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Indian philosopher and the winner of the Nobel Prize 
for Literature, Rabindranath Tagore, last century 

mused: ‘Death is not extinguishing the light; it is only 
putting out the lamp because the dawn has come’.

Public Relations—‘PR’ for both who deride and 
embrace it—is dead as a strategic management function 
in large organisations and corporations, its original 
intent and utility surviving only on the tactical fringes  
of marketing communications areas within corp
orations. 

This should not come as a shock, as many a death 
does, because PR has long been on life support. Its 
utility and usefulness for most corporations as a core 
management function has been terminal since the late 
1990s: in the 21st Century, its outcomes more readily 
align with marketing communications objectives than 
those of the corporate public affairs functions managed 
in most companies.

In 2012, only one per cent of corporations nominated 
that they managed a ‘public relations’ function (State of 

Public Affairs in Australia, Centre for Corporate Public 
Affairs, 2012).

In good and best practice corporate public affairs 
functions in Europe, Australia and in most global 
corporations in Asia and the US, elements of what was 
once seen as ‘good PR’—positive and frequent news 
media coverage and reporting, well attended corporate 
events and product launches, marketsegmented 
marketing/communications campaigns—are not an 
end in themselves.

In 2013, the ‘end’ is most frequently valued in 

the form of sociopolitical ‘outcomes’, defined and 
generated by organisational strategy, and by public 
affairs strategy that contributes to and underpins 
broader organisational objectives.

 In this environment, corporate public affairs 
management inputs and outputs (including the old 
PR staples of the volume of media coverage and 
prominence, and campaign and event management and 
attendance) are not ends or value in themselves.

In a world where the question ‘are newspapers 
dead?’ is being asked also amid rapidly splintering 
news media, the traditional PR model of pushing and 
distributing information is floundering.

PR is dead as an end in itself in organisations 
embracing good management practice because 
engagement with stakeholders has evolved beyond 
pushing messages out to achieve ‘good PR’, which in 
itself is fleeting and of momentary value.

PR is dead to most corporations because the socio
political environment in which large organisations 
(and corporations especially) operate is more complex 
than putting the ‘best light’ on an organisation and its 
activities. 

And core activities once comprising core PR 
(‘press’ and media relations, ‘push’ and marketing 
communications, crisis communications, product 
launches) are siblings to a much larger family of 
public affairs elements—issues management, internal 
communications, investor relations, stakeholder 
engagement, government and industry relations and 
corporate responsibility.
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Centre Director Wayne Burns bells the cat, and writes that the last rites are 
in order for the management function once known as public relations.

PR is dead
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A death in the family was not 
unexpected

Public affairs practitioners working in their profession 
for some years will be hardly surprised that PR has 
been a critical patient for a decade, and has been on 
its last legs since extensive use of social media began 
amputating the model of ‘pushing out’ and distributing 
information to generate ‘news’.

Though it has not been entirely linear, organisations 
nurturing corporate public affairs management func
tions have been carefully defining and understanding 
stakeholders that most influence and impact on the 
environment that enables them to operate (their 
‘enabling’ environment).

This has seen organisations focus their engagement 
efforts on defined and often small groups of stake
holders. Understanding the attributes, issues and 
attitudes of those stakeholders cannot be achieved 
through traditional public relations. 

And stakeholders such as customers or clients, 
though frequently representing a stakeholder category 
comprising a large number of individuals, cannot be 
assigned as a broad ‘public’ to be understood, reached 
and influenced via PR tools and methods. 

The splintering media habits of consumers 
—including large numbers globally who are self
publishers via social media—has turned mass channel 
communication (a core element of traditional PR) on 
its head. 

Disruption of the traditional mass media model 
by social media in itself represents a challenge to the 
existence of PR and its modus operandi. When married 
with stakeholders’ expectations of not only being 
‘communicated to’ by corporations and governments 
via mass media channels around their interests, issues 
and concerns, but being engaged, then the traditional 
PR model is no longer viable.

Most large, wellmanaged organisations are seeking 
to have conversations with their stakeholders. Such 
dialogue cannot occur via ‘push’ communication 
channels that are part and parcel of the PR model.

Model behaviour

The good practice model for corporate public affairs is 
characterised by management thinking and activity to 
influence socio political outcomes as a means of deliver
ing organisational strategy.

Practitioners working within this model do so with 

an eye to the organisation’s longterm social license 
to operate with stakeholders, sustainable shareholder 
returns, and strong employer brand to attract and retain 
good people.

The modern public affairs management function—
described by the Centre as ‘the window in, and the 
window out’ of an organisation, and the function which 
seeks to help the organisation interpret and influence its 
sociopolitical environment—is very different from how 
PR is defined.

The Public Relations Society of America defines 
public relations as:
 'a strategic communication process that builds mutu-

ally beneficial relationships between organizations and 

their publics.' (http://www.prsa.org/AboutPRSA/
PublicRelationsDefined, April, 2013)

The Public Relations Institute of Australia offers this 
definition:
  ‘... the management function which evaluates public 

attitudes, identifies the policies and procedures of an 

individual or an organisation with the public interest, 

and plans and executes a programme of action to earn 

public understanding and acceptance’. (PRIA, www.
pria.com.au, March 14, 2013)

And in 2013, Philip Lesly’s definition, cited on the 
PRIA’s website also:‘...helping an organisation and its 

publics adapt mutually to each other’. (Handbook of Public 
Relations and Communication, 1990)

Those who have observed how the public affairs 
function has developed in large organisations interna
tionally would recognise that these definitions were apt 
to meet the needs of large organisations in the 1970s 
and 1980s.

At the beginning of the second decade of the 21st 
century, good practice corporate public affairs seeks not 
only to inform the public, but to involve distinct groups 
of stakeholders in the organisation’s endeavours, and 
to influence the sociopolitical environment and create 
opportunities for strategy to be achieved.

The 1980s and 1990s approach to PR—manifested 
by activity to secure ‘positive’ media reports and ‘cov
erage’ of a company (frequently ‘monetised’ by apply
ing print advertising rates per centimetre of coverage, 
or broadcast advertising rates per 30 seconds of news 
reporting), hold corporate events (the success of which 
defined by the number of attendees) and secure speak
ing platforms for the CEO or senior executives—no lon
ger represents the value it once did. The management 
caravan has moved on, as have societal expectations of 
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how corporations should interact with the communities 
in which they operate.

Corporate public affairs and PR
In most large companies and organisations in Australia, 
as well as many in Asia, the concept of public relations 
is one that is best understood as crafting and ‘pushing’ 
messages out via channels—and via news media espe
cially—to seek to put a company or organisation in the 
most positive light possible.

The role of the corporate public affairs function today 
is far more complex and demanding than seeking to place 
an organisation in the best light with the public. And 
although reputation stewardship is a core focus of the 
corporate public affairs management function, it is more  
sophisticated and nuanced than generating inputs and 
outputs to generate ‘good press’ for an organisation.

Contemporary corporate public affairs is far removed 
and evolved from public relations in that, when prac
ticed and managed well, organisations seek to forge 
and nurture strategic relationships with stakehold
ers—many of them their own employees—as a response 
to sociopolitical change and mores, and as competitive 
advantage.

Though it has not been linear, the contemporary cor
porate public affairs management function in Australia 
and in most parts of Asia, evolved from a marketing 
communications capability to one that is intrinsically 
involved in developing organisational strategy, and 
senior management decisionmaking.

As Exhibit 1 illustrates, some elements of PR were 
the evolutionary forbears of contemporary corpo
rate public affairs. These elements were valuable to  
corporations at a time when social and management 

expectations were different from what they are today.
Corporate media relations, crisis communications 

and some aspects of community relations have their 
roots in the tactical practice of PR as it existed in the 
1980s and 1990s, dominated by channeldriven com
munications to put a company in the ‘best light’ in news 
media reports. 

However, corporate public affairs disciplines such 
as government relations, corporate responsibility, stake
holder relations and issues management share little of 
their heritage with traditional public relations.

The management function that is corporate public 
affairs has evolved because of sociopolitical natural 
selection and innovations in business management. 

Since the early 1990s, some PR attributes have been 
absorbed into corporate public affairs. As well, manage
ment practice has evolved to dictate that what used to be 
a number of public relations outcomes, are today inputs 
and outputs to corporate public affairs outcomes.

