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Preface

In its twenty-year existence, Dröge & van Drimmelen has always endeavoured to
deepen knowledge in the field of public affairs; not only by actively contributing
to the Association of Public Affairs Professionals (BVPA) and Logeion, but also by
organising events such as the Ben Pauw Lecture, publishing the Public Affairs
Handbook and supporting the Public Affairs Chair at Leiden University. Since 2017,
we have also released annual trend reports, in which we identify and explain the
trends observed in our field. You are presently reading our third trend report,
which is devoted to the internationalisation of our field.
By now, Dröge & van Drimmelen has expanded its business, adding offices in Brussels,
Shanghai, Copenhagen and New York to its branch in The Hague. However, we are not
the only ones crossing borders in our growth. Our discipline is growing more and more
international, as well, which we can see every day. We have therefore decided to map
out the development of this trend. In this way, we hope to contribute once again to the
further growth of our profession, which we love practising in several continents.
We noted as far back as our 2017 trend report that public affairs professionals are
increasingly raising their profile on the global stage. Dutch public affairs professionals
no longer work in The Hague exclusively but are now active in places such as Brussels,
London and Berlin as well. What is more, activities by public affairs professionals
increasingly transcend European boundaries, becoming more and more global. For
centuries, this domain belonged to diplomats, who have gained a wealth of experience
in the field. This relationship between international diplomacy and public affairs was
observed in 2016 by the then United Nations Special Coordinator for Lebanon, who is
now the Dutch Minister for Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation: Sigrid Kaag.
In her capacity as a United Nations Special Coordinator for Lebanon, Kaag gave a Ben
Pauw Lecture on the interplay between international diplomacy and public affairs.
Tackling regional and global challenges may benefit from collaborative partnerships
between the two disciplines, since both disciplines have their own strengths.
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To this end, we pose the question what types of trends can be observed in global
public affairs. How are they different from what is going on in diplomacy and what
can the two disciplines learn from each other? Dröge & van Drimmelen has sought
to map out the trends through ten in-depth interviews with professionals and handson experts, drawn from the worlds of public affairs, diplomacy and science. We are
extremely grateful to these specialists for sharing their experiences and insights into
the trends with us.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Marcel Halma, Nouryon
Inge Janssen, Booking.com
Annemarie Muntz and Sonja van Lieshout, Randstad
Koen Davidse, World Bank
Arco Timmermans, Leiden University
Saskia Aalbers, Ahold
Iarla Flynn, Google
Aliki Foinikopoulou, Salesforce
Robert Seegers, Coca-Cola
Eelco Keij, DR2 Consultants New York

Frans van Drimmelen, Audrey Keukens, Marieke van der Werf and Roeland Coomans
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Three current trends
in global public affairs

As Sigrid Kaag noted in her 2016 Ben Pauw Lecture, collaborative partnerships
between diplomats and global public affairs professionals are a necessity.
Consequently, the questions asked in this report (how global public affairs
relates to diplomacy and what global public affairs professionals can learn from
diplomats) are not just relevant but make a lot of sense as well. Former diplomat
Marcel Halma, who is now responsible for global public affairs at Nouryon, would
even go so far as to argue that the two professions convey the same message.
Representatives of the two professions are more likely to interact these days.
Among other things, diplomacy and global public affairs are similar in the methods
used, which largely depend on cultural factors. Rather paradoxically, we need
more attention paid to local differences in a globalising world.
Diplomacy is also changing
The trends in global public affairs should be seen in conjunction with a world
that is increasingly operating internationally. A similar trend can be observed in
diplomacy – another discipline that has undergone major changes over the years.
Traditionally, diplomacy was a tool that countries used in order to maintain contact
and report on things happening elsewhere. This approach no longer suffices. As one
of the interviewees put it: ‘The added value which we provide today lies in the
way that we interpret things based on observations and information.’ In addition,
issues increasingly have a transnational component, partly due to technological
developments. For instance, the climate-related challenges that we are facing are
an issue whose solution will only be found through transnational cooperation.
Borders are becoming more diffuse
The world is globalising and the public domain is changing rapidly. Issues in the fields
of privacy, security, cyber security and sustainability do not magically disappear at
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the border but require decisions to be made higher up. For this reason, global public
affairs professionals seek to resolve positioning issues at a level that transcends
borders. The online world is an outstanding example of a place where physical
distance is rapidly becoming meaningless. In a world where people spend a significant
part of the day on social media, borders will increasingly grow diffuse.
The professionalisation of global public affairs
Companies do not have to be multinationals in the traditional sense of the word to
operate worldwide in countries with differing cultures and legal systems. Digitisation
in particular has enabled many companies over a short period of time to operate
globally. We have observed that global public affairs is the profession within the field
of public affairs which has undergone the greatest changes. Global public affairs
professionals have become the experts who figure out how their organisations have
to position their brands and who draw up those strategies that transcend regional or
national borders.
Against this backdrop, the discipline of public affairs is changing rapidly. We have
seen three major trends emerge, which are important to the development of global
public affairs.

