairs within the Organization

How are Public Affairs professionals – and the work they do – understood within the 
broader ecosystem of their organisations? Is advocacy a black box, or a recognized 
keystone?
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Question 2: On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the 
best, how would you rate the level of valuation (i.e. 
contribution to business objectives, organisational 
strategy, general added value) of Public Affairs 
among senior leadership and upper management?
The findings among senior leadership with regards to the valuation of public 
affairs largely mirror those from the responses to the preceding question regarding 
understanding of the function. Similarly, respondents from consultancies, think-tanks 
and NGOs were particularly weighted to the higher end of the scale, with associations 
and corporates reflecting the leading evaluation of 8/10 from 35.4% of respondents. 

In light of the responses, and in particular the correlation suggested between Q1 
and Q2, it is worth asking to what extent the nature of the organizations in question 
condition perspectives on public affairs. Consultancies, whose support is often 
sought actively to address clear, specific needs, have perhaps the shortest and most 
direct line between the ‘toolbox’ of public affairs and the achievement of a defined 
objective. Similarly, think tanks and NGOs often specialize in particular fields or work 
on specific issues, allowing for a clearer connection between their activities and 
regulatory engagement or policy advocacy. Associations, however, while having a 
similar outlook are also a reflection of a body of membership, adding an additional 
layer of complexity to the equation that may impact responses from that segment in 
unquantifiable ways. By the same logic, corporates often have multiple interests from 
activities across different business units and sometimes entire sectors, representing 
both the most diverse distribution of internal priorities - as well as survey responses. 
Notably, while consultancies had the most 10/10 responses out of all segments, 
making up 37.5% of their respective total, no corporate gave a rating higher than a 
9/10.

Quote: 
Highlighting the importance of the overall state of the organisation as an important 
qualifier across all functions, an experienced European affairs consultant working 
across transport and sustainability sectors urged:

“There is nothing unique for PA activity to any other business activities when 
discussing the need for HQ understanding and valuation of the activity. If the 
organisation is not in balance and the objectives are not clear it does not matter 
whether you are in sales of goods, services or policies. HQ sets the tone that 
determines the ability for the individual departments, units and staff to operate.”
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Question 3: On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the 
best, how would you rate the level of understanding 
& valuation of Public Affairs among the organisation 
as a whole?
As the focus of the question moves away from organizational leadership and onto 
the organization as a whole, the answers are a bit more nuanced, with a larger range 
and a slight shift towards the middle. Interestingly, the breakout graph of association 
responses is an almost exact reflection of the total responses, showing a close 
alignment between this sector and the results at large. At the same time, consultancies 
and NGOs exhibit the highest number of very positive responses, although the overall 
distribution from these segments as well as corporates are significantly more mixed 
than the previous questions. 

One consideration that can be drawn from this question, and how its responses differ 
to the preceding questions targeting leadership, is the importance of direct oversight 
of or involvement in the public affairs function in both understanding and valuation. 
In short, the further away any individual or team is from PA, the less likely they are 
to report favourably on it. While this seems logical even without the support of 
graphs, it poses the question of whether or not this would be true of all functions - in 
evaluating the inherent importance of human resources, for example, would someone 
who does not work in HR respond favourably and give their colleagues the benefit of 
the doubt? This reinforces the importance of internal communication in particular in 
effectively creating buy-in for PA professionals among their colleagues. Furthermore, 
it is noteworthy that the role which is often so critical to effective external engagement 
shows a noticeable weakness on the home front.

Section I Conclusions:
While the vast majority of the responses across all segments could be found at 
the higher end of the positive scale, what noticeable differences exist make for 
interesting reflection nevertheless. While their satisfaction is only slightly behind 
colleagues from other segments, it is interesting to note that Association and 
Corporate respondents – which tend to represent the larger economic interests – 
trail consultancies and NGOs. Despite having more aggregate resources to draw 
from in the form of the total spend on advocacy activities and accredited lobbyists, 
and as confirmed by reference to the EU’s transparency register, there seems to 
be the most room for improvement within both these segments. While a deeper 
analysis of this finding – and the lessons that can be drawn accordingly from both 
groups of segments – is beyond the scope of the data gathered, as Mavence CEO 
Jason Descamps notes, the questions that remain to be asked are clear: “what 
best practices can be identified to improve communication and understanding 
across both PA and non-PA teams? What scope can there be for PA practitioners 
to reinforce internal cooperation rather than be seen as outward facing agents?”
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Question 4: Who is responsible for setting KPIs or 
other objectives for your PA activities, and at what 
level?
With 48.8% share of all responses, the answer to the question “who is responsible 
for setting KPIs or other objectives” for PA is far and away an organization’s C-Suite 
or equivalent executive leadership team, led by majority responses of 65% of think-
tank/NGO responses and 74% of associations. The only segment in which the most 
common response differed was among corporates, with a majority (59%) in line with 
the second-most answered category - a ‘home office’ public affairs team, making 
up 31% of the total and representing centralized but still PA-internal leadership. In 
a consistent 3rd place across all segments is KPI definition at the local team level, 
indicating a stronger emphasis on broader organizational coherence than on 
more localized bottom-up approaches, a strategic choice which will be particular 
interesting to consider alongside the question of qualitative vs. quantitative metrics 
and frameworks for measuring PA further down. 

At the same time, an argument can be made on the margins of these findings that 
interpretation can be somewhat different segment by segment, and for consultancies 
in particular. As public affairs agencies, many will not have their own issues (i.e. 
impacting their business per se), but rather focus on defining objectives based on the 
needs of their clients. Put another way, they again have the clearest framework on 
hand - defined centrally, where senior business leadership are largely senior career 
PA professionals as well - but which requires activation from clients: whereas some 
types of organizations will see objectives predominantly through the lens of outcomes, 
others might define them in terms of outputs, with a change in reporting and KPI 
setting following accordingly.

Section II 
Measuring Public Affairs Performance & Impact

The who, what, when, why, and how of assessment – from senior leaders and PA Mavens.
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Central PA/Home Office

C-Suite

Local PA team

Other

General Counsel

Associations Consultancies

Corporates Think Tanks & NGOs

Quote: 
Reflecting on the particularly balanced distribution of responses from consultancies, 
one respondent from a mid-sized firm noted the perspective from their own role as 
well as some of their clients:

”Our C-Suite is responsible for setting KPIs due to the size of the agency: it’s a 
lean organization. For our clients, it depends on who is leading Public Affairs - 
sometimes the PA department is directly attached to the CEO, and in that case 
most of the time it’s the CEO who defines KPIs, which are understood as a direct 
part of the company’s strategy. Otherwise, we see a mix of local and central PA 
teams and a certain fluidity between [both], but the Covid crisis has shown a new 
difficulty in tackling the 2.0 lobbying question with communications as a party to 
consider, and occasionally to compete with for digital presence given the new push 
for social media activity.