One reason PR is dead in leading organisations is 
because inputs and outputs do not constitute value: 
‘positive’ media reports and wellattended corporate 
events are inputs to corporate public affairs outcomes, 
which include good corporate reputation, engaged 
stakeholders, a healthy corporate brand, and engaged 
employees.

The Centre has tracked the evolution of the corpo
rate public affairs management function in Australia, 
Asia, the US, Europe and New Zealand for 25 years; and 
most closely via its State of Public Affairs in Australia and 
State of Asia Public Affairs research studies and reports.

Rather than the transactional management func
tion championed by public relations representative  
organisations, the contemporary public affairs  

ExhiBit 1:  EvolutIoN of CorPorAtE PublIC AffAIrS — AuStrAlIA AND ASIA, 1985 to 2010

Source: Centre for Corporate Public Affairs, 2010

Basic		 Tactical		 Strategic

Marketing Comms Public relations  Corporate Comms Corporate Public Affairs

•  Opportunistic
•  Events-driven

•  Collateral-focused
•  Marketing ethos

•  Brand = image = 
reputation

•  Brand management = 
reputation

•  heavy focus and  
emphasis on channels

•  Emphasis on  
inputs/activity

•  Events-driven  
external and internal

•  ‘Good news’ media  
relations and brand 

placement
•  Brand profile focus

•  Channels and not 
strategy-driven

•  Reliance on corporate 
hospitality externally

•  Brand management, not 
reputation management

•  Emphasis on inputs and 
outputs

•  Corporate comms strategy 
in place for internal and 

external communications
•  Community relations 

strategy in place
•  Financial communications 

capacity
•  Sophisticated channels 
and strategy management

•  Little marketing/comms 
activity

•  Ad hoc issues mgt
•  Emphasis on KPis around 
inputs

•  Strategic input into  
corporate strategy
•  Seat on senior management 

team with CEO
• Public affairs strategy linked  

to corporate strategy
•  Stakeholders mapped and 

comms/engagement 
calibrated to influence 

stakeholders and address 
potential and existing issues

•  Sophisticated issues mgt
•  Outcomes measured and  
used as KPis
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management function in large organi
sations is as far away from PR as 
Hobart is from Vladivostok.

Exhibit 2 illustrates the elements 
of the integrated public affairs func
tion as managed in most corporations 
in Australia (based on 2012 State of 

Public Affairs in Australia data) and the 
elements of public relations (collated 
from public relations associated web
sites and management literature by the 
Centre for Corporate Public Affairs in 
February 2013).

Our analysis of the core elements 
of public relations leads us to conclude 
that their management utility is as 
inputs and outputs to generate some 
of the outcomes germane to good prac
tice corporate public affairs.

A key insight into any assessment 
of PR apropos corporate public affairs 
is that as well as an evolution of 
nomenclature (corporate public affairs 
seeks to engage ‘stakeholders’ compared to public rela
tions seeking to communicate with ‘publics’), public 
relations is a transactional notion, relying heavily on 
traditional news media channels and events to ‘pro
mote’ an organisation or issue.

It is worth noting at this juncture that marketing 
communications, a traditional staple of public relations 
(and core to the modus operandi of many a public  
relations agency), is not commonly a focus of corporate 
public affairs management.

That is not to say that managing marketing com
munications inputs and outputs to achieve marketing 
outcomes are not important to companies. FMCG (fast 
moving consumer goods) and retail companies invest 
considerably to fund marketing communications activi
ties. Most frequently today, marketing communications 
in large corporations are managed in marketing depart
ments.

The limitations of ‘push’ 
communications
Social media has changed markedly the PR model of 
pushing out messages to entice news media channels 
to carry them, and through that, ‘manage’ corporate 
reputation. 

As traditional news media, manifested in mast
heads, radio frequencies and television stations,  

scramble to work out how they can achieve the dia
logue that dominates social media platforms (that has 
changed the manner in which billions of people con
sume news and information to forge opinions), social 
media globally has tried and condemned the old model 
of PR push messaging.

Most PR activity that was once executed by corpo
rations is now frequently managed within company 
marketing departments, or outsourced to marketing or 
public relations agencies.

And though the glow of PR still flickers in the DNA 
of many public relations agencies and consultancies 
offering services to large organisations, some PR shops 
have shifted their value proposition up the sociopoliti
cal evolutionary tree as well. 

Today, in markets such as Australia, many parts of 
Europe, and in numerous multinational corporations 
in Asia, these agencies are part of the supply chain for 
corporate public affairs outcomes (value).

Evolution of corporate public 
affairs as a leadership function
As Exhibit 3 illustrates, the management objective 
of the corporate public affairs function is to create 
value externally by being both a business enabler, and 
internally via contributing to corporate strategy and  
organisational decisionmaking.

ExhiBit 2: ElEMENtS: CorPorAtE PublIC AffAIrS AND PublIC rElAtIoNS

• Government relations
• Public policy development
• Strategic media relations
• Corporate responsibility
• Stakeholder engagement
• issues management
• Crisis management (including 

stakeholder engagement and 
communications)

• internal communications
• Employee engagement
• Regulatory affairs
• investor relations
• Corporate reputation stewardship
• Corporate community investment
• Community relations
• Corporate brand stewardship 

(stakeholder brand)
• Strategic business counsel

Measurement of outcomes  
(value)

• Media relations
• Product promotion/

communications
• Events management
• Crisis communication counsel
• Leadership communications
• Marketing communications
• Strategic communications  

counsel

Counting inputs and outputs 
(activity)

CoNtEMPorArY CorPorAtE  
PublIC AffAIrS

trADItIoNAl PublIC rElAtIoNS

Source: Centre for Corporate Public Affairs, 2013
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In this contemporary model, the function’s role 
reaches significantly beyond the definitions of public 
relations from the Public Relations Society of America 
('... Public relations is a strategic communication pro
cess that builds mutually beneficial relationships 
between organisations and their publics') or the Public 
Relations Institute of Australia ('... plans and executes a 
programme of action to earn public understanding and 
acceptance').

The role and focus of the corporate public affairs 
function is not transactional, but strategic and long
term. 

The function does manage processes and executes 
programs to engage stakeholders. However, this is 
not an end itself. It is an input along the management 
value chain (activity) to generate strategic outcomes, 
including sustainable returns to shareholders, clients/
customers, employees and other stakeholders.

The corporate public affairs function in most large 
organisations in Australia has direct influence on and 
input to wholeoforganisation strategy and decisions, 
either via its head reporting directly to the CEO, or by 
participating in strategic planning for the business.

In 2012, 66 per cent of heads of function in large 

Australian organisations were members of their CEO’s 
senior leadership team; 82 per cent of corporate public 
affairs leaders participated in strategic planning for the 
whole organisation (State of Public Affairs in Australia, 

Centre for Corporate Public Affairs, 2012). 
It is difficult to contest that continuing evolution 

of corporate public affairs as a strategic function has 
displaced public relations as an area of management 
focus in most large organisations.

The integrated corporate public affairs function 
offers more value to organisations than PR once did, 
and the rasion d’etre of public relations, the power of 
crafting and pushing a message into the mass news 
media, has waned.

If it was the 1980s, we could find resonance in the 
evolution of corporate communications and corporate 
public affairs and the death of PR in the popular song 
of that decade 'Video Killed the Radio Star'.

However, Rabindranath Tagore was more elegant, 
and not triumphant about the fading of one light to 
accommodate another.

Putting out the PR lamp has occurred because the 
dawn of stakeholder engagement and social media has 
come. n

ExhiBit 3: thE vAluE ProPoSItIoN of thE CoNtEMPorArY CorPorAtE PublIC AffAIrS fuNCtIoN

Senior 
management 

and cross 
organisational 

interaction

Stakeholder 
involvement 

and 
reputational 

capital

Organisational value =  
capital/returns to stakeholders,  

including shareholders, employees,  
customers, other stakeholders

Organisational  
strategy and its  

application

Organisational  
operations and  

stakeholder  
transactions,  

including  
customers

Board 
Governance, 

CEO and Senior 
management, 

including 
corporate 

public affairs 
management

Socio-political Enabling Environment 
Strategic socio-political management, stakeholder 

engagement, issues management, corporate responsibility
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Socio-political media: 
a corporate public 
affairs view of social 
media
Centre Manager George Onisiforou 
discusses how social media affects the 
socio-political environment and its 
implications on the corporate public 
affairs practice. 