Trend No 1: A more complex playing field in which more parties
have joined the debate
Diplomats are now engaged in multilateral partnerships on topics such as the
multilateral Sustainable Development Goals. Not only has the discipline become
multilateral, but the business community and civil society have joined in the
proceedings as well. Several interviewees identified the debate on sustainability as
a development taking place in the last ten years which has fundamentally changed
the way that companies think. The Sustainable Development Goals formulated by
the United Nations provide direction to collaboration on global challenges. Several
interviewees indicated that the current inclusion of more parties in the talks has
made the playing field more complex.

Trend No 2: Innovation requires regulation
New regulations are necessary within fields in which innovative companies operate.
With regard to the Internet and technology in particular, a global debate is ongoing
about subjects such as privacy and data protection. These discussions often result in
existing laws being amended. Combating legal fragmentation is the main reason why
tech companies, whose very nature lends itself to thinking across borders, engage
in global public affairs. As a further complication, tech companies are now dealing
with the ‘techlash’. A positive attitude towards innovation is no longer a given. The
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public is getting more involved in the debate on the negative aspects of technology.
The rapid technological developments of the past ten years permanently changed the
playing field. Social media are now ubiquitous and constitute a powerful global force.

Trend No 3: Public affairs as a reputation management tool
On the same lines, several interviewees indicated that they considered public
affairs teams to be basically a reputation management tool. Traditionally, public
affairs mainly concern legislation and contact with politicians. However, several
interviewees expressed the view that global public affairs increasingly involved the
public perception of a company and the way in which said company contributes
to society. These days, news spreads across the world in the blink of an eye. A
local complaint filed about a company may turn into a global news story within a
single day. Moreover, damage to a company’s image is often followed by restrictive
amendments to the laws. It should be noted here that public affairs in the USA more
closely relate to reputation management by definition, partly due to the much
more direct form of democracy practised in the electoral districts. Companies with
an American background are more likely to consider public affairs as a reputation
management tool.

In the Netherlands, the phrase ‘public affairs’ is used in order to describe
an organisation’s relationship with its stakeholders. The BVPA puts it
as follows: ‘The strategic process of responding to decisions made by
politicians as well as to changes in society and public opinion which affect
your own organisation’s performance.’ In this view, does global public
affairs represent the overarching form of local and regional public affairs?
This notion was only partially confirmed in the conversations that we had
with the interviewees. As well as providing guidance to regional teams,
global public affairs professionals also address challenges with a global
impact directly.