Reinforcing the mainstream practice of senior leadership taking the predominant 
role, another respondent from a prominent think-tank emphasised: “Clearly 
setting KPIs and enforcing them is a strategic role, and therefore it is carried out 
at the highest levels in an organisation. It is very interesting to notice that the 
use of KPIs seems quite widespread, which goes against common wisdom.” This 
was complemented by a separate comment from the head of an international 
telecommunications and media association with over 100 members organisations: 
“Senior management’s awareness of the importance of EU public affairs and how it 
can support our association in pursuing its objectives has substantially grown over 
the past years. This has resulted in ever more sophisticated PA KPIs.”

In assessing the stand-out responses from Consultancies and Corporates in 
particular, as regards the preeminent role of central Public Affairs teams, a senior 
member of Mavence leadership team had targeted feedback: “If central or HQ 
public affairs teams often have a leading role in not only setting KPIs, but how 
they are ultimately evaluated, what role does that leave for those directly linked 
to or driving engagement on the ground? If local leads in key political hubs – like 
Brussels, or Paris – are in one way or another secondary in these discussions, how 
sustainable are those positions of responsibility with respect to a lifetime career? 
Does this centralized model in particular, in many cases necessary to ensure 
coherence in international organisations, entail as a consequence that a choice 
will ultimately have to be made between transferring to a central team to continue 
growing or staying closer to home and their network?”
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Question 5: How do you measure performance of Public Affairs teams?

While the clear majority of 72% of respondents favouring a mix of both qualitative and quantitative KPIs to 
measure public affairs performance is striking in itself, it is just as noteworthy that an overwhelming 97.6% 
of all respondents see qualitative metrics – either alone or in combination – as essential. Indeed, a little 
more than one quarter (25.6%) rely exclusively on qualitative KPIs, as opposed to just 1% who employ strictly 
quantifiable measures.

This finding highlights perhaps one of the most significant elements of public affairs that make it different 
from other core functions, namely the difficulty in establishing clear objective benchmarks and a quantitative 
framework for success. It is significant that a role so often grounded in technical expertise and data-driven 
insights for the policy making process is itself difficult to define in concrete terms. 

This also begins to connect to the trends emerging from the survey’s earlier findings, reinforcing the importance 
of hands-on exposure and first-hand knowledge of PA to be able to not just effectively valuate it, but to assess 
it in action and adapt strategy and tactics accordingly. Unlike other functions, such as business development 
or sales, data on inputs or outputs cannot be readily plotted on a graph to either show immediate impact or 
establish trends over time.

Quote: 
Reinforcing the importance of a mixed approach to KPIs, a corporate respondent who leads the global 
government relations team at a premier technology company with nearly 100,000 employees worldwide 
noted:

“[W]e have implemented both impact KPIs as well as activity KPIs for Government Affairs. While activity 
KPIs measure the development of position papers and associated outreach activities, for instance, impact 
KPIs measure a desired outcome. Activity KPIs and impact KPIs are of a different nature but we found out 
that often well selected activities can contribute in creating a desired impact. There is a value to have both 
KPIs and to regularly reflect on their correlation with the whole Government Affairs team.

While a respondent from a mid-sized European association representing the food and drink industry also 
recognized the importance of different kinds of KPIs, their feedback placed clear emphasis on trust as a 
core objective that reflected the particular split in favor of qualitative KPIs seen in associations: “There has 
to be a good mix between quantitative and qualitative KPIs in assessing associations PA performance. 
However, I believe strict KPIs are always a bit limited as they find it difficult to take into account informal 
relations, or simply ‘trust’. One of the most important jobs we can do is, as people change on a regular basis, 
re-establishing and re-building trust-based relationships as key in the long-term.”

In contrast, a respondent from a smaller consultancy specialising in lobbying the EU institutions noted: “It’s 
a 50/50 mix between quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative objectives can include, for example, the 
number of meetings, but can be qualified by only counting those considered most relevant according to 
the “client strategy” defined by top management. Another metric is the number of amendments that are 
adopted, or number of attendees at key events (outside Covid restrictions). Qualitative objectives include, 
for example, meeting clients once per month and addressing key issues, analysing internal resistance or 
lack of efficiency, as well as external issues. I also meet my clients once or twice per year more informally 
to assess their level of satisfaction with our agency. [Our PA teams] are directly part of the co-definition of 
these KPIs and regularly try to improve them or make them more complete, as well as report any issue with 
the metrics.”

Mix of Both

Qualitative

Quantitative

Other

Associations Consultancies

Corporates Think Tanks & NGOs
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Question 6: Please provide some examples of how 
you measure performance (elaborating on your 
previous answer).
As an open-ended question intended to allow respondents to provide their own 
perspectives without the confines of pre-determined choices, a different style of visual 
representation was needed to capture the potential range of nuance and diversity 
inherent in our participants. In order to reflect where common themes appeared and 
what kind of priorities dominated segment by segment, we took the unique write-in 
responses and created word clouds to represent the collected voices more intuitively. 

Associations

Corporates

Consultancies

Think Tanks & NGOs
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Question 7: What do you include in your performance 
metrics or reviews?
For this question, we asked respondents to choose any number of options that they 
felt reflected the KPIs they actually use in their organization when measuring PA, as 
well as to write in any additional metric that was not adequately captured by the 
options presented.

What stands out immediately is the general consensus among all respondents across 
all four organization types at the top, with clear alignment on the principal metrics 
which capture performance. An overwhelming 85.4% agreed that key relationships 
with stakeholders actively managed constitutes a central KPI for their PA teams, with 
75.6% also noting the importance of seeing organizational narratives or messaging 
points on core issues reflected in the policy discourse as key performance indicators. 
A close third, 73.2% noted the identification and addressing of regulatory risks as an 
important indicator, and indeed the segment breakouts underscore its importance 
for most segments: with the exception of Think-Tanks & NGOs, which saw this as a 
much lower priority, identifying and addressing regulatory risks was actually the first 
or second place response for all others.  

Aside from the information captured by this question, what is most noticeable in 
the responses is how they intersect with the trends outlined above in the report, 
and the nuanced relationship between qualitative and quantitative measures. The 
clear ‘winner’ of this question is active managements of key relationships, which is 
extremely difficult to quantify in concrete terms per se – rather than represent an 
output in itself, the cultivation of an important relationship is predominantly the 
opportunity to provide input – and achieve an output – at a later date. In other 
words, as all good PA practitioners will tell you, a relationship is an investment, and 
simply taking a meeting need not deliver anything on the spot to be effective.

On the other end of the scale, the most directly quantifiable options, such as 
reputational audits or non-policy metrics, are the lowest responding categories. 
While this in itself does not provide information on the general effectiveness of these 
activities – a question we explore later in the survey – it is nevertheless insightful to 
note that KPIs are not set according to the “path of least resistance”, i.e. that which 
is easiest to immediately measure, but that they must reflect the types of actions a 
team prioritizes in their day-to-day regardless of how straightforward it is to quantify. 

is easiest to immediately measure, but that they must reflect the types of actions a 
team prioritizes in their day-to-day regardless of how straightforward it is to quantify. 
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Question 8: Please provide some examples of what 
you include in your performance metrics or reviews, 
elaborating on your previous answer(s):
“...number of engagement meetings with policy-makers, ease of access to the same, 
membership satisfaction results, evidence-based advocacy wins, being a ‘go to’ 
association.”