Social media has become a regular presence in our 
lives, despite being a relatively new phenomenon. 

It is impossible to think of a world without it. 
But its novelty demands caution. How much can 

we understand a phenomenon that is still developing? 
Social media’s fastmoving and shifting nature allows 
little time for reflection. The content that is produced 
and shared through social media demands continuous 
attention. New technologies and applications emerge 
faster than one can speculate ‘what next?’. It is easy to 
get caught in social media ‘hype’. 

But ‘hype’ is not substance. Public affairs practitio
ners need to reflect on the implications of social media 
beyond its continuous alterations and constant feed of 
information. To do so, they need to look at social media 
as a broad sociopolitical phenomenon, and understand 
how it can affect their function’s responsibilities and 
strategies. 

Social media is primarily understood as a commu
nications and marketing channel. As such, its impor
tance can be easily measured by its reach and usage. 
For example, there are about twelve million Facebook 
users in Australia. These users expend on average 25 
minutes during each Facebook session (Cowling 2013). 
These statistics can justify why social media should be  
integrated in communications and marketing strate
gies. 

The corporate public affairs function’s responsi
bilities, however, reach beyond communications. An 
effective corporate public affairs function reduces its 
organisation’s sociopolitical risk and business costs, 
and stewards the organisation’s corporate reputation. 
It is crucial to the function’s success to monitor and 

understand the sociopolitical environment, and remain 
on top of the economic, political, and technological 
developments that can affect this environment. 

These responsibilities call for an understanding of 
social media’s effect on the sociopolitical environment. 
How does social media contribute to the regulatory and 
social risk and costs of operating an organisation? 

 The assessment of such a question demands intel
ligence that is difficult to attain at such an early stage 
of the phenomenon’s life cycle. However, the public’s 
and the government’s use of social media can be inves
tigated to provide initial insights. 

Social media and the public

The perceptions, agendas, actions or inactions of social 
groups can have an impact on an organisation’s goals 
and their implementation, particularly at a local level. 
These factors, which contribute to an organisation’s 
‘social license to operate’, can affect the social costs and 
risks of operating an organisation. 

Social media can intensify the formation, reach and 
diversity of these social factors, more so than traditional 
media. 

Social media users are not solely consumers of con
tent. They can create content, or can collaborate with 
others to create content. They can develop messages or 
express views, including about organisations, and share 
these publicly. The reach and the ease with which these 
can occur are unprecedented.

The cosharing and codevelopment of content at 
such a mass scale implies that social media users can 
influence the views, attitudes, and actions of other 
users. Such potential influence can have direct market 
consequences. It suggests that an organisation does 
not have the exclusive control of the messages and the 
content that are publicly available about the way it  
conducts its business, and about its products and ser
vices.

Social media elevates social commentary and social 
influences to become key contributors to an organisa
tion’s public profile. In this manner, social media mini
mises the occurrence and influence of the organisation’s 
public image—the desired internal picture projected to 
external audiences—and elevates the importance and 
influence of organisational reputation—the actual per
ceptions of internal and external audiences. 

The elevation of the influence of an organisation’s 
reputation above the influence of its image can cre
ate extraordinary complexities and challenges. These  

SOCIAL  MEDIA
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complexities stem from the diversity inherent within 
the public, and in consequence, the excessive amount 
of information created by this diversity. 

The public is not a universal and coherent group. 
An organisation’s reputation is likewise diverse—it can 
be positive or negative, it can vary depending on geog
raphies, time, issues and individuals, and it can change 
or can be influenced to change. When this diversity 
is channeled through social media it creates an aston
ishing ‘noise’ of content and information. Although 
overwhelming, this ‘noise’ becomes the basis of an 
organisation’s public profile in the growing relevant 
audiences. 

Social media, public policy and 
politics

The stability of the political environment, and the regu
lations and policies that guide a state’s economic activity 
can significantly impact an organisation’s operations. 

The citizens’ use of social media can influence this 
political environment, either by unsettling it or by 
assuring its accountability through participation and 
support. The level of this influence, however, remains 
unknown. 

Citizens around the world have used social media 
to manifest their political identity and power by cre
ating online groups, and then by assembling in the 
physical world to demonstrate their views. Although 
these events have been covered extensively by tradi
tional media, it is unclear how much influence social 
media can have on the national politics of a state. Social  
media may have had a positive influence in assist
ing loosely coordinated publics demand change—for  
example, in Moldova in 2009, Bangkok in 2010, and in 
Egypt in 2011—but its effect in actually changing the 
political landscape of these states is disputable (Shirky 
2011). 

Social media users, however, tend to be more civi
cally and politically active than nonusers (Raine et al 
2012). This suggests social media can have a more sig
nificant and positive effect in enhancing opportunities 
for political participation, and opening new spaces for 
active citizenship in democratic states (BohlerMuller & 
van der Merwe 2011). 

Democratic governments, and particularly govern
ments in the U.K, Canada and Australia, are mov
ing towards a more stakeholdercentric management 
and governance paradigm. In this emerging para
digm, stakeholder and public participation in policy  

development and service delivery is increasing, and is 
viewed as desirable. 

Social media’s encouragement of broad communica
tion and collaboration between individuals is a natural 
fit for this paradigm. Governments have used social 
media to engage the public in efforts towards further 
transparency, and broader and deeper public influence 
in decisions and implementation relating to policy
making and service delivery. However such efforts are 
marred by significant limitations, and further work in 
this area is yet to be completed (Note: a related article 
on stakeholder engagement and innovation in the pub
lic sector was published in volume 21/number 2 of this 
newsletter). 

Implications for corporate public 
affairs

The implications of social media’s influence in the socio
political environment are both tactical and strategic. 

The rising importance of an organisation’s  
reputation over its image suggests that corporate  
public affairs practitioners need to reevaluate their 
understanding of how much control an organisation 
can assert over the messages and the content that define 
the public’s perceptions of it. Such control will not stem 
exclusively from the organisation’s own generated con
tent, but will extend to include content that is produced 
and disseminated online by the public through social 
media. 

The establishment of social media ‘noise’ as the new 
status quo implies the strategic importance of moni
toring and analysing this ‘noise’. As such, knowledge 
about how to monitor and analyse social media content 
becomes an important skill, and perhaps an asset, to 
successful corporate public affairs functions. 

The development of a strong voice for each organi
sation, which will form part of this social media ‘noise’, 
is also paramount. The ability to create social media 
content that is relevant and engaging to an already 
‘bombarded’ audience is a crucial and challenging task 
for practitioners, particularly now that video is the  
most preferred and effective display of social media 
content. 

Public affairs practitioners should become familiar 
with the emerging management and governance para
digm in which governments involve citizens in policy
making and service delivery, including through social 
media. This emerging paradigm may influence the 
government’s expectations of an organisation’s legal,  
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regulatory or voluntary behavior in a social envi
ronment. Understanding this paradigm can become 
a necessity in maintaining effective government  
relations. n
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CEnTRE  nEWS

Alastair Campbell to give 
Centre Oration

The Centre 
has been 

successful in 
bringing Alastair 
Campbell to 
Australia to 
give the Centre’s 
Annual Public 
Affairs Oration 
in June.

Alastair was 
Tony Blair’s prin
cipal (and often 
controversial) 
advisor in the 
lead up to, and 
during his Prime 
M i n i s t e r s h i p . 
He was seen 
as a major fig
ure in the gov
ernment, going beyond his formal role as Director, 
Communications and Strategy.

Recently he has been seen as the inspiration of 
the fictional allseeing, allswearing Scottish enforcer, 
Malcolm Tucker in the TV series, ‘The Thick of It’. TV 
writers down played this, but both the Deputy PM, 

John Prescott, and Alastair’s partner, Fiona Millar have 
‘confirmed similarities’.

The Oration Dinner will be held in Melbourne on 
Thursday 27 June. Details can be found at the Centre’s 
website. 

Centre unchanged by merger

Close observers will have noted the recently 
announced merger of ACIL Tasman and the Allen 

Consulting Group to form the new firm ACIL Allen 
Consulting.

While public affairs people will know the Allen 
Consulting Group for its public affairs consulting and 
hosting of the Centre, the larger part of the practice has 
been in economic and public policy consulting to gov
ernments, major companies and industry associations.

