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Introduction and Definitions
Good morning ladies and gentlemen.  I’m very pleased to be here in Johannesburg at this Corporate Communications conference. I think it’s important that - as an industry – we reflect and learn from both good and bad practice and incorporate this into our future programmes. I can see from the conference programme that there is a good mixture of content from both the African and international perspectives. My key focus is to provide an insight into the latter, but hopefully in a way which is relevant to the former. But you will have to be the judges of whether I achieve this!

My presentation is about the differences and similarities between political and commercial PR, particularly from my own perspective mainly from the UK and USA, but drawing on my research and practice from other parts of the world as well. This is a talk about public relations in both the commercial and political spheres and how they interact.

To begin with, I think it’s worth reminding ourselves of what public relations and politics actually are.
It was the American critic, Oscar Ameringer who defined politics as – and I quote - “the gentle art of getting votes from the poor and campaign funds from the rich by promising to protect each [one] from the other”.  In a way, I think that’s really quite enlightening for the PR world, because lobbying and fund-raising get the funds from the rich and media relations and message development get the votes from the masses. So PR is important on both sides. 

PR is about the art of reputation management, of developing understanding between an organisation and its publics. Sometimes it’s about dealing with publics that are hostile to our perspective, on other occasions, publics are not so hostile. In an ideal world, through public relations, we hope to achieve empathy from our publics in that they understand our perspective from our perspective, not just from their own, which is of course sympathy. It is through sharing common information that we achieve this. 
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The difference in this PR transfer process between political parties and commercial organisations is the level of apathy and ignorance many in the population have towards both the political process and political solutions to social and political problems. Many of these problems require sophisticated and technical solutions. For example, the problem of alleviating poverty and the relative income distribution in South Africa, or the HIV/AIDS problem is non-trivial and require expert solutions. Each of these problems requires a knowledge of economic development, long-term financial investment, health infrastructure development and employment stimulation. Whilst the general public often know what they don’t want, they don’t always know what they do want. Most electorates tend to vote accordingly. Generally politics is a more emotional business than corporate life because politics affects peoples’ lives more directly. Nevertheless, we clearly still encounter ignorance and prejudice in business. My point however is that it is often easier to tackle this ignorance and apathy in business because companies have not typically operated from a moral framework – and by that I mean that they have tended to be amoral rather than immoral, in the past. But all this may change, especially with the movement around the world towards the development of corporate (social) responsibility. Take Tata Steel, for example, which has worked hard to provide funds to support those living with HIV/AIDS in communities in India. Around the world, in both the developed and developing world, companies are increasingly recognising their social responsibilities, responsibilities which in the past were regarded principally as the business of government. This shift in thinking will keep PR professionals busy for many years, since CSR programmes are the remit of the corporate communications department in most companies, and increasing value is placed on CSR and sustainability initiatives despite the difficulties in measuring their effectiveness. But you’ll hear more on this in tomorrow’s conference programme.
Perhaps the key point to remember is that corporate communications rests on people telling the truth. When PR professionals in commerce have failed to do this, as they did when they exaggerated profits in financial statements at Enron or Worldcom in the USA, their companies collapsed.  

When PR professionals in politics fail to tell the truth, they damage the image of their party or the government for which they work. One example from the UK context was Jo Moore, a spin-doctor - I use the term deliberately and pejoratively - in the government’s transport department. Immediately during the day of the September 11th terrorist incident in New York City, Jo Moore indicated in an email to her bosses that and I quote – “today would be a good day to bury bad news”. This was a reference to releasing some negative government news. But given the number of people – a sizeable proportion of them British – who died that day, when the email was leaked by one of her colleagues to the news media it wasn’t long before she was sacked. Her desire to be effective – to spin the government’s positive image- was neutralised by her failure to maintain her perspective.

Incidentally, this episode also affected her boss, the transport secretary Stephan Byers, whose reputation also suffered to such an extent that he later resigned, unable to withstand a second PR crisis after the Potters Bar rail crash. 