7

Influencing factors on the
global level

This study mainly focuses on the questions as to how global public affairs relates to
diplomacy and what global public affairs professionals can learn from diplomats.
We will answer these questions partly on the basis of the conversations that we
had with the various professionals, but also on the basis of academic research.
Diplomacy has a long tradition of academic research. Many of the early studies
on diplomacy were conducted by diplomats themselves, ranging from Francesco
Guicciardini in the sixteenth century to Henry Kissinger in the twentieth century.
Diplomacy has formal as well as informal aspects and can be practised between
all nationally defined cultures.1 For this reason, cultural sensitivity plays a major
part in communications between diplomats. We wanted to know whether the
same is true for global public affairs professionals.
To find out, we looked not only at how global public affairs professionals value this
cultural sensitivity, but also at whether a parallel can be drawn with diplomacy
in this regard. Apart from cultural sensitivity, the diplomatic process may also be
determined by geopolitical relations. Such external factors are relevant to both
diplomats and global public affairs professionals. The two disciplines increasingly
meet in international organisations such as the World Economic Forum (WEF) and the
International Labour Organization (ILO). As one of our interviewees said:
‘I think that if we ever had a traditional reality in which we distinguished
between us and them, we now have a great deal more transparency
and we are much more likely to have dealings with each other.’
Koen Davidse, World Bank
1 E. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London, 1993) 15.
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Cultural factors
The degree to which cultural differences and similarities determine outcomes in a
particular discipline depends on the way in which these differences and similarities are
interpreted. One pragmatic way to do so is by observing which decisive characteristics
a culture has and to what extent, as outlined in the seminal study Cultures and
Organizations by Prof. Geert Hofstede.2 This scientific study allows us to compare
cultures. Using this approach will allow us to identify and measure national as well as
regional differences that affect the performance of institutional organisations (such
as government agencies, companies and trade associations) based on various types of
distinctions and dimensions.
Looking at six dimensions, for instance, we will find that the Netherlands is unique
for its low degree of power distance derived from the relative valuation of social
inequality and hierarchy. By contrast, South American and Arabic countries get high
scores in this respect. The interviewees say that this fact can be put to our advantage
at global public affairs departments in countries where hierarchy is highly appreciated
(South-Eastern Europe, China, Japan). One of the interviewees explained:
‘When you first start as a Managing Director of Global Public Affairs, you
will be seated at a table with the minister. You will try to figure out how
you can use your position in order to help them [the local PA professionals].’
Annemarie Muntz, Randstad
The unique Dutch approach is recognised and appreciated by most of the interviewees.
However, they do warn that ‘our Dutch approach does not always work and is not
always understood elsewhere’. A short-term, result-oriented approach may be the
reason why Dutch meetings tend to be relatively short, although no one is sure
whether it is the actual reason:
‘While there are undoubtedly cultural differences, the main thing
in my opinion is that we listen to each other, respect each other
and consider the interests which people are trying to protect. Before
joining the World Bank, I was in charge of a peace-keeping operation
in Mali for three years. Patience was a major virtue in that operation.
It was not unusual for us to be in meetings for eight or nine hours
before arriving at any kind of decision. Is it because of cultural
differences, or is it because it is hard to bridge gaps in such places?’
Koen Davidse, World Bank
2 G. Hofstede, Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind (New York, 2010).
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The way that we Dutch people look at things may blind us to how large organisations
operate on the international stage. One interviewee pointed out that we ‘should
be aware of this international context with its many differences and distinctions
when laying out our strategies.’ In other words, global public affairs professionals
must be familiar with the cultural dimensions. However, they must also be aware
that things may differ from person to person. While certain differences may exist in
international business, most interviewees were quick to emphasise that public affairs
is practised most effectively if people have a positive, open-minded and contextaware attitude. One of the interviewees stated that people working at international
companies actually have ‘a great opportunity to learn from each other, particularly
given the wide range of cultural backgrounds’.
International culture
As indicated above, using the Hofstede method may help us to gain an understanding
of which national and regional differences are likely to affect the performance of an
institutional organisation. If an organisation is about to join the international playing
field, it would be wise to keep these differences in mind. In order to facilitate this
process, diplomats over the years have developed standards and conventions that
are likely to result in an effective kind of collaboration. There is no one-size-fits-all
answer to the question whether these standards and conventions apply to global
public affairs professionals as well. For instance, in his interview, Prof. Timmermans
pointed out that diplomacy is a highly discreet modus operandi which does not involve
the media. ‘In public affairs at the national level, you are dealing with players who
actually seek to make things political’, said Timmermans.
In order to learn how these differences are accommodated at the international level,
it is interesting to draw a parallel with the field of diplomacy. Despite the fact that
diplomacy is a venerable profession, the rights and responsibilities of diplomats were
only codified in the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations during the mid-20th
century (1961). Until that time, the conventions, standards and traditions upheld by
diplomats were mainly subject to international customary law. Before the Netherlands
became a signatory to the convention in 1984, Dutch diplomats adhered to the
conventions of The Hague, which were remarkably similar to the rules outlined in the
Vienna Convention.3 The age-old rules of international customary law still apply to
matters not explicitly covered by the provisions of the Convention.
Many of the agreements and principles that are relevant to global public affairs
professionals are supported outside the public affairs community as well. Apart from the
well-known Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), there are lesser-known guidelines
such as the Ruggie Principles (UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights),
which state that local values and rules must be regarded as the guiding principles. As a
result, soft law has an impact that transcends the boundaries of diplomacy.
3 Parliamentary Papers II 1980/81, supra n. 4, No 3, p. 4, 6; No 7, p. 7. Also see Section 2.7.
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As well as possible similarities in the way that traditional conventions are codified,
Prof. Timmermans also points to a similarly nostalgic connotation often associated
with the conventions of public affairs professionals. According to Timmermans, both
disciplines are considered to be ‘old school’. One of the interviewees nevertheless
stated that even in diplomacy, the ‘way of resolving matters’ ties in perfectly with
the zeitgeist, with even WhatsApp being utilised in diplomatic communications.