The merged firm will continue to service the Centre 
for Corporate Public Affairs as a separate activity at 
arms length from its consulting services. Accordingly 
the merger will have no effect on the Centre and its 
management.

Wayne Burns continues to be Director of the Centre, 
and Geoff Allen, its nonexecutive Chairman.

The Australian Financial Review noted the new firm 
will be the biggest independent economic and public 
policy consultancy in Australia with about 90 consul
tants in Brisbane, Melbourne, Sydney, Perth, Canberra 
and Hong Kong. n

Alastair Campbell



Corporate Public Affairs Vol 23: No 1, 2013

9

Values, ideology and 
policy
in accompanying articles, Centre Chair-
man Geoff Allen examines some of the 
processes and dynamics of advocacy and 
dialogue between political influencers 
and decision makers. in this article, he 
discusses some of the psychological and 
ideological impediments to policy reso-
lution.

If there appears to be any broad consensus in Australia, 
it is that we are poorly served by petty squabbles 

between politicians, and by poor, ad hoc, poll and fac
tion driven decisions. 

The basic drivers are not new. I remember Billy 
McMahon staring at Gough Whitlam’s navel and telling 
him in the Reps chamber ‘politics is staying in office’. 
And despite some periods of relative calm, leadership 
instability has been the norm rather than the exception 
since Bob Menzies.

Fortunately for Australia, and above politics at least 
since the 1980s, there has been a reasonable level of 
consensus, albeit high level, amongst the policy elites 
across the major political divides about approaches to 
economic management. Notwithstanding some influ
ence, the more extreme ideologies of left and right, for 
example anticapitalism, rabid nationalism, and envi
ronmental fundamentalism, are still at the margins of 
power.

The problem is that within this broadly consen
sual understanding, which largely supports a market 
economy and constraints on the role of government in 
the economy, our adversarial political system impairs 
the most rational resolution of specific policy issues. 
While of course dressed in public interest, the debates 
are characterised by refusal to see value and seriously 
engage on each side’s proposals, rather distorting them 
and opportunistically creating ‘strawmen’ to appeal to 
the popular prejudices they feed. 

This is somewhat ironic at a time when the current 
emphasis in elite discourse is about the significance of 
evidence as the basis for policymaking (see accompa
nying article ‘Evidence and public policy’).

That politics trumps policy can be seen in F D 

Roosevelt’s reply to a bunch of lobbyists on a contro
versial issue, ‘OK you’ve convinced me; now go out 
and bring pressure on me’. A local version was John 
Howard’s comment to business leaders when they were 
pushing him towards introducing a GST, even requiring 
a broken election promise to pursue it, (to paraphrase) ‘I 
will run with it if you can create an environment where 
I can do so without losing the election.’

Or Jeff Kennett’s refusal to overturn a local council 
decision on the location of a prescribed waste facility 
(again to paraphrase), ‘we want this but don’t expect 
me to waste political capital on this when you have 
done such a lousy job with the community.’

This is a major challenge for those seeking rational 
outcomes on important issues. The primacy of politics 
is not to disregard the power of policy research and 
rational argument, but in an environment of populist 
politics, effective advocacy is more likely the degree 
to which common ground can be found between the 
players. 

While it is difficult to penetrate the shouting, this 
can most easily be achieved by first seeking values held 
in common and finding what can be agreed, rather 
than focussing, at the outset of an argument, on what 
divides. 

Values, ideologies and policy 
priorities

Despite abhorrence of current political shenanigans, 
there is more commonality in basic values than the  
tone of public discourse and political debate would 
suggest. 

It is common to assert that individuals or groups 
have different ‘sets of values’ (Labor values, Liberal val
ues etc.). When probed this may not be so much a differ
ence in absolute values, but in their relative weighting 
within a particular ideological framework. 

It has been noted that normally groups or indiv
iduals tend to ‘deal with issues only within the frame
work of their own ideological assumptions without 
subjecting them to criticism’ (GC Lodge and EE Vogel 
1987).

Accordingly individuals or groups can be operat
ing on the basis of shared values but differ ideologi
cally—and consequently divide strongly on—policy 
prescriptions because they have different perceptions of 
how the world works.

The ‘Hierarchy of accord’ (see Figure 1) represents 
common ‘values’ that are generally shared across the 

POL ICY  ADVOCACY 
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political and public policy divide. These values are 
translated through the filter of ideology that tends 
to predetermine how we react to policy options. The 
illustrative ‘hierarchy’ of course heavily simplifies our 
world between ‘individualist’ and ‘communitarian’ 
world views, though we know in practice that divisions 
are much more complex.

To assist practical politics and the resolution of 
issues, a commonality of values can be found between 
those who are the ideologically opposed by starting at 
the top of the hierarchy, for example over long sessions 
with red wine and cheese, or on moonlight walks on the 
beach. Much of what we have in common is not surpris
ing, and that is the best place to start.

As noted, our value aspirations are translated 
through the prism of ideology. We can acquire these 
ideological frames of reference (for example individu
alist or communitarian outlooks) through a variety of 
means. It could be the influences of family philosophy, 
an influential teacher or book, or imbued class assump

tions, all reenforced by our perceptions of behaviours 
around us. Once imbibed, ideologies are hard to shift 
and are self reaffirming as we filter our life’s experience 
through them.

The prism of ideology leads people with shared val
ues down different political and policy paths.

Those with an individualist ideological orienta
tion want to limit protection against market forces, 
rely on individual incentives, and reduce regulation. 
Those with a communitarian orientation prefer equity 
of outcomes to equity of opportunity, more control of 
markets, and more active government intervention to 
deal with issues. Of course these are simplifications 
and generalisations; the response of individuals can be 
more complex.

Those coming at policy through a strong ideological 
lens tend to see their policy solutions as self evident, 
and can be quick to see stupidity, or base motive  
and malevolence, in those who oppose what they advo
cate.

FigurE	1		hIErArChY of ACCorD

values
• social equity

•  social cohesion
• national prosperity

• ecological sustainability

• values best achieved 
through individual 
effort

•  competition and 
markets create 
prosperity

• government intrudes 
and distorts

• values best achieved 
through community 
effort

* competition can 
create inequities and 
markets exploitative

• government includes 
and protects

Policy Priorities
• increased competition 

required to increase 
economic growth

• faster structural  
adjustment required

• income differentials 
required as incentive

• maintenance of a minimal 
social safety net

• eliminate industry 
protection

• reduce public expenditure
• internationalise economy
• environment protection 

through market incentives

• managed, gradual 
competition required

• staged structural 
adjustment required

• equal opportunity
• environment protection 

through regulation
• labour market intervention 

required
• current social safety net 

requires extension

• employment  
“guarantees” required

• pace of technological 
change should be slowed

• broad job creation 
programs required

• social equity requires active 
government intervention

• environment preservation 
requires active government 
intervention/veto

• industry sectors require 
protection

• increase corporate taxation 
and regulation to support 
extended safety net and 
control market

Ideologies
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Factors that further divide 

The development of world view and policy prescrip
tions that emerge from our basic values through our 
ideologies are complicated and often skewed by a  
number of additional factors that are so entangled that 
even the most analytical and objective of us find it hard 
to separate them. They exacerbate the already conflict
ing approaches to policy debates that are intrinsic to our 
political system.

Vested interests—these can complicate the transi
tion from values to policy by the natural tendency to 
rationalise these interests. Through this process, often 
subconsciously, the high moral ground, or concept of 
rights and entitlements are corralled in pursuit of the 
interests postulating them. Some of this is cynical, some 
comes from losing objectivity. Examples are obvious to 
disinterested observers, when sectional interests seek 
rule exemptions, subsidies or regulations supportive of 
their interests or those of their constituents.

Occupational myopia—this is the tendency to over
value the significance of issues one is most fully 
involved in or professionally committed to. We expect 
artists to especially value the aesthetic; business leaders 
to support economic efficiency, environmentalists—the 
state of nature; scientists—research etc. In addition, we 
should expect interest groups that are formed to articu
late their interests will have their worldview impacted 
over time by their mission, and see their occupational 
concerns disproportionately embedded in their vision 
for Australia.