Whilst crises are thankfully a limited phenomenon in business, they are a daily affair in politics. As Harold Wilson – the Prime Minister in Britain in 1970 once said, “a week is a long time in politics”. In politics as in business, corporate communications professionals must tell the truth, no matter what the circumstances, if they are to maintain their credibility with their publics.
The Background

We should remember that South Africa is still a relatively young though vibrant democracy, having conducted free and fair elections only since 1994, and its political, media and democratic institutions are still developing as a result. Many of the PR tools and techniques used in the US and UK for example may not necessarily be directly applicable here, at least not yet, not necessarily because these techniques are not available to political parties here but because the electorate is perhaps not used to receiving communications or seeing politics in this way. In addition, what’s possible in one country is not always possible in another, because of different media ownership structures, different electoral systems and the structure of party competition, different campaign financing rules, different types of election for example local, regional and national, restrictions on media and paid advertising, and most importantly differences in national and local cultures. 

I remember discussing an impending Namibian presidential election with a former student of mine in London in the late nineties. She was a political activist undertaking my then university’s full-time MBA course and she did her dissertation with me on political marketing. After discussion it became clear to me that whilst television broadcast communications might reach most of the population in Windhoek, most political communication would need to be delivered in many different tribal languages by radio and word-of-mouth, especially in the north of the country, to reach the vast majority of the population. Clearly, for the political PR professional, this is a very different and much more difficult proposition than running an election in say the US or the UK, where regional and cultural differences are less pronounced.
In this presentation, my intention is to examine how political and commercial PR interoperate. But before I do that, let’s consider some of the reasons – and these are interlinked – as to why the two worlds are colliding. 
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Firstly, we seem to be operating many of our public services within quasi-private markets. Worldwide, a revolution has taken place worldwide since the 1980s. Governments no longer feel that they should automatically run and finance the energy, telecommunications, water, electricity and health sectors. Many of these functions in countries around the world are now run by the private sector, some well, some not so well. 

So, markets are now perceived to be more effective in allocating resources than governments. These markets are not simply left to their own devices, however, they are usually highly regulated, not just in the country they reside but through the World Trade Organisation, through regional trade blocs (like the EU or NAFTA), through UN conventions and so on. This creates the need for a group of professionals who can mediate between politicians and business leaders. This is where the corporate communications industry steps in.
Secondly, there is increasing concern – quite rightly so in my view - with consulting the public over major areas of government policy, for example, through the use of citizen juries, voter panels and sometimes referendums. Parties have responded by researching citizen-consumers more, and in more contexts, than they ever did in the past. Public opinion is collected at many levels, including at the opinion, attitude and value levels. This is important because there is a difference between the three.
Thirdly, business is now consulting not only individuals, but stakeholder groups. So retail chains like Britain’s Tesco, France’s Carrefour or America’s Walmart have to consider not only the needs of their shareholders, but also the local community and residents in which they locate their retail stores. They must not only develop large retail outlets, but in many cases now provide retail units for independent traders and affordable housing units as well.

You might say it’s always been like this, but it’s really only in the last ten years or so that large companies like these have really begun to consult the general public. The celebrated American journalist Walter Lippmann said in the early 1900s, that public opinion should be gauged systematically if we are to hold industrial directors and politicians to account in a representative democracy. If South Africa wants to continue the success of its economic and democratic expansion, and I’m sure it does, it must place value in, and undertake, the research necessary to underpin key business and political decisions.
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Fourthly, there has been a trend, post-globalisation, towards the development of massive multi-national public corporations, acting as proto-states. The firm is taking over the role of government in delivering public services, and delivering more in society. Not since the British and Dutch East India Companies of the 18th century have we seen quite the same level of power enjoyed by commercial organisations. 
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Consider the economic and political power vested in public companies with market capitalisations of hundreds of billons of dollars like America’s Microsoft, Finland’s Nokia - which at one point in the late 90s represented about 60% of the market capitalisation value of the entire Finnish stock exchange - The Royal Dutch/Shell Group, British Petroleum, Toyota Motor of Japan or PetroChina and the list goes on.  Just look at the top 10 of the Forbes 2007 list of the top 2000 global companies. All of these companies, and many others, have substantial and sophisticated political networks without which not only would they would cease to function but so would aspects of the world economy and society. 
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A quick look at the African companies in the 2007 Forbes list indicates that the top 10 are all South African. By market capitalisation, the value of these companies comes to over $130bn, representing over half of this country’s gross annual domestic product at official exchange rates. Each and every one of these companies operates in global markets, and CEOs and the top teams in these companies and smaller companies like them, practice politics every single day, not least because their activities affect the lives of millions of people. 
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So, all of these changes in the macro-economy have brought about the meshing together of business and politics. 