“New contact and network extension; Business opportunities; management activities”

“Evidence of contact with high level policymakers, internal insight reports, events 
chaired/sponsored, social media activity, speaking at internal/external events, 
consultations responded. Recall of briefing memos to Global Board and CEO”

“Analysis of policy changes, tracking of EC funding performance, numbers of meetings 
with key EU stakeholders, including senior-level, numbers of invitations to provide 
technical expertise and/or participate on panels and speakers in events”

“Number of event participants, quality of speakers, member satisfaction increases”

“XYZ legislation drives ambition in X; Network of xxx supports rapid climate transition; 
Influence of X lobby understood and managed; etc.”

Quote: 
Reflecting upon the aggregated responses to this question, an EU affairs director 
from a specialist global campaigning agency added: “My thoughts are that the 
majority seems to be the norm from my experience. That being asked to provide 
technical/expert input by policy makers was highlighted by a majority emphasizes 
the strong nature of the PA professional, as it demonstrates a level of trust by the 
client and policy maker. I’m surprised that there’s not more emphasis on business 
development or internal management. The emphasis for PA professionals tends 
to be on relationships the person has and client successes (which is inclusion of 
messaging, amendments, political wins) so I think this is accurate.”

More broadly, a senior association executive and special advisor on transport 
and mobility policy provided further insights: “What gets measured gets done: 
metrics are key to ensure that the public affairs function in a company , an industry 
association or even in an NGO, is focused on adding value to the organisation; 
these metrics may change depending on the company or organisation involved. 
It should be linked to the priorities agreed beforehand with the leadership of the 
organisation. This will help to make sure that the public affairs function acts in a 
more strategic way instead of being focused on activities only.”



14

Question 9: Does your organisation conduct forecasting and/or ex-post 
assessments to quantify regulatory/political changes in concrete terms?
Overall, a clear majority of respondents (71%) conduct some kind of assessment of regulatory or policy 
changes, with 15% conducting a retrospective, ex-post assessment, 11% looking ahead through forecasting, 
and 45% doing a combination of both. What is most striking, however, is that a full 29% of respondents – 
more than 1 in 4 – of respondents do no formal assessment whatsoever. With the exception of associations, 
at least 25% from every other segment conducted no assessments, with consultancies foregoing both ex-
post and forecasting assessments the most (38%). 

It is difficult to say why this is the case, as segments which might have some similarities in this area report 
very differently. Both associations and consultancies, for example, both have the potential of an external 
feedback mechanisms that could stand in for formal assessment protocols, in the form of membership 
and client relationships, respectively: if these external principals feel that objectives are not being met, this 
will likely be felt sooner rather than later. What the responses show us, however, is that despite this built-in 
feedback mechanism, associations most consistently employ an additional assessment process, whereas 
consultancies are most likely out of all groups to not conduct any.  

The only other question which seems to illustrate a similar break between associations and the other 
segments is question 5 on qualitative vs quantitative metrics, where associations again stood out due to a 
rate of response in favor of using only qualitative metrics that nearly doubled the share of others. 

Another consideration that is particularly relevant to those cases where assessment frameworks were most 
lacking is the question of leadership, which was highlighted during the analysis of the responses as a difficult 
component to capture but one which can nevertheless be an emergent property or long-term consequence 
of deeply rooted organizational culture or practices: “in smaller teams in particular, many managers who 
ultimately become local Directors do so based on technical expertise and years of experience, rather 
than management experience,” noted one senior adviser. “Shaping people into effective leaders with an 
appreciation for the broader strategic mindset is something that needs a proactive mindset and well-
established best practices, and neglecting to recognize it as a fundamental (pre)condition for effective 
assessment and evaluation down the line can be a significant driver in long-term gaps.” 

Quote: 
Offering a unique perspective on the use of KPIs more broadly, the head of a smaller Brussels-based 
association focusing on packaging and sustainability shared:

”As [the head of] a very small association team, I don’t really like using KPIs, which I find quite often 
too abstract and artificial, and are more relevant for large corporates. Furthermore, being a small 
entity often means you have to use coalitions to do your influence work, which also makes KPIs a bit 
irrelevant. Instead, every 6 months I like doing a one-slide strategic map where all relevant regulatory 
topics appear and are ranked according to two factors: impact on industry and time relevance.”

One NGO respondent, the Director of a prominent Brussels-based think-tank on economic and 
social issues, was particularly surprised by the clear use of at least one type of assessment, and the 
widespread use of both forecasting and ex-post assessments, noting ”I am quite impressed by the use 
of evaluation and assessment  reporting from the survey, I would expect forecasting and assessment 
to be less used in public affairs than what is revealed. In fact, one of the greatest problems in PA is 
that oftentimes a culture of data (and collection/assessment thereof) is lacking or insufficient.” 
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Question 10: How recently has the way Public Affairs 
is measured in your organisation been evaluated or 
revised?
While a majority of nearly 58% of respondents had seen their organization revise 
their measurement strategy in the last year, this is contrasted by 17% of respondents 
– predominantly from think-tanks, NGOs, and consultancies – who were uncertain 
when the last review was conducted, if a formal evaluation took place at all. While 
the organizational or individual factors which might contribute to a lack of formal 
review fall beyond the scope of this study, one conclusion which can be drawn from 
the majority of all responses is that the responses to previous questions, and the 
insights drawn from them, are the product of a conscious decision-making process 
– one which has actively elected to favor qualitative over quantitative metrics, and 
which emphasizes the nuanced nature of much of the PA function’s work in practice.

Quote: 
One respondent who supported the majority practice of reviews within the past 12 
months, the secretary general of a leading European utility network association, 
took the opportunity to elaborate further on why frequent reviews allowed for a 
more adaptive PA team: “Incremental revision makes sense, personally. Many PA 
practitioners used to measure success on the number of meetings that took place in 
Strasbourg or Brussels, or with Commission representatives - including accidentally 
bumping into representatives at meetings or conferences. Now what is important 
is the quality of comments, policy papers, and positions provided and taken in 
consideration. Clients and Boards want to see insightful inputs to policy makers –– 
and in this sense even a consultation reply must become a primary lobbying tool.”

Similarly, a director from a mid-sized global consultancy endorsed the clear 
majority with additional input: “[It makes] complete sense that many people have 
revised this in the next 12 months. I think the number is lower than I would have 
guessed. It might have been higher if the survey had taken place in January as there 
consultancies tend to reflect before and after European elections on how to build 
on previous services. With Covid-19 I have seen a lot of consultancies marketing 
themselves differently and adding services to their portfolio including forecasting 
and situational analysis being offered.”  