Dynamics of advocacy—techniques to compete on 
policy prescriptions include media management, spon
sorship of research conducive to the preferred outcome, 
celebrity endorsement and advertising. We are easily 
locked into fixed positions to ‘save face’. Advocates are  
prone to negative stereotyping of their opponents, att 
ributing false motive, reducing issues to black and white,  
dishonest creation of ‘straw men’, and pejoratively 
labelling of policy opponents, for example, ‘economic 

BOx 1: Positive sum solutions
Industrial relations: A number of 
times a senior business association 
executive and ACtU leader sat 
down for a long lunch with pasta 
and red wine to discuss workplace 
practices and industry policy. it 
wasn’t to do industrial deals, but 
did mitigate entrenchment of 
conflicting positions. Media hosts 
expressed disappointment at the 
level of agreement and mutual 
respect after a program that was 
‘disappointing television’.

Consumer legislation: A finance 
industry association executive 
met with the head of the major 
relevant consumer lobby to 
review new draft legislation, 
away from their constituencies 
in the first instance. the normal 
practice had been to fight over 
the whole bill and end up with 
results unsatisfactory to both. they 
were amazed at how much they 
could agree on and both live with, 
leaving only one or two elements 
to be fought over. 

Indigenous relations: At the height 
of conflict over land rights, a 
mining industry CEO took a bunch 
of his peers to a remote area to sit 
down with indigenous leaders over 
a couple of days to talk through 
mutual concerns. they deliberately 
kept this away from politicians 
and the media, and didn’t invite 
their association executives or 
indigenous ‘advisors’. Both sides 
issued excited statements about 
the level of agreement and mutual 
understanding generated. Positive 
relationships were also established 
that helped resolve subsequent 
issues.

GSt: After a number of 
attempts to introduce a broad-
based consumption tax, and 
acknowledging the political 
difficulties involved, some business 
leaders sought out the Democrats 
and Australian Council of Social 
Services, both organisations that 
had been vehemently opposed to 
it. By exploring together how such 

a tax could further the values they 
shared, and after compromises 
that accommodated some major 
concerns, they were able to 
present a supportive united front. 
this provided enough political 
protection for the government to 
introduce the measure.

Drunk Driving, an American Classic: 
Following the alcohol-related road 
deaths of their children a number 
of women started a remarkably 
successful grassroots organisation 
that spread across the USA called 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving 
(MADD). it attacked the alcohol 
industry generally, but when 
representatives of the industry 
sat down with them they agreed 
the real target (shared with the 
industry) was irresponsible ‘driving 
under the influence’. the industry 
offered to help them by funding  
a media campaign and other  
support against drunk driving 
while MADD narrowed their  
focus to that issue.
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rationalist’, ‘greenie’, ‘leftie’ or in the ‘latte set’.
Ambit claiming—this accepted practice in industrial 

relations has its counterpart in general policy advo
cacy. By this process individual sectors or interests are 
effectively staking a claim for decisions or resources,  
irrespective of the legitimacy of other claims, to  
maximise their position in the inevi
table tradeoffs or compromises req
uired in policy making. The media of 
course exacerbates these conflicts by 
presenting the more stark and dra
matic differences, and by easy resort 
to the ‘usual suspects’ who are out
spoken and ‘good copy’.

Constant assertion of a position 
and defence against alternative per
spectives tends to lock us into the 
propositions we are making, further 
limiting our capacity to see other 
perspectives.

So what for public affairs?
Whenever an issue arises that affects the interests of citi
zens or groups, the overwhelming propensity of advo
cates is to go straight to the lowest level in the hierarchy 
of accord. This generates immediate conflict between 
the ideologically divergent. Each preferred policy posi
tion is asserted as absolute in the public interest and the 
dynamics of advocacy kick in to create a zerosum game 
with bad motive or ignorance attributed to opponents. 
Positions become locked in a contest before the media 
(and constituencies in the case of industry associations, 
unions, or other NGOs), where to compromise is to lose 
face or deepen resentment, further polarising debate.

In this testosteroneenhanced conflict, optimum pol
icy outcomes are lost. Triumph for politics over policy.

Experience from this seasoned campaigner demon
strates a more productive route to take. That is to start 
from an acceptance of shared fundamental values, and 
understanding of the ideological drivers that we, and 
issues adversaries, have that have led to our different 
policy positions on the same set of data.

Research and experience has also demonstrated 
that interpersonal relationships, where common touch
points can be found, reduce our propensity to attribute 
bad motive and the negative stereotyping that mitigates 
the prospect of issues resolution.

The main lesson for us is that by jumping the fence 
from our entrenched positions to the other side, extend

ing good will through acknowledgment of shared basic 
values, and attempting to understand what is driving 
alternative perspectives of what works and doesn’t 
work (ideologies and their roots), we will get to better 
outcomes, and at less cost. To do this helps us to start 
a dialogue with goodwill. It helps us understand the 

bona fides and real issues of oppo
nents to maximise what is accept
able to both sides.

Fundamentally different (and 
better) outcomes have come from 
issue negotiations that start by try
ing to focus on what objectives are 
held in common, what might be 
acceptable, leaving those aspects 
that are irreconcilable to be the more 
narrow focus for dispute and resolu
tion.

Examples in Box 1 illustrate how 
this can work.

One should not be naive about 
policy conflict. Ideological conflicts are real and do 
drive policy. Vested interests trump public interests in 
most cases. Party politics remain toxic, and the conflict
ing interests of business and NGOs are still used as 
proxies in the wars between contending political par
ties, and by the media to dramatise news stories. 

However, I have observed that over the past twenty 
years there has been a remarkable shift in the way busi
ness and nonbusiness NGOs deal with issues. Many 
(but by no means all) NGOs are more ready to see 
the value and needs of business, and business is more  
sensitive to the social and environmental impacts of 
their activities. Both sides are more willing to acknowl
edge shared values and work towards mutuality of 
interest. 

Success of this more open and empathetic approach 
to policy dialogue has been pervasive, producing many 
benefits and positive sum game solutions. Starting a 
discussion by optimising what is held in common while 
leaving the real conflict points to be the focus of the con
test is, from this writer’s experience, a nobrainer. n

references
Lodge, GC and Vogel, EE Eds. 1987, Ideology and National 

Competitiveness; An Analysis of Nine Countries, Harvard 
Business School Press 

As	suggested,	the	
dynamics	of	advocacy	
come	together	at	a	high	
point	in	the	operation	of	
adversarial	party	politics	
where	it	is	considered	a	
weakness	to	see	merit	in	
an	opponent’s	case,	and	
follow	to	question	the	
veracity	of	one’s	own	
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Evidence and public 
policy
in our current environment of politi-
cal and poll driven government, this 
article by Centre Chairman Geoff Allen 
looks at the development and role of 
research-based advocacy and the need 
for its business use. 

In a time where political discourse is conducted in 
glib fifteen second telegrabs and we are observing 

the most political and polldriven policy approaches in 
recent history, it is a little ironic that the strongest ever 
statements are being made in support of evidence as the 
key to public policy (for example, from eminent public 
servants, as Ken Henry, Terry Moran, Gary Banks and 
Martin Parkinson).

The accompanying article, ‘Values, ideology and 
policy’ focuses on the subjective element of policy 
thinking. This, together with polldriven opportunism, 
trumps researchbased evidence. However the role 
of the latter is important, and apart from informing 
policy, can help create political space for good policy 
and reform.

Governments these days are under scrutiny from 
sophisticated commentators and policy protagonists, 
and need for credibility’s sake to find a public policy 
rationale to back up politically motivated decisions.

It used to be much less so. 
As is still the case in many countries, Australian 

politics until the late 1970s tended to operate in a closed 
system of networks, including vested interests and 
old boy networks, that enabled decisions to be made 
without serious analysis and public contestability.

As is typical of these insider systems, the process 
was heavily biased to those with the closest contacts, 
without seriously testing objective evidence. A debate 
within the McMahon cabinet in 1971 on the relative 
utility of accelerated depreciation and lowering across
theboard company income tax provides an illustra
tion. McMahon came to Canberra after a weekend of 
contact with friends from the Sydney financial sector, 
declaring he had consulted ‘business’, and ‘business’ 
preferred the company income tax measure. This was 
clearly good for finance companies, but not, as evidence 

would have shown, the preferred position of the capi
talintensive manufacturing and mining sectors that 
were absent from his discussions, or necessarily for the 
economy. The relative impact on investment, employ
ment and productivity was very much a second order 
consideration.