What Politics Has Learnt from Business
It’s worth stopping for a moment and thinking about how political campaigning and the PR techniques used within campaigns have developed around the world. Usually, countries go through three eras of campaign development. In the beginning, there’s an era of mass propaganda. The communication from parties to the electorate does not distinguish between voter segments, the message is one-way, and the medium tends to be a mixture of mass radio broadcast and poster and leaflet campaigns, as well as through traditional methods like the political rally, making use of loud-speakers and so on. In this mode, the message is persuasive but delivered from the perspective of the political party, rather than driven by the needs of voters. Therefore, it tends to be polemical and biased.
The second era is one of media campaigning, where the message is more two-way and the message is tailored more to specific voter segments of the electorate. In other words, the message is refined through the use of limited market research and takes into account feedback from voters. The message is then relayed through mass media including all the tools of advertising and public relations. This is perhaps where South Africa is starting to develop now.
Finally, there’s a third era of political campaigning development, the advent of political marketing, which democracies like Australia, America, the UK, and France for examples, entered  in the late 1990s and beyond. In this era, politics is an interactive exercise, where message and particularly importantly, political policy, are developed at least to some extent on the basis of public consultation through the use of opinion polls, focus groups and citizen juries. But political parties do not just use these methods of persuasion and research in election time; they are used on a near-permanent basis, even outside election time.

[Show Slide 8]

In the UK, politics has learnt a lot from business. The Labour Party through Herbert Morrison, the grandfather of British EU trade commissioner Peter Mandelson, was perhaps the first party in Britain to make use of an advertising agency, in the 1930s. The American, George Gallup, first conducted what we now know as opinion polls for Dwight Eisenhower (against Stephenson) in the 1952 American Presidential Election. So the techniques of political PR and marketing are relatively new, largely developing with the rise and mass take-up of colour television.
In the UK, Dr. Mark Abrams collected opinion data for Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell and Harold Wilson in the 1964 and 1966 British General Elections. Later on, a defining moment was Margaret Thatcher’s use of renowned advertising agency, Saatchi and Saatchi in 1979, to develop and disseminate the legendary message that ‘Labour isn’t working’.  It wasn’t the ad itself that caused the damage to the Labour Party at the time. It was the constant replay of the ad and its message in the television news media that really wreaked the havoc.  It was PR which won the Conservatives the 1979 general election, not the advertising and they stayed in power for 18 years as a result. 
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Having said all this, the Conservative Party’s advertising has not always been first-rate. On one occasion, rather than being picked up positively by the broadcast news media, it was vilified instead. This happened with the ‘New Labour, New Danger’ campaign, which portrayed Tony Blair as the devil incarnate! This particular poster - as you can see – shows Tony in the dark with devilish red eyes and it probably damaged the Conservatives image rather than Labour’s. So it rebounded. Anecdotal evidence suggests it probably depressed the Conservative’s own vote very slightly by a couple of percentage points. But this poster highlights another general difference between commercial and political PR. That is, whilst it is generally accepted that you can compare Brand A with Brand B in politics, this is not usually possible in most commercial markets since advertising and promotional guidelines in many countries often rule out explicit comparisons.
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When the Labour Party under Tony Blair got back into power in 1997, it was the use of sophisticated PR which won the day and lots of qualitative and quantitative research underpinned it. This allowed them to constantly refine their message, which was that the Conservatives were old, tired and corrupt and it was time for a change. 