Past 12 months Last 2 years Last 3 years

Last 5 years +5 years Uncertain

Associations Consultancies

Corporates Think Tanks & NGOs
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Question 11: To the best of your knowledge, what 
was the primary motivation for the most recent re-
evaluation of the PA function?
The two most important motivating factors for re-evaluating the public affairs 
function across segments are clearly either regularly scheduled reviews (43%) or 
changes in leadership (27%). While regularly scheduled reviews emerged as a clear 
leader out of all the options, the strong 2nd place of “change in leadership” is more 
interesting than it might appear on the surface considering that not all respondents 
come from organizations where a change of leadership has recently occurred, 
effectively creating a separate sub-audience within the overall body of respondents. 
What’s more, the 3rd most popular response – general restructuring – could include 
a change in leadership as part of that larger process, potentially shifting the numbers 
further based on the understanding of the respondent. The result is that there is 
more to this question than first appears, and we can say with some certainty that 
while not every respondent will have experienced a recent change in leadership or 
restructuring, those who did provide a strong case for these changes as a significant 
driver of PA re-evaluation.

This should be considered alongside the initial questions posed as part of this study, 
which showed stronger understanding and valuation of PA among senior leadership 
than across the organization as a whole, as well as the findings that more than a 
quarter of respondents conduct no assessments whatsoever. With an increasingly 
nuanced and qualitative-first framework emerging, it makes sense that aside from 
scheduled milestones for reflection, a personal or hands-on look from the top is the 
only process that can effectively convey the state of a PA team that is understood as 
largely incompatible with purely objective tracking.

Another striking finding here is that even in 2020, only 5% of the total respondents 
cited “crisis” as a motivation for evaluating the PA function. Given the profound 
reach and impact of the global Covid-19 crisis, not just in the way that work is 
conducted day-to-day but also in the state of the broader economic landscape and 
the contractions which followed the virus, one might expect tremors to have been 
felt across PA teams. Overall, however, it seems that a serious evaluation failed to 
materialize in the vast majority of cases: this is reinforced by the fact that while 
a majority reviewed their PA function in the past year, only 5% of all respondents 
consider Covid-19 a reason for doing so. This might be the clearest sign of the general 
strength and value of public affairs – that even in a global crisis, it remained largely 
insulated as a core function.

Change in leadership External factors e.g. crisis General reorganizational restucturing

Regularly scheduled review creation of new PA function No formal review process in place

Other

Associations Consultancies

Corporates Think Tanks & NGOs
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Question 12: On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate 
your personal satisfaction with how PA performance 
is measured, including processes, methodology, 
reporting, structure, etc?
With a few notable exceptions, a clear consensus has emerged around a fairly 
positive view of how public affairs performance is measured across the board, with 
a split between 7/10 and 8/10 with 31.7% each. Corporates in particular held a high 
positive majority, with pluralities in the remaining segments at the 7/10 mark.

Thus far, many of the questions posed to public affairs professionals have revolved 
around what kind of frameworks exist within their organizations and how those came 
to be. With this question, we instead focus on whether those features are fit for 
purpose, and the answer is largely ”yes”. That a majority are satisfied to varying 
degrees with how their work is measured, which is perhaps the strongest indicator 
of – and motivator for – the sense of continuity that we have seen emerging through 
the first two sections of this study. 

Quote: 
In evaluating this question, we asked one respondent, a Director General from 
a large European association representing leading consumer home electronics 
corporations, to consider not just the prompt as originally framed – personal 
satisfaction with multiple components of measurement – but the most salient 
factors as to why some scores were so low, and that even satisfaction with “what 
is being done” may belie a deeper frustration with what “can” be done in the first 
place: “the main difficulty is in the objectivity of the measurement of PA efforts – 
it’s impossible to provide [leadership] with objective KPIs to measure: any objective 
measure such as number of meetings, webinars, etc. mean nothing – you can be 
a great networker, but still ineffective at advocacy and not able to influence the 
legislative process to reflect your interests. In addition, the results of PA work are 
measured in years and not months – as they are only visible once the legislative 
cycle is complete and you can assess if a certain law includes provisions that 
represent [your position]. Even then, to what extent the (un)favourable result of the 
legislative process is the result of your work or not is a big question mark: maybe 
you were lucky because your position was in line with what other influential players 
were also pushing for, or maybe you were unlucky because despite intense efforts 
only a fraction of your position is ultimately reflected in the final result, and big 
efforts could still get stuck on small changes in wording.”
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Section II Conclusions:

Reflecting on the varied findings from across the questions on the priorities and 
practices targeting the measurement of Public Affairs, members of the Mavence 
leadership team from across the network consistently noted a few stand-out trends 
or findings, the first being the “centrality” of public affairs and the dynamics that 
this creates for larger, cross-border functional teams in particular. In the context of 
the responses and the follow-up interviews conducted with diverse participants, the 
key to best practice in this area seems to lie in creating collaborative frameworks 
for KPI definition and evaluation, with clear and well-communicated feedback 
mechanisms to allow for local teams to remain – if not in the driver’s seat – a 
co-owner and partner alongside senior organizational leadership and the central 
PA teams that answer to them. A second theme that resonated throughout this 
section was a perceived skew towards the more protective or defensive elements 
of the public affairs function as a more reliable common denominator across 
segments and types of organisations – and the implications that this has on the 
measurement of PA as a whole. From a “defensive” frame of reference, it follows 
that the environment in which a team works is necessarily changing and putting 
forth challenges which require action or redress – the stability, predictability, or 
consistency required for the evolution of clearer KPIs applicable across multiple 
teams and timeframes is unlikely to ever overtake the more nuanced responsiveness 
of protective priorities as the norm rather than the exception. In practice, attempts 
to account for or accommodate this reality would see a more hybrid or distributed 
approach to KPI setting and evaluation, with objectives set in intentionally broad 
terms and strategy left to transposition and further elaboration once local teams 
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Section III intro
While in some cases there seems to be cross-cutting consensus on questions of 
tactics used by public affairs professionals, when taking a bird’s eye view of where 
there are divergences in particular a surprisingly clear divide emerges between two 
core clusters. On the one hand we find the consultants and NGOs, which tended to 
respond similarly on questions of tactics, while on the other we see more alignment 
across corporate and association representatives. Looking beyond the questions and 
considering the segments themselves, we might be able to ascribe this divide to how 
we can consider each side’s relationship to Public Affairs more broadly. For consultants, 
Public Affairs is very much the core of the business, and sits at the heart of operations 
and sustainable growth. NGOs likewise tend to be organized around clear, specific 
issues, and advocacy represents a core pillar of their reason for being as it relates to 
engagement with policy makers and regulatory institutions. In contrast, corporates 
seem to take a different overall view of public affairs tactics, with a strong common 
line with associations – many of whom count corporate representatives among their 
membership.