When issues went public they were not argued 
by detailed research but by a loud assertion of posi
tions. One example was a press release by Associated 
Chamber of Manufactures of Australia President, Bob 
Anderson, asserting little more than its heading, ‘Don’t 
Monkey with Tariffs’.

A number of major factors have moved Australian 
policy debate since then—at least in the policy elite—to 
a more sophisticated and contestable level.

The bureaucracy

Until the 1970s a tight group of knighted ‘Permanent 
Heads’ ran Canberra from the billiard table of the 
Commonwealth Club. Some were technically excellent, 
but like Sir Humphrey Appleby, they owed their huge 
influence over policy and administrative outcomes to 
their skills in bureaucratic politics on which they spent 
much time.

In the late 1970s, but particularly 1980s, we saw a 
shift in public service leadership to a group of young, 
highly trained, economists (eg, B Frazer, V FitzGerald, 
M Keating, C Higgins, D Morgan). They reflected the 
liberal economist’s bias to markets, and argued with 
hard data against cosy government deals with interest 
groups.

Nowhere was this new economic sophistication 
more obvious than in the Tariff Board, which has 
had several iterations and is now the Productivity 
Commission. 

Established as an independent authority to review 
requests for industry protection, the old Tariff Board 
had limited scope, loaded references in the protection
ist cause, and no license to consider the economywide 
impacts of its recommendations to government. The 
Tariff Board fought long and hard to win the right to 
have open enquiries where evidence was required, and 
to make public their recommendations to government. 
This was resisted by the old school that was losing the 
power of the ‘insider’ paradigm.

McEwen’s successor, Doug Anthony, said of this 
new transparency, ‘government will find it will have 
great difficulty in rejecting the Commission’s recom
mendations, because if it does, it will lay itself open to a 
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great deal of public criticism.’
The Commission, known by then as the Industries 

Assistance Commission, went on to develop, in part
nership with other agencies and a group of academics, 
a large scale multisectoral model of the Australian 
economy. The ORANI model (later evolved to become 
the Monash model) was used to support Commission 
inquiries, and took into account crosssectoral impacts of 
policy. The introduction of modeling to policy debates, 
and particularly the pervasive use of this model, has 
had a major impact on the conduct of advocacy and 
internal review of policy.

Business research and industry 
advocacy

The late 1970s and early 1980s also saw a significant 
shift in the nature of business involvement in policy 
debates.

No doubt influenced in part by these changes in 
government, business lobbies were required to shift 
their focus to researching positions, and to take account 
of the impact of what they were advocating on the 
broader public interest.

Their associations had been led by former public 
servants exploiting their mateship networks in the cor
ridors of power. The Australian Industries Development 
Association (AIDA)—an organisation of the largest 
manufacturers—was the first to set up a ‘Research 
Centre’, employing rigorous economists to counter the 
dominance of the new young policy elite in government 
and to ‘treasuryproof’ their arguments. This is not to 
say oldboy networks ceased and deals were no longer 
stitched up behind closed doors, but evidence based 
argument, both inside and outside government, was a 
counterfoil to naked politics and matebased policy.

By the early 1980s AIDA had morphed into the 
Business Council with its heavy emphasis on research
based and intellectually argued positions—the prede
cessor of the Minerals Council moved from a depen
dence on corridor relationships to a staff of young qual
ity professionals; the National Farmers Federation was 
formed in part to consolidate the fledgling intellectual 
horsepower of farm sector organisations; and its policy 
nemesis, the then Metal Trades Industry Association 
(now Australian Industry Group) established a research 
and advocacy capability to publicly debate issues on the 
basis of research.

Companies and evidence-based 
advocacy

Companies have tended to rely on their industry asso
ciations to undertake or commission relevant research. 
However it is not uncommon for individual companies 
to arrange for, and fund, externally commissioned 
research through, and be badged by, an association. 
This happens when the company’s interests are in 
common with the industry’s interest generally, but also 
when they have a disproportionate interest, or seek 
anonymity in the association crowd. 

Unless the most blatant political fix is underway, 
companies know they must be able to demonstrate their 
case by evidence ‘in the public interest’. But even where 
the politics is clearly driving the issue, protagonists on 
both sides will still normally have to justify their posi
tion publicly with argument, referencing evidence for 
their position.

This need for evidence in business advocacy, togeth
er with a shift in government to contestability of 
advice and outsourcing policy work, led in the late 
1980s and 1990s to the growth of a new brand of eco
nomic and policy consulting. Early movers that subse
quently built successful businesses were ACIL, Access 
Economics, the Allen Consulting Group and the Centre 
for International Economics. Without exception, former 
senior economists and policy advisors from govern
ment made up the leadership of these companies. 

Apart from technical expertise, one value of these 
consultants was their understanding of the workings 
of government and the way evidence is used and chal
lenged inside the government decisionmaking process. 
The fact that they work for both governments and exter
nal clients requires them to jealously guard their reputa
tions for rigor and objectivity in their work. Clients will 
only commission projects when they are comfortable 
the results will support their case, but can avoid release 
if evidence is found not to prove the case.

More consultants have entered the policy analysis 
and economic/social impact field since these early 
movers, as have the consulting divisions of major 
accounting firms.

Much of the policy related research and atten
tion to evidence from industry is defensive—used to 
demonstrate negative outcomes from government or 
opposition initiatives. A stark recent example has been 
reports on the impact of poker machine reform on 
employment.
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Business has however also used research to create 
its own agendas.

While the great man theory of history attributes the 
major economic reforms of the 1980s to political lead
ers, the key issues were identified for microeconomic 
reform, arguments made and supported by research, 
and the environment created by business. The much
touted reforms were heavily influenced by this proac
tive business policy work (though also facilitated by 
responsive trade union leaders, and an opposition 
which did not obstruct them).

One company quite consciously followed this 
researchbased agenda setting approach to achieve a 
breakthrough in its own, what seemed to be intractable, 
issue. This was CRA (now RIO). Despite a strong mar
ket, its margins were tenuous because of the entrenched 
restrictive work practices that were crippling the NSW 
coal industry. Their approach to the use of research and 
evidence, while occurring some years ago, is a model 
for others seeking to achieve fundamental change (see 
Box 1). 

The use of evidence by the Industry Commission, 
albeit in this case through a sympathetic Treasurer, is an 
example of effective use of evidence by trusted organi
sations to provide credibility. Other examples have been 
the commissioning of research by government research 
agencies, made possible by the requirement introduced 
for them to partially selffund. The highly regarded 
CSIRO has been commissioned to undertake many 
studies on business relevant issues

In some cases this public sector research, seen to be 
authoritative and objective, has been used to counter 
conflicting internal public sector advice, for example 
that of the Commonwealth Treasury.

non-business sectors
Nongovernment bodies in fields such as the envi
ronment, health and consumer have been active in 
research; frequently supporting their advocacy with 
technical and economic evidence and also contesting 
the research undertaken by, or done for, others. 

Speaking about global NGO involvement in trade 
policy, Canadian consultant Paul Mably could well 
have been referring to a range of interest groups in 
Australia. He said, in answer to challenges to NGO 
evidence and legitimacy, that rhetoricladen declama
tory statements delivered from outside the walls of the 
policy dialogue gave way to the need to substantiate 
positions with solid research in order to be taken seri
ously within those walls. Less ideology, more evidence 
(Mably 2006). 

A number of nonbusiness sectors have high quality 
research capabilities within NGO organisations or in 
dedicated research institutes. Some of these are housed 
within universities. 

Academics, however frequently use their research 
in support of their policy agendas, or make themselves 
available as consultants across the field. Consulting 
opportunities from all sides have the benefits of  
enhancing resources for research, and keeping  

BOx 1: Restrictive work practices in the coal industry
While the market was strong, 
CRA’s margins were thin, because 
potential returns were being eaten 
up in wasteful work practices. 
this required an over-spending on 
capital to compensate. 

the company’s response was to 
‘out’ the issues and seek public 
and policy maker support for 
radical change. Consultants were 
commissioned to compare the 
productivity of comparable mines 
in other developed countries 
and found large gaps in labour 
performance and use of capital.

in pursuit of other third party 
endorsement of their advocacy, the 
company arranged for a supportive 

Commonwealth treasurer to 
send a reference to the iAC 
on productivity in coalmines. 
this validated the company-
sponsored research, including poor 
performance against international 
benchmarks, and demonstrated the 
public benefits of reform.

the CRA-sponsored research was 
supported by a comprehensive 
communications program.