So, the advertising employed by the Labour Party in the 1990s wasn’t the primary reason for its success; its success was based on the successful use of PR. The success of the Labour Party today is to a large extent based on the achievement of aims proposed by Peter Mandelson shortly after the devastating1987 British General Election defeat when he detailed in the history journal, Contemporary Record, how Labour needed to redefine its relationship with the press and the electorate. And redefine the relationship between his party and the media he did, although he later became a controversial figure in his own right. 
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If you want some evidence of the importance of PR, consider the 2005 British General Election. When market research company, MORI, now Ipsos MORI, asked a representative sample of the British electorate what they thought most influenced their vote shortly after the election, it was the TV debates, the party election broadcasts and the newspaper stories, often based on the press releases and particularly the parties’ early morning press conferences, that were seen to influence the voters. Interestingly, half of the sample thought none of the tools and techniques of the political marketers had an effect. So even in long-standing democracies, there is a limit to what PR and advertising can achieve. Note how limited an influence the internet had in general on British voters in 2005. However, if we restrict this to those voters aged between 16-24 years old, we find that 9% of this group were influenced in their voting by the internet. So, the internet is likely to grow in importance as new generations emerge and social networking and blogs become ever more prevalent.
[Show Slide 12]

In the 2005 British general election, turnout was very low, particularly amongst young people at only 61%, compared with a post-war average of something like 75%. Although the Iraq war badly dented the image of Tony Blair, but not enough to lose him the election in 2005, these negative associations have not transferred to the Labour Party generally, or to new Prime Minister Gordon Brown more specifically. Voting intention amongst all those certain to vote in Britain indicates that despite an initial Brown bounce – where voters rate a new Prime Minister or party leader positively – voters are beginning to prefer the Conservatives and there seems to be genuine competition between the two parties, with the Liberal Democrats trailing in third place.
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Let’s see what happens, but given this kind of competition in 2009/10, the British public may well consider it to be time for a change again, this time shifting their voting from Labour to Conservative. Probably that will depend particularly on how Prime Minister Gordon Brown handles the British economy through the difficult period ahead as a result of the aftermath of the American mortgage crisis, which has already claimed one of Britain’s largest banks, the Northern Rock, saved from bankruptcy by a handout to the tune of £50bn by the British taxpayer. 
As happened with the Conservatives between 1992 and 1997, fresh and regular scandals over party funding and financing are continuing to dog the Labour government as it fights off allegations of financial impropriety over the source of its party funding.
Comparing for a minute though, the nature of public relations between commerce and politics, we can see that only in business’ wildest dreams could they hope for the kind of publicity that politicians get. Seldom in the past has business in general been perceived to affect peoples’ lives in the same way, except for example in negative circumstances where the publicity is dangerous and unwanted, e.g. as when Union Carbide found out how thousands of people died and were blinded as a result of a chemical accident in Bhopal, India, in the 1980s. Some business sectors do achieve a similar relationship with the press for example sports and film, which dominate the back pages and supplements of major newspapers, especially around stars’ personal lives in so-called lifestyle magazines, but these two relationships are unique. 

Many of these lessons of dealing with the press and message development in politics have developed from their use in America, particularly in the early 1990s by Clinton’s Democrat Party, and exported around the world. Particularly stressed are the need for message discipline and the use of market research to inform message development. These skills and techniques were transferred to the UK by the fluid movement of political consultants from both sides but these same consultants have also worked elsewhere around the world, transferring their techniques as they come and go. 

There are, however, some key differences between the worlds of politics and commerce which include: 

· The size of marketing budget – except in America where presidential elections cost billions of dollars, most political PR budgets are relatively small, and often regulated by government and overseen by electoral commissions, as in the UK.

· The length of promotional campaigns differ. Commercial organisations need to maintain their image on a continuous basis in order to generate awareness, encourage repeat purchase, retain old and, acquire new, consumers but in politics, and this is also changing, there is a tendency to focus on voters only at election time.