On the question of organizing C-Suite or executive level meetings, respondents from 
all four organization types responded fairly similarly, with a clear indication of 4/5 
effectiveness. Similar consensus was found on questions of other 1-on-1 style meetings, 
including at the technical/working level and with political decision makers. Taken 
together, the clearest commonalities revolve around the core theme of building trust 
and constructive relationships with key stakeholders across multiple levels of function 
and seniority. What is particularly notable from these findings is their connection to 
the underlying qualitative/quantitative question that has emerged as a central feature 
of the study’s findings. While there is a clear sense of value for meetings as effective 
ways to move the needle, this has not translated into equal support for quantitative 
metrics: while the number of meetings pursued by a team is perhaps one of the most 
easy metrics to quantify, there seems to be an underlying awareness of the fact that 
it is also the wrong metric to focus on. Indeed, the value of a relationship is difficult 
to determine in concrete terms, but likewise it is difficult to define just how much 

a particular meeting contributed to the overall strength of the relationship when it 
comes time to activate that contact.

In contrast, differences emerge between the segments when considering event 
organization, with the breakouts indicating deviations from the aggregate responses. 
In particular, think-tanks and NGOs placed the highest value overall on events, which 
is intuitive when considered alongside their typical structure and focus on policy 
dialogues, platforms for discussion, and added value to the public discourse more 
broadly. Interestingly, on the question of attending events or conferences, which 
might be expected to show similarities to the previous question on organizing events, 
the answers indicate not just a return to consensus, but lukewarm consensus at that 
– all segments average a mediocre 3/5 rating, reflecting the more difficult job of 
representing own positions on core issues at a third party event.

One of the more polarized findings in this section revolves around the breakout of the 
question dealing with public consultations and participation in working groups, where 
consultancies stand largely alone in strongly endorsing this as a tactic – 50% rated 
it 5/5 – contrasting most starkly with association respondents. Even among NGOs, 
think-tanks, and corporates, which had strong 4/5 responses, the overall weight of 
answers tends closer towards the middle of the scale. This is followed immediately 
by a major reversal across most segments with regards to submitting or proposing 
amendments directly to legislators or policy advisors, which received the strongest 
endorsement of all tactics overall: more than 50% of all respondents rated it 5/5, led 
by associations and consultancies.

The remaining tactics received less contentious responses, and typically relate to 
those with the least amount of direct engagement with policy makers, such as joining 
coalitions or media relations; these performed well, but without clear champions or 
significant divergences that stand out during analysis. Taken together, the clearest 
conclusion is that the present and likely future of the public affairs function will remain 
deeply personal, with direct engagement continuing to be prioritized and valued in 
line with conventional wisdom within the industry despite some divergence among 
individual sectors on specific questions of tactics.

Section III – Tactics 

Working through the public affairs toolbox tactic-by-tactic, from the perspective of senior 
practitioners

Quote: 
Reflecting on the importance of various tactics and generating impact that “punches 
above one’s weight”, the head of a small assocation in a niche sector offered a 
number of insights:

“As a small sector, we prioritize alliances and we usually try to initiate things by 
writing pieces that we then pitch to other, larger bodies to get them onboard. 
Building coalitions is key for small associations, and you need to convey your ideas 
through the whole value chain. That being said, in human relationships with policy 
makers, my tactic has always been to try to build a true relationship with them by 
bringing them information that makes sense and brings value, is concrete, technical 
and supported by evidence. It’s not about doing “dull and nasty” lobbying. It’s about 
bringing useful knowledge and have them call you the next time they need intel. The 
ongoing crisis will most likely change a few things, we will work more from home and 
virtually but it can’t go fully digital as it will mean “losing contact” to some extent.”
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C-Suite / Executive leadership-level meetings with 
senior political figures.
”It’s about giving and taking information, at the right time. High level meetings 
contribute greatly to that as well as 1-on-1 meetings.”
- Secretary General, European financial services association
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Media events/interviews
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Organising/hosting/sponsoring conferences, 
summits & events
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Attending conferences, summits & events
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Submissions to public consultations & participation 
in working groups
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Proposing/suggesting amendments via legislators 
and/or political advisors
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Trade association and/or coalition membership 
& participation
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1-on-1 meetings with political stakeholders
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1-on-1 meetings with technical stakeholders/experts
”The strongest tactics are those that further the end of establishing and nurturing 
a relationship that is win-win and that allows you deliver substantive input on 
common ground.”
- EU Advocacy Director, international NGO
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Question 22: On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you 
rate senior leadership’s knowledge of and familiarity 
with regulatory/policy challenges outside of the PA 
function?
As might be expected, associations, think-tanks and NGOs report the highest values 
of familiarity and understanding with policy challenges outside the PA function. In 
many ways this is a function of the organizations themselves: highly policy-driven and 
with most business units close to the ground in terms of policy content creation or 
outreach, they do not suffer from the split attentions of corporates or consultancies, 
with diverse practices or business units taking up proportionally larger shares of 
internal bandwidth. 

A notable observation here is that while the 8/10 responses seem to enjoy a clear lead 
over other responses, as a percentage of the total it represents only 29.3%. Indeed, 
a majority of responses – 51.3% - fall below the statistical mode, which means the 
apparent positive result is somewhat misleading. This leads to two further observations: 
first, that a majority do not believe that their role is clearly or well understood outside of 
PA, and second, that the unusually flat curve of this graph vis a vis the rest of the study 
indicates there is not much consensus on where this level of understanding actually 
falls – just that it is not great. This finding is actually somewhat similar in pattern and 
effect to the psychological phenomenon of asymmetric insight: we assume we can 
read others fairly effectively, while we ourselves are complex and largely inscrutable 
unless we chose otherwise. When put to the test in clinical settings, however, the data 
shows that this asymmetry is actually an illusion, and a similar finding is borne out here 
across segments: a flatter curve undermines the belief that we can effectively gauge 
how others understand us while simultaneously understanding them, but it does offer 
some lessons for how we structure and/or prioritize our internal communications and 
organizational awareness.

Section IV
Public Affairs & Organizational Culture

Where advocacy, people, objectives, and the broader policy landscape intersect. 

Quote: 
Looking beyond the public affairs function, the Managing Director of a specialized 
healthcare policy and communications consultancy reflected on changes catalyzed by 
unforeseen global events:

“The pandemic has shown us all the crucial role that public affairs can play not only 
in dealing with a crisis that has made the need for coordinated health action at EU 
level very tangible, but also in shining a light on the needs of the more fragile amongst 
us, including chronic and oncology patients, but also vulnerable communities such as 
those from lower incomes and minority ethnic backgrounds. Effective public affairs and 
advocacy strategies are all about driving change for better future outcomes... our goal 
should always be to engage with policymakers and stakeholders.”
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Question 23: On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you 
rate the importance of Public Affairs during periods 
of uncertainty/shock, e.g. Covid-19?
As opposed to the previous question, the valuation of public affairs during periods 
of uncertainty or shock has a clear and consistent consensus at the highest end of 
the scale, with 32.9% reporting 9/10 and the immediate range of 8 – 10 accounting 
for 81.7% of the total. While there are a few outliers, the steep drop-offs as we move 
down the scale and the strong cross-segment responses complement findings from 
the earlier question on how external crisis motivates – or rather, fails to motivate – a 
re-examination of PA, with senior practitioners showing self-assurance in their added 
value and organizational leadership seeing the function as fundamentally resilient 
enough to continue steady through upheaval.