Monographs and research papers 
were published regularly and were 
accompanied by media releases and 
letters to the editor that quoted 
the research results graphically. 
A companion thrust was to 
communicate with a strategically 

selected group of ‘influencers’ who 
were likely, in due course, to have 
an impact on community attitudes 
and the public policy environment. 

the coal industry’s issues were 
successfully framed by this research 
and communication was one of 
public interest rather than another 
industrial stoush between capital 
and labour. the union had lost 
credibility in subsequent industrial 
conflicts as the company and others 
in the industry won back authority 
with government, ‘influencer’ and 
media support. Major reforms to 
the industrial relations framework 
for the industry were achieved.
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academics in the ‘real world’, but cash for research has 
of course generated some criticism as a risk to academic 
objectivity. 

Damn lies and data

The accompanying article on values and ideology 
explains how ideologies are a filter through which we 
perceive the world. There is no doubt that however 
hard we try, subjective elements will intrude on the 
most vigorous attempts at objectivity. For this reason 
researchers of good can, with similar data, draw differ
ent conclusions. For example, it is said Newton’s law 
applies in environmental science, ‘for every PhD there 
is an equal and opposite PhD.’

Unconscious as well as deliberate distortion, means 
we need to be very critical consumers of researchbased 
advocacy. Some of it is pretty shonkey.

Even where the econometric models used are sound, 
differences in their construction, assumptions and data 
inputs mean that different conclusions can be drawn 
about any matter. Frequent differences arise for exam
ple around the economic contribution of an industry, 
or impact of a proposed policy change on employment 
or GDP. 

Quality modeling, and conclusions drawn by more 
reputable firms, can however provide a good and 
accurate assessment of potential impacts and make 
a serious contribution to the consideration of policy. 
Governments do have their own models against which 
others used in advocacy can be assessed, although gov
ernment modeling can also be prone to error and reflect 
institutional bias.

Studies of stakeholder opinion and experience by 
survey are invaluable in understanding issues and 
evaluating policy options. However blatant pseudo evi 
dence is frequently found in surveys offered in support 
of policy positions. The most obvious abuse (or sub 
jective error) is in the way questions are framed, both  
direct wording and context. Published results are ready 
fodder for the media, and can influence the way the  
public, and consequently politicians, tend to see things. 

So what for public affairs?
As discussed in issues management literature, there are 
significant advantages in early issues identification and 
proactive responses to the most important emerging 
issues. 

There are considerable advantages for those who 
can set agendas, putting issue adversaries on the defen

sive and having to respond on the ground they have 
chosen. 

Almost invariably business has been responding to 
the agendas of others. Early agenda setting optimises 
the framing of issues. While anecdote is helpful in tell
ing the narrative, establishing a position with hard 
evidence is central to this process.

There are many opportunities to use this research 
through thought leadership platforms (such as CEDA) 
and associated media relations. CEO speech opportuni
ties in such forums can be significant if backed by evi
dentiary, or research based substance. At the same time 
such opportunities are lost by a lack of strategic intent 
and when last minute efforts cobble something respect
able to say. Experience suggests business leaders like to 
have something impactful to say about issues external 
to their company, but are not well prepared with rea
soned argument to do so. 

Company level, or companysponsored research can 
heavily influence the nuances, style and effectiveness of 
industry association advocacy.

Collaborative research with, or sponsored by, issues 
opponents can help to resolve questions at the margin 
of interests and is a vehicle that can be used to build 
trust.

Importantly relationships are cemented, unintend
ed consequences avoided, and good policy enhanced 
where practitioners help bureaucrats and regulators 
with respectable, evidencebacked information about 
business and the market environment. This is most 
effective before an issue becomes controversial, as poli
cy ideas frequently bubble up in government undetect
ed and with inadequate or false understanding. Once 
committed and political, it is more difficult to achieve 
their most rational and evidence based resolution.

Finally, the technical sophistication of the policy 
elite these days means that bogus research and bad 
data is more easily rejected. These elites can distinguish 
between business’ policybased research and research
based policy. Sloppy modeling and biased reporting of 
it is ‘called’ within government. While this and biased 
surveys can be used with some effect to reenforce 
populist positions, business cannot afford to lose its 
credibility with these tactics. n
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The language of 
leaders: How top CEOs 
communicate to inspire, 
influence and achieve 
results
Kevin Murray (2012) Kogan Page 
limited

Reviewed by Taleen Shamlian, Execut-
ive Adviser, Government & industry Aff-
airs, Commonwealth Bank of Australia

I was initially hesitant reading another book on leader
ship given how much has already been researched 

and written about this topic. The book had to pass the 
litmus test: will this book offer me new insights into 
great leadership or how great leaders communicate? 

No doubt we have all been exposed to great 
leaders, good leaders and godawful leaders too! Before 
embarking on the book review, I reflected on the traits 
of great leaders that I admire. They are driven by a 
passion to improve the world around them, have deep 
integrity in their personal convictions, have a genuine 
interest in their colleagues and customers, have the 
courage to bring the outside world in, can communicate 
transparently about their decisions and are decisive in 
the actions and responsibilities bestowed upon them.

I enjoyed reading Kevin Murray’s book The 

Language of Leaders. Many of the traits (or ‘principles’ as 
Murray describes them) made sense to 
my general observations of leaders and 
were discussed in great detail. There 
are, however, some drawbacks that I 
will share with you further below. 

Kevin Murray, Chairman of the Bell 
Pottinger Group, argues that a great 
leader is an inspiring communicator. 
This can be the difference between poor 
performance and great performance. 
Having a great strategy without the 
ability to persuasively communicate to 
staff the importance of plans can amount 
to failed execution of the strategy. 

He suggests the role of the leader 

is more difficult today when organisations and their 
leaders are living ‘life in a fishbowl’ with 24/7 news 
cycles and the need to continually manage their 
personal brand, reputation and position in realtime. In 
other words, good communication is a key weapon in a 
modern leader’s armoury. 

Murray draws on interviews and the collective 
experience of around 60 chairpersons and CEOs of 
businesses, charities, nongovernment organisations, 
as well as military generals, and sporting coaches 
from a wide range of organisations including Airbus, 
Emirates Airline, GlaxoSmithKline, Lloyd’s, Oxfam and 
the British Red Cross. 

Between them, these leaders are responsible for large 
workforces across different cultures and geographies, 
spanning various industry sectors.

Murray sets out twelve fundamental principles of 
‘leadership communication’ and while he claims the 
book is not about leadership per se, it certainly covers 
these elements. For this reason, I would categorise the 
principles as follows: 
1. Some of the principles refer to being a better 

leader—for example, learning to be yourself with 
authenticity, having a compelling mission for staff to 
feel inspired by and using stories to build momen
tum in the business. 

2. Other principles refer to being a good communica
tor—for example, being aware of nonverbal com
munication (body language), preparing for public 
platforms and continuously improving your com
munication skills.

3. The remaining principles are at the nexus between 
being an effective leader and inspirational commu
nicator—for example, being fanatical about under

standing audiences, listening in new 
and powerful ways and keeping people 
focussed on the key relationships that 
assist the organisation to achieve suc
cess.

Among the twelve principles, the 
most important principle (raised by 
nearly half of the leaders interviewed) 
was the need for leaders to ‘look within’ 
and understand what they are pas
sionate about. This counted more in 
communicating to an audience than 
perfectly crafted words. 

The second most important prin
ciple was for leaders to effectively  
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communicate their vision and values, which should 
supersede ‘writing a 17,000 page manual on compli
ance’ or using financial metrics to motivate staff. 

The third and possibly the hardest to perfect, was 
for leaders to listen to their audience as a way of creat
ing goodwill, demonstrating understanding (even if 
they did not agree) and bringing greater judgement into 
decisions. 

According to one highly successful leader I heard at 
a recent forum, the listening skill—above all others—
distinguished ordinary managers from great leaders. 
Their remark left an imprint on my mind: ‘We each have 
two ears and one mouth. Leaders need to remember to 
use these in the same proportion by listening more and 
talking less when leading an organisation.’

It goes without saying that many of these leadership 
traits are simple to consider, yet challenging to execute. 
So what distinguishes The Language of Leaders from all 
the other material we have been exposed to? And does 
it provide insights into how leadership communication 
can be effectively executed?