· There is a different level of competition in politics, as there are usually very limited competitive offerings  which reduce voter choice. Sometimes only 1 or 2 main parties exist.

· The level of loyalty seems different as few brands can attract the kind of loyalty displayed to some political movements, except for perhaps football clubs.

· The nature of the political product affects how the political brand can be positioned and repositioned compared with commercial brands where positioning and repositioning is relatively easier (though still not easy)

· The degree of market-orientation – so for example, there is an argument that politicians should lead voters rather than be led by voters, but it is now generally recognized that businesses that are customer-focused tend to perform better financially. Certainly, there is increasingly a shift in Western democracies towards promoting greater voter orientation.

What Business Has Learnt from Politics
But while politics has learnt from business how to develop brands, deal with the press, and understand its voting customers, what can business learn from politics?

Because of the drivers outlined earlier, businesses are increasingly having to take into account not only their customers’ opinions but those of the general public, or at least their proxy-protectors, the news media. Consider the international furore surrounding the fifteen chemical companies, including GlaxoSmithKline, that took the South African government to court for patent infringement in the early part of this decade for compulsorily licensing, from Indian and Brazilian suppliers, generic versions of anti-retroviral drugs. Given that one tenth of South Africa’s population at that time was living with HIV/AIDS, this was deemed as a national emergency. 
A spirited international news media campaign resulted in the dropping of the case and eventually very significant reductions in drug prices. The lesson for the drugs companies was clear: the news media needs to be managed and issues like this really need to be anticipated if a crisis is to be avoided and corporate reputation is not to be damaged. 
Politics is the art of identifying how future, or potential future, programmes of government activity affecting millions of people’s lives will be interpreted by the general public. Since businesses are increasingly acting as proto-states so they must start to identify future issues of concern to their publics and increasingly the general public. For business then, there are some key lessons from the world of politics. 
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So whilst the use of symbolism and symbolic acts have long been used by political parties sometimes to manipulate voters and citizens, all around the world, there is also now increasing use of symbolism in business today to persuade citizen-consumers that their company’s values are better than company Y’s values. This persuasive dynamic in business today creates a new form of competitive positioning, not one  based on competing on low-cost, or competing on added-value per se, but one which competes on the basis of added-values – the notion that this company is better, more worthy, than its competitors. In a society which increasingly places value on corporate responsibility, competing on values, and importantly persuading citizen-consumers that their appeal is genuine, can only be achieved through carefully proposed and systematically evaluated corporate communication programmes.

So, politics got market research and advertising from business, and business got message discipline, and issues management from politics. 
In my view, western politicians have overused PR techniques so much that it has, to some extent, tarnished the image of PR in those countries in general. It’s of no use having message discipline if no policy has been developed by the think tanks or the policy forums behind the message. PR or corporate communications is no use on its own. Style without substance is the modern version of the ‘Emperor’s New Clothes’ parable. Whatever the postmodernists say, the medium is not, and should never be, the message. In both politics and business, the message should be underpinned by policy.
For many companies, PR has been used more as an extension of the marketing mix, like personal selling and advertising, rather than as the custodian of the organisation’s reputation and relationships with an organisation’s publics. For commercial PR to regain lost ground, its needs to be seen to be more effective and crucially more truthful than other communication mechanisms like advertising, and sponsorship, for example. Not least because corporate communications also needs to communicate with non-customers, in the ways in which those groups want to be communicated with. Companies like Enron and Worldcom fell when image became more important than substance and all publics became seen as customers.
Commercial PR has much to learn from political PR. Large scale organisations, performing government services or large-scale operations affecting millions of citizens, should call in the political PR experts and there are a variety of ways in which this can be done, from hiring a public affairs consultant to inviting a parliamentarian or ex-parliamentarian to join your company’s board, assuming that is legal in your particular country of course.
[Show Slide 15]