Quote: 
Many respondents highlighted similar thoughts and concerns regarding the role of 
PA during times of both crisis and normalcy, reflecting but not exclusively limited to 
the global pandemic. The Director General of a major automotive association, for 
instance, noted: “In times of uncertainty ( often triggered by a crisis), governments 
take initiatives which do not always take into account potential negative implications 
for business ; that is where the public affairs function can help building upon their 
understanding of the policy makers . Ultimately the goal should be the find the 
right balance between what is right for business and for society. Public Affairs can 
help to bridge between the policy makers and the business leaders to ensure that 
policy makers can deliver what is in the interest of society while addressing the 
business needs.”

Reflecting on the findings, an executive from a financial markets association came 
to a similar conclusion independently: “I would agree as extreme circumstances 
can lead to extreme decisions by authorities if not well thought through, and PA 
can hopefully help her. In our field of financial markets, we have seen market drops 
much larger than we have ever seen in history and authorities had to be rapidly 
informed whether there were any issues with financial stability. Through PA with 
European and Global authorities we contributed to their understanding of the 
situation at such a crucial time.”
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Question 24: On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you 
rate the importance of Public Affairs during periods 
of stability or ‘normalcy’?
While the responses remain largely positive, when compared to the previous question 
on the importance of PA during times of crisis, it is interesting to note that we see 
fewer 9s and 10s for periods of stability or ”normalcy”. Not only that, but it seems to 
be that the corporate and consultancy segments are the ones making the difference, 
with associations, NGOs, and think-tanks largely consistent across both turbulent 
and calm contexts. 

While difficult to determine from the scope of this study, this may say something 
about both corporates and consultancies having similar immediate reactions to 
shock, and perhaps drawing closer to each other to try and reinforce their positions. 
In contrast, the lack of an immediate threat changes their relationship to PA from 
urgent short term action to a more predictable, horizon-scanning state, shifting the 
overall position of the graph by not its underlying structure.

Quote: 
In contrast to periods of uncertainty or crisis, a Director General from an umbrella 
organisation of industrial minerals from across Europe spoke to the importance of 
PA during relatively stable or normal periods of activity:

“Regarding the importance of Public Affairs, what really matters irrespective of 
whether it’s a period of shock or stability is the level of activity of the authorities. In 
2020 the EU Commission has been very active in the implementation of the Green 
Deal and has multiplied the number of consultations and initiatives. Therefore 
Public Affairs must remain very actively involved despite the fact that both the 
economy and the access to experts are not as good as before.”

One respondent, who leads EU advocacy for a global NGO, stressed that while 
periods of stress or stability can indeed influence public affairs work, the much 
longer strategic timescales inherent to PA offer some insulation with respect to 
other functions within an organisation:

“With longer term policy processes and a values/interest based agenda that holds 
up over time, it’s a marathon not a sprint. The important thing is being able to 
weather changes in the environment, not the state of the environment at any given 
time; that being said, crisis is not helpful for the long-term process. The things that 
make a difference - relationship building - always happen before crisis hits anyway. 
The relevant timelines transcend swings between crisis and calm. The longer-term 
relationship building context determines whether you will be there - or be called 
upon - when it’s important.”
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Question 25: Would you consider Public Affairs to be a predominantly 
proactive or reactive function in your organisation?
A combined 43.9% of respondents consider public affairs to be some degree of proactive in nature in their 
respective organizations. This is followed closely by”balanced” respondents, which – especially among 
consultancies – is the most individually reported answer. Only a combined 16% responded that they consider 
their PA work to be some degree of reactive. 

This complements a number of previous findings particularly well, notably the reflection of which PA activities 
are most commonly referenced as metrics in measuring performance, as well as the predominance of qualitative 
or mixed KPI models over quantitative frameworks. 

Abstracted, a reactive public affairs team is acting in direct response to something concrete which by definition 
will have already taken place, offering clear benchmarks for measuring the ultimate success or failure of 
addressing the core issue. As the motivating or driving factor can already be defined up front, it is easier 
to measure quantitatively, and this logical correlation is borne out by the weak presence of clear reactive/
quantitative pairs. Conversely, a proactive approach is far more likely to work at conditioning the broader 
environment and prepping the ground to be favourable if and when challenges arise. Applying the same logic, 
the more proactive an approach, the harder it will be to define concrete, quantitative metrics. 

As noted by a Mavence senior adviser reviewing the findings, “the responses reported clearly lean towards 
a proactive view of PA, but this may take into account the sense of strategic and targeted action that 
professionals in the function bring to tackling challenges. When seen through the lens of previous questions, in 
particular Question 7, what emerges is actually a kind of “proactively reactionary” stance, which sees “initiation” 
and “initiative” as two distinct things in the public affairs world.”

Quote: 
In keeping with the majority opinion – that Public Affairs is to some degree a proactive endeavor in their 
organizations - the Secretary General of a packaging materials association representing over 200,000 employees 
responded: “In my view, public affairs is predominantly pro-active. Trade associations need to be actively involved 
in the debate (way) before a legislative proposal is published. Ideally, it is part of a pro-active annual PA work plan. 
Once a legislative proposal is launched by the European Commission, the key players in the three EU-institutions 
are ideally already pre-informed and familiar with what your trade association stands for. From my experience 
in the EU institutions and public affairs, trade associations that appear in the debate once the discussions are 
already quite advanced are often perceived as ‘late’ and sometimes even quite ‘pushy’.”

Speaking to the importance of proactivity - and what it means in the context of public affairs - an experienced EU 
affairs consultant in the mobility sector shared experiences from their time in an international association: “To me, 
proactivity means engaging early in the policy process – that is, prior to the availability of a Commission proposal 
for a new regulation, a review or implementation of delegated acts. Proactivity is a fundamental prerequisite for 
any organisation to be part of shaping EU policies… the challenge, as I see it, is that unless you are proactive the 
ability to anticipate specific policy evolutions is limited – or none.”

Interestingly, an EU affairs lead from a leading multinational manufacturing company explicitly called out the 
role that their membership in an association played in determining their own stance: “It is normal that you got 
very balanced scores. From my personal point of view, I am increasingly leaving the more (negative) defensive 
and ‘firefighting’ work for the trade association we belong to, while leaving the more proactive outreach for me 
to focus less on general threats affecting the sector as a whole, but on issues very specific to [my organisation].”

Balanced

Predominantly Reactive

Predominantly Proactives

Somewhat Reactive

Somewhat Proactive

Associations Consultancies

Corporates Think Tanks & NGOs
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Question 26: What would you consider the most 
significant accomplishment of your Public Affairs 
activities on behalf of the organisation?
The question of what respondents consider the most significant accomplishment of 
their public affairs activities is one of the most striking, if challenging, elements of this 
report. A clear 68% majority – more than two-thirds – highlighted “influencing a high-
impact piece of regulation” as their most significant accomplishment, with very distant 
second- and third-place responses underlining raising awareness and strengthening 
key relationships.