As I noted at the outset, Murray’s book is anchored 
in practical concepts about great leadership communi
cation. Each chapter focuses on one principle with the 
merits of each principle discussed in great detail. 

The principles are interwoven with one another so 
that the overarching message of effective leadership 
communication is reinforced with the reader. In this 
way, the book is far from expressing generalisations of 
good leadership communication—in fact, at times, it is 
overly detailed in its approach.

Unfortunately, the coverage of practical experiences 
and case studies was lacking, with Murray not capitalis

ing enough on the experiences of the interviewees, par
ticularly around how they executed the key principles. 

Examples drawn from the interviews often glossed 
over the detail and left me wondering: what did the 
principles look like in practice; how were they devel
oped; and were there any personal or organisational 
obstacles in their execution? 

The case studies that were drawn from the inter
views, at times, reflected successful communication 
examples and not enough attention was placed on 
learnings from failed executions. It is disappointing that 
Murray did not reveal how great communication can be 
executed in a crisis situation, for example. 

Moreover, it was not clear to me whether some 
principles are more critical under different circumstanc
es—for example, when employee engagement may be 
low, or within low skilled occupations or where the 
organisation spans multiple cultures and geographies. 
These are all challenges for modern organisations. In 
this respect, Murray’s book could have provided valu
able insights into the existing body of research on the 
topic.

Instead, Murray occasionally refers to his personal 
experiences in coaching senior leaders over a 40year 
period. While this is an interesting layer to the book, 
given the collective experience, wisdom and organi
sational oversight of the interviewees, it is a missed 
opportunity. 

Murray’s book is very useful for someone aspiring 
to be a great leader or for those who want to brush up 
on their ‘leadership communication 101’ knowledge; it 
is less suitable for leaders who are adept in these prin
ciples. n
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After 31 years at Shell, 
most recently as 

GM, Communications and 
Government Relations, 
Karyn Freeman will leave 
Shell for a break before 
resuming her career.  
Karyn has been close to 
the Centre as one of the 
first participants in our 
23yearold Institute, 
and member of a best 
practice study tour. She 
has worked for Shell in 
the Hague and Singapore 
and provided support for 
teams in the Middle East, 
Russia and South East 
Asia. Following Karyn’s 
departure the role will be 
shifted to Perth to better 
support the Upstream 
Business and Country 
Chair.

As appropriate to its 
size and complexity, BHP 
Billiton has a significant 
public affairs team at 
Group and around the 
world in geographies 
and business units. At 
the corporate level, Chris 

Campbell (formerly a 
senior line manager in 
Iron Ore) heads up the 
corporate government, 
communications and 
media teams, reporting 
to Karen Wood (Chief 
People and Public Affairs 
Officer) who in turn sits 
on the 8person group 
Management Committee. 
Chris’ team includes 
Christian Bennett, VP 

Government Relations, 
Vanessa Harras, Senior 
Manager, Projects, Maria 

McCarthy VP Corporate 
Communications, Liz 

McNamara Acting VP 
Media Relations (from 
being VP Energy Coal) 
while Sam Evans is on 
maternity leave and Kym 

Winter-Dewhirst, Project 
Director.

Telstra has recently 
made a series of 
appointments to its 
External Communications 
Team, headed by 
Director of External 
Communications, Nicole 

McKechnie. Reporting 
to Jonathan Rose, GM 
Media Relations – Retail, 
the new appointments are:
Ingrid Just (NSW / ACT): 
Ingrid joins Telstra from 
key consumer group, 
CHOICE, where she was 
most recently media man
ager and lead spokesper
son. Prior to her time at 
CHOICE she spent close 
to a decade working as a 
presenter and producer at 
ABC Radio.
Mark Thompson 
(Western Australia):
Mark was most 
recently Director of 
Media and Corporate 
Communications for 
the Fire and Emergency 
Services Authority in WA. 
He has also worked for 
Rio Tinto, the Australian 
Defence Force and  

numerous political offices 
throughout the state. 
Earlier in his career, Mark 
worked as a journalist for 
the Seven and Ten net
works.
Andrew Coombe (South 
Australia): Andrew is 
a former news director 
at Channel Seven 
Adelaide and Channel 
Ten in Canberra, and 
was recently chiefof
staff and media director 
for the former SA state 
opposition leader Isobel 
Redmond. He was also a 
senior media adviser for 
federal member Andrew 
Robb during his time as 
Minister for Vocational 
and Further Education. 
Andrew holds an MBA 
from the Mount Eliza 
Business School.
They join other  
members of the national 
media relations team 
including:
James Howe (Victoria/ 
Tasmania): James 
assumed state media 
responsibilities in mid 
2012. James joined Telstra 
from Ambulance Victoria; 
and Jane de Gault 

(Queensland),  
Jane assumed the 
Queensland media 
responsibilities in mid 
2012 after relocating to 
Brisbane from Sydney 
where she was Corporate 
Affairs Manager for 
NSW/ACT.

Fiona Court 
has recently moved 
employment from NSW 
Government — RMS, 
GM Infrastructure 
Communication — to 
Leighton Contractors. 
Fiona’s new role is 
Group Manager, Bid 
Support & Community 
Relations, which is part 
of the Corporate Affairs 
and Communication 
area. In this role, she will 
lead a national team of 
community relations and 
project communications 
specialists.

Daniel Ellis has 
moved from the role of  
Head of Business Comm
unication for Australia 
Post’s Communication 
Management Services 
business unit to the newly 
created role of Head of 
Communications at Target 
Australia.

Andrew Gaspar 
moved to Atlas (an 
ASX100 listed iron ore 
mining company) as 
Communications Manager 
in August last year.  
Andrew was Corporate 
Affairs Manager at 
Synergy for over six years. 

Andrew Hall has 
been appointed to the 
newly created position 
of Executive General 
Manager, Corporate 
Affairs at Commonwealth 
Bank. He joins the 
Group from Woolworths, 
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where he was Director 
Corporate and Public 
Affairs. Andrew will be 
responsible for leading 
the Group’s combined 
Communications, 
Government & Industry 
Affairs and Community 
and Sustainability 
teams. He will commence 
the role in May.

Libby Lyons has 
joined CITIC Pacific 
Mining (CPM) as Head 
of External Relations.  
CPM is developing the 
massive Sino Iron project 

in the Pilbara. The $8 
billion project will be the 
largest magnetite mine 
in Australia.  Libby’s role 
oversees government 
relations, communications 
and partnerships.

Karyn 

Munsie recently 

joined Bank of 
Queensland as Group 
Executive, Corporate 
Affairs, Investor Relations 
and Government 
Relations. Karyn is 
responsible for the 
Group’s communications 

and relationships 
with a wide variety of 
stakeholders. Karyn 
was formerly Executive 
General Manager 
Corporate Affairs at 
Stockland.

Liz Whiteway has 
joined Maurice Blackburn 
Lawyers as General 
Manager of Marketing 
and Communications. In 
this role Liz is responsible 
for leading the Marketing 
and Communications 
function nationally — 
from brand and marketing 

strategy, through business 
development, advertising, 
media relations and 
internal engagement.

Peter Winner has 
retired from his role 
as Manager Corporate 
Relations at Verve Energy 
(generation company 
post disaggregation of 
Western Power). This 
follows Peter’s classic 
public affairs career as 
electronic and print media 
journalist, Ministerial 
office, before joining 
Western Power.n
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About the Centre website
Our website — www.accpa.com.au 

— is your online portal to the latest trends, 

developments and news on corporate public 

affairs issues in Australia and internationally 

the website features a calendar of 

professional development events, and a 

knowledge centre where you can view news 

digests, practitioner thought leadership, and 

our newsletter.

the website provides a unique interactive 

platform that enables you to:

• visit ‘Expert view’ — to watch exclusive 

interviews, presentations and podcasts 

from leading industry experts;

• follow the Centre blog — for analysis, 

reflection and comment on emerging 

topical issues; and

• follow the Centre on twitter and linkedIn 

— where you can connect with your 

public affairs peers globally and reflect 

upon professional insights posted by the 

Centre’s team on latest trends in public 

affairs internationally.

Restructured your PA team or hired new public affairs staff?  
Let us know about your public affairs team. Email info@accpa.com.au