The extent to which companies can work with government to develop a particular agenda can be seen to correspond to 5 different levels of influence. At the lowest level of influence, which we define as level 1, companies need to respond to legislative changes in order to manage impressions of their company amongst their key publics. At the very highest level, which we define as level 5, companies should be actively developing a relationship with government or key opinion formers to influence the very creation of legislation (at the pre-white paper level). Somewhere in the middle at stage three, we see companies working with government to revise or review impending legislation at the so-called green paper stage. Most large companies operate at Stage 1 or 2, but we suggest that in future, companies will benefit most from working with government at higher levels and that they will invest in developing these relationships for mutual benefit. Just in the same way as large multi-national companies have focused on strategically developing and maintaining their customer relationships, and shifting customers up the loyalty ladder from new customers to brand advocates, so companies should aspire to strategically develop their political relationships, in their own countries and beyond, from non-existent or antagonistic relationships to more mutually reinforcing ones. 
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For example, in 1997 when PriceWaterhouse and Coopers & Lybrand, the two big accounting and professional services companies, wanted to merge, they had to meet certain European Competition Commission guidelines on the size of the enlarged company. They did manage this, but it is very unlikely that these two companies would have been allowed to merge, especially given opposition from KPMG and Ernst & Young, if they had not managed to persuade the European Commission that the EU needed an enlarged firm of accountants and auditors to meet the need to audit the companies, especially the large previously public sector organisations, shortly about to enter the EU from the 10 new, mainly Eastern European, countries in 2003.
In Summary

To summarise my perspective of how the world of politics and business interact, I would like us to consider the exchange relationship between the voter and the politician. You can think of elections as a kind of bidding process. Where the electorate, made up of millions of people but acting collectively as one, get to decide which political party to accept on the basis of their manifestos. They select amongst rival party offerings. In some ways, this process is a like the exclusive right-of-franchise bidding process that many business to business firms or governments use to select their suppliers. If we consider the voting process from this perspective, it is easy to see why politicians tend to over-promise and under-deliver. They do this to get into power in the first place but then have to back-track and reduce the public’s expectations of what they can really deliver. In the strategy field, we call this the ‘winner’s curse’. But the problem is that this damages their credibility.
If voters around the world start to demand, and vote for, political parties that deliver on their promises, rather than just simply building hope, with a shift to substantive policies rather than glib and seductive political messages, we will all benefit. 

But for this to work, the relationship between voter and politician needs to be built on real electoral choices, the choice for voters to pick alternative parties and potential country futures.  
Elected politicians go on to form government, and the electorate reside within society, and businesses are formed by society and regulated and also sometimes formed by government, so the interplay between all these actors is fluid. Overall, public relations are therefore the means by which these groups interact with each other to generate understanding and facilitate these important exchange relationships, and they all benefit when those relationships are based on truthful communication promoting credibility and understanding.
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Concluding Remarks

So, I see the fine line distinctions between commercial and political PR becoming increasingly blurred. 
We need only consider, for example, the corporate public diplomacy programme set up in the US which uses the relatively positive perceptions many countries have of American business to counter the relatively negative perceptions many countries have of American government, especially in countries where anti-Americanism exists. Such programmes typically include corporate sponsorship of government overseas aid development initiatives to targeted countries. But the US is only one notable example. 
As CSR and sustainability initiatives become more important, and as the development of corporate social image in particular becomes increasingly important to the firm, so the link between commercial and political PR will continue to blur. 

As business grows and takes over some functions of government, so there is a need for a group of political professionals who can understand the nuances of these relationships. Increasingly, I think existing relationships with governments and regulatory bodies will need to strengthen and move beyond simply parliamentary monitoring, to actively working in partnership to develop and co-ordinate legislative policy on important industrial issues.

As time moves on, so does technology, and the tools we use to manage those relationships, will increasingly shift to the internet as internet and particularly broadband penetration levels reach saturation. In these circumstances, entire online communities will develop both their own consumption and voting behaviour and as corporate communication professionals, we had better be ready!
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Thank you. I hope you enjoyed listening to me as much as I enjoyed speaking to you! If there are any questions, I’d be happy to take them.
--End---