It could be argued, however, that influencing a high-impact piece of regulation is 
one of the more quantifiable answers that could be given, both in terms of concrete 
outcome tied to activities, and in terms of potential impact on business.  At the same 
time, the instances where impact can be definitively quantified are often not enough 
to translate to clear assessment, as highlighted by one respondent, who noted that 
“after a six-year lobbying campaign, we managed to contain a potential shift [in 
financial policy that would have cost] about €50 billion.” The timeline for a quantifiable 
outcome, significantly longer than the typical year-on-year reviews familiar to many 
other functions or business units, plays a central role in informing how, when, and on 
what grounds public affairs tends to be assessed and measured, and why in many 
regards it seems to work within a more insular framework than other parts of the 
organization.

 This last point in particular, quantifying the impact of PA on the business, is a notoriously 
weak point for public affairs practitioners in larger organizations especially, and while 
influencing regulation may not lend itself to translation into monetary returns on 
investment, in many cases a “pass-fail” system can be applied to access to markets, 
compliance, and competition rules. 

Influancing

Strengh

Awareness

Other

General Counsel

Associations Consultancies

Corporates Think Tanks & NGOs
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Quote: 
One respondent, the Secretary General of a primary material trade association, 
noted the hard-to-define but potentially massive impact that a crucial regulatory 
successes can bring: “For [my] industry, energy and climate related issues are of 
paramount importance as they heavily impact both the manufacturing and market 
for our products. Therefore any regulatory change in the field can have impacts 
worth millions - if not billions – of Euros over several years. Ensuring the legislation 
is adequately fine-tuned is more than an achievement in fact, it’s a raison d’être.”

At the same time, the respondent also noted the inherent difficulty of providing 
«hard evidence that one’s actions proved instrumental in achieving a certain policy 
outcome» in the context of the complex PA ecosystem, echoing the comments 
of another association leader in the financial services sector: “In Public affairs, 
a successful outcome on a highly-visible piece of legislation can be a source 
of satisfaction yet this is also on those files where modesty is needed. Many 
stakeholders are involved on these files and the outcome results from several 
dynamics and stakeholders’ actions therefore it is difficult for anyone to claim 
ownership of the PA success.”

Likewise, while increasing awareness can be measured through targeted perception 
audits or similar initiatives led in-house, earlier findings indicate that few organizations 
consider such audits meaningful undertakings. Indeed, only “strengthening key 
relationships” is an unequivocally qualitative accomplishment, which begs the question 
why so many structural features indicate a qualitative framework for PA across 
multiple levels, while the practitioners themselves seem most proud of quantitative 
accomplishments.

This may be a case of putting the cart before the horse: the fact that quantitative 
KPIs are the exception rather than the norm may make associated accomplishments 
feel particularly exceptional. We cannot discount the possibility, however, that it also 
relates to the feeling that public affairs is harder to understand outside the PA function, 
and that the accomplishments which are more valued across the organization as a 
whole are those which reflect the metrics that colleagues in other roles most intuitively 
understand; i.e. the ones they use to measure themselves. 

On a segment-by-segment basis, corporates and consultancies make the clearest point 
of recognizing the value of brand building and awareness raising as an achievement 
of the PA function. This makes particular sense as in the case of consultancies, public 
affairs very much is the brand, and corporates can likewise tie stronger brand awareness 
to both external clout and indirect marketing support reinforcing their contribution to 
the company as a whole. As for the NGOs and Associations, the second most cited 
accomplishments were relationship and cooperation building, which synergizes well 
with the operational model and tactical assessments indicated earlier in the study.
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What would you consider the single greatest strength, and single 
greatest weakness, of how Public Affairs is measured in your 
organisation? If you could change one thing, what would it be?

Non-Governmental Organisations & Think-tanks
“A key weakness is the inability to effectively quantify the impact of PA work on numbers 
of people, i.e. it is difficult to measure exactly how many people are directly impacted by 
a change in legislation, [and by extension, on the organization which operates in that 
environment]. It is easy to both overstate or understate the impact on an in individual, and 
the scale of individuals impacted, which represents a consistent challenge to PA that would 
benefit from a clearer, more reliable answer.” 

“One major weakness that exists at the individual level is the trend that people would rather 
not be tied to concrete objectives – preferring more room to maneuver – which often leads to 
a lack of internal alignment as everyone develops slightly different tracks. On the other hand, 
this sense of flexibility is itself a strength because few measurable objectives or KPIs are put 
forward for public affairs, for reasons already explored by this study.”  

Associations
“Measuring Public Affairs is still an uncertain field. While on the one hand this gives us some 
room – and initiative – to think on our own terms, it would make a significant change for the 

better if we had something available to measure my own effectiveness that was as easy to 
quantify, track, and respond to as, for example, “market share” is for salespeople.”

“It is very difficult to evaluate if what we obtain is the sole result of our action, or as is often the 
case the outcome of joint partnerships or common actions with other stakeholders. Given the 
diversity of interests and the number of players active in EU affairs in Brussels and beyond, 
it is far more likely that outcomes are to some extent a ‘team effort’, even if unknowingly, but 
the inability to know more clearly what your or your team contributed to that final outcome 
is another significant challenge in measuring effectiveness, even beyond considering the 
outcome itself.”

“[The] greatest strength we have in public affairs is the widespread and accepted: focus 
on qualitative measurements, not just quantitative aspects. Clear cut, black-and-white 
measurement is nice, but doesn’t reflect the nature of the policies or dossiers we are working 
on, and it’s positive that we have the flexibility to reflect that in how we work.”

“The main difficulty is in the objectivity of the measurement of PA efforts – it’s impossible 
to provide the Board with objective KPIs to measure because any objective measure such 
as number of meetings, webinars, etc. mean nothing – you can be a great networker but 
still ineffective at advocacy and not able to influence the legislative process to reflect your 
interests. Significantly, the results of the PA work are measured in years and not months – as 
they are only visible once the legislative cycle is complete and you can assess if a certain law 
includes provisions that represent the position of your industry. Even then, to what extent 
the un/favourable result of the legislative process is the result of your work or not is a big 
question mark (maybe you were lucky because your position was in line with what big NGOs 
were pushing for, or maybe you were unlucky because everything you could do was fight for 
a tiny change in the wording that represents only 20% of what you would have wanted to 
advocate for.”

Section V – Conclusions

Opportunities for reflection, improvement, and thinking about the future.
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Consultancies
“A challenge my colleagues and I regularly face is the difficult of knowing what change came 
down to your own individual actions, and to what extend your own actions contributed to 
broader changes within the policy landscape. Related to that, there is a clear difficulty in 
linking specific actions or work-outputs to subsequent political or regulatory outcomes.”

“One standout weakness is the sense of doubt or second-guessing that comes from attempts 
to use quantitative data to tell a truthful story about an organisation’s reputation or real 
effectiveness either on particular issues or in general. Quantitative data, which ideally should 
be clear and objective, needs to be taken with a grain of salt – did the right questions get 
asked, did the results capture what we intended, etc.”

“That measurements are happening – whether qualitative or quantitative – is already a 
great strength, and speaks to the inherent importance of the work but also reflecting upon it. 
The greatest weakness is somewhat tied to this, and is that economic changes in particular 
develop in a different time frame than do policy changes, and as such the real impact on 
legislation has to be measured separately and after a long time after the regulatory change 
has actually taken place.” 

Corporate
“The greatest strength we see is that the framework of measurement is relatively exhaustive, I.e. 
a combination of both internal satisfaction/external reputation and qualitative/quantitative 
assessment (e.g. showing concretely how government affairs or PA engagement saved our 
company ‘X’ amount of money via political/regulatory wins). The greatest weakness is that 
there is often less data than we would like to support or inform this measurement – the process 
itself is rigorous, but we have less to work with in terms of input than we should, and have to 
attempt to compensate by going over what we do have with greater effort.”

“While it is important to set objectives, a key weakness is that KPIs are rarely effective in 
accurately capturing the complexity of the work done to achieve one result. One area where 
they do keep pace, however, and are a significant added value, are on internal coordination – 
a good public affairs team must be able to effectively mobilize internal resources outside their 
functional field of expertise, e.g. technical, scientific, and legal experts, and this is something 
that can be tracked fairly consistently.”

“[The] greatest strength is that you create a win-win process since you are helping to build 
converging lines between public affairs and business strategy, especially those days. Greatest 
weakness is about managing frustrations because your public affairs cycle is much longer 
than the business cycle usually. If I could change one thing is to have public affairs strategy 
and goals a mandatory part of sustainability reporting by the company. But I don’t think it’s 
feasible for many different reasons.”
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Concluding remarks

Despite the sense of immediacy that often accompanies technical meetings over 
regulatory frameworks or coordinating policy positions ahead of meetings with decision-
makers, a truth that has shone through this study is that public affairs is and will almost 
certainly remain a long-term and nuanced discipline, regardless of the organisational 
context in which it finds itself. A complex system where outcomes emerge as the 
product of many and diverse actors over unusually long life-cycles, PA offers freedom 
and opportunity to adept policy and process strategists – as well as challenge, defying 
conventional tools of reference or straightforward frameworks for measurement and 
assessment. 

Despite its importance, there remains a clear opportunity for improvement in how senior 
leadership understands and (e)valuates public affairs, underscored by the positive – but 
not outstanding – assessments reflected in the study. This seems especially true among 
larger associations and corporations, where top management – C-Suites in particular – 
tend to have less of a direct connection to PA, and less frequently count on a dedicated 
representative to provide a stable frame of reference or champion advocacy over 
the long-term. At the same time, smaller teams or those with flatter hierarchies seem 
more able to avoid these blind spots, and in Brussels especially are more likely to have 
leadership with diverse political and regulatory backgrounds rather than exclusively 
business administration or organisational management. In this regard, improving the 
presence of experienced public affairs practitioners in senior decision making bodies 
and executive circles would go a long way to infusing a higher level of long-term political 
and strategic thinking to an organisation, and reflects some of the best practices which 
have emerged in the margins of the study’s deeper dives. 

On a similar note, there is room for a more integrated and balanced approach to 
strategic planning and KPI management that transcends functional backgrounds or KPI 
methodologies. A notable finding was the clear predominance of central public affairs 
teams in structuring objectives, raising the question of how much autonomy is set aside 
or formally guaranteed for teams on the ground to take the initiative in their markets or 
policy agendas. While in larger organisations in particular a strong case can be made 
that horizontal coherence and a common approach are imperatives, there nevertheless 

remains a trade-off between high-level homogeneity and local tailoring. In practice, this 
trade-off has the potential to reinforce strong focuses on qualitative metrics and reactive 
approaches in particular. In practice, concrete targets and proactive planning require a 
level of local insight and local foresight that can be incompatible with objectives broad 
enough to be applicable across markets or regions. 

On the other end of the spectrum, however, there are few clear paths forward for 
addressing the stark difficulties in quantifiably measuring public affairs activities. To 
those who do not follow relevant developments on a regular basis – or those who do 
so without the necessary multi-year perspective of both advocacy strategies or policy 
agendas – successes and challenges alike can fade out of focus, as the uniquely large 
scale fools eyes trained to catch sudden movements. Likewise, a lack of familiarity with 
public affairs can make reading the “negative space” of threats avoided or crises diffused 
before they materialize a near-impossible task for those whose own work follows rigidly 
quantifiable lines. It was particularly striking to see how associations – and indeed their 
corporate members, to a lesser extent – differed from other segments in not relying as 
heavily on a mix of KPI metrics, with a greater share relying exclusively on qualitative 
targets, which speaks to commonalities or spillover in organisational culture or structure 
as a differentiator from NGOs or consultancies. 
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While the focus of this study has been on the evaluation and understanding of public 
affairs by those who lead and practice it, the insights we have gathered from our survey, 
interviews, and follow-up engagements have helped to shed some light on the nature 
of public affairs itself, which is worth acknowledging. As perceived most clearly at the 
intersection of tactics, objectives, and accomplishments, there are telling commonalities 
across segments as to what public affairs means and to what end it is practiced. The 
most prevailing metrics – risk mitigation, relationship building, participating in open 
legislative processes, and cultivating an organisation’s narrative within the policy 
discourse – dwarf the more “offensive” or expansion-minded metrics of opening new 
business leads or exploring opportunities in importance. This is despite the fact that 
new opportunities are often heavily dependent on the regulatory landscape of the 
market or ecosystem that is being explored, making public affairs to organisational 
growth what being able to influence the weather would be to agriculture. That most 
practitioners affirm that they see their role as some degree of proactive despite the 
difficulties of quantifying outputs and the indirect, quasi “defensive” nature of the 
objectives they reported most consistently is the clearest indication that there is an 
intuitive understanding of the larger value that their work brings to the organisation, 
including commercially; how to consistently improve that understanding outside of the 
PA function, however, remains something of an unsolved puzzle.

Likewise, it would be remiss not to acknowledge the question and the perspective which 
has gone unanswered, and will have to wait for its own study: what does effective 
advocacy look like from the position of the policy makers themselves? Be they political 
decision-makers or regulatory bodies, the pressures and priorities which inform their 
positions – and their openness to new ones – in many ways represent the other side of 
the coin. The tactics which we have here evaluated are shaped by the interpretation 
of the professionals who rely on them, who by their own recognition count on years of 
experience to effectively read the more subtle, qualitative results over the long term. As 
the world changes - increasingly in the short-term, as well – how do the focuses of these 
tactics react and respond? Will broader coalition positions and dedicated platforms 
for SMEs continue to gain traction as markers in the landscape, or will the increased 
dependence on virtual engagement see a shift towards a new kind of technical 
communicator?   

On that final note, we would like to close our study by thanking everyone who contributed 
to this report, from our diverse group of participants to our team of Mavens for their 
insights and contributions. We hope that you have found new and interesting insights 
within the findings presented, as well as a few thought-provoking questions to take with 
you for the future. 
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