Geopolitical factors
People generally believe that diplomacy is something which happens between two or
more countries, as indeed we were told in the interviews. To this day, it is true that
most diplomats are formally employed by a country. However, the right to employ
diplomats is not exclusive to countries. For instance, permanent representatives of
NATO, the EU and organisations such as the UN hold the same diplomatic rank as
representatives of a country’s head of state. Representatives of certain organisations
informally use the title of ‘ambassador’ as well.
The way in which we behave on the international stage is partially determined by
geopolitical factors. Other interviewees recognised that the condition of the world
market is determined by external factors, but they disagreed with each other on the
effect that these factors have on their day-to-day activities. Even if the influence
of geopolitical factors cannot be felt on a daily basis, it is important that global
public affairs professionals are familiar with them and take them into account. One
interviewee pointed out the added value of understanding trends such as globalisation,
in addition to the fact that economics and politics are increasingly merging: ‘You
must be able to interpret what you can see happening around you and how you should
organise your work afterwards.’
Power shifts
In recent years, people have been quick to prophesise the end of the post-war,
multilateral world order based on collaboration and rules. Although there is no
convincing evidence that the end is in sight (Clingendael, 2019), reality is often
determined by perceptions. Traditional alliances no longer seem to be taken for
granted, while violations of values and rules seem to be increasingly common. To
what extent do power shifts (real or imagined) affect the work of global public affairs
professionals? Are these professionals seeing signs that the world is now a hybrid
global order that suffers from increasing polarisation?
We have noticed that companies are seeking to adapt to the shifting balance of
power in international politics. According to one interviewee, the rise of China as a
new global economic powerhouse is the most recent example of this shift, which is
‘forcing’ companies to reconsider their global public affairs strategies. Furthermore,
the world has become multipolar; not just in terms of global superpowers but also in
terms of how institutions work.
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According to one interviewee, the relatively predictable international situation that
we used to enjoy is currently under pressure, causing the risk level to increase.
To illustrate this fact, nine out of ten persons questioned at the World Economic
Forum indicated that they were expecting worsening ‘political and/or economic
confrontations or friction between the major powers’ (WEF, 2018). One interviewee
said that companies are having a harder time of it in a world where powerhouse
nations are facing off against each other. They do not want to make a choice. Another
interviewee listed Germany’s economic slump as an example of why we must remain
vigilant with regard to opportunistic stories in which one country (Germany) is being
compared with another (the USA). Several interviewees pointed out that global
public affairs often revolves around protecting several parties’ interests at once,
rather than picking sides.
Interviewees who work for companies that do not often engage in cross-border
activities expect this tension between the global superpowers to be less relevant.
The implications for potential collaborative partnerships are not yet as clear.
Clingendael’s annual trend report expresses the expectation that diplomats will
respond to the new hybrid global order, in which polarisation will gradually become
more dominant, by forming new alliances. Global public affairs professionals already
seem to be doing so. However, the interviewees disagree as to whether parties can
start collaborating with just about everyone, given that there are already countries
where the interviewees’ organisations have made a conscious decision not to
conduct business.
We are seeing the rise of grass-roots movements with a high level of support
which oppose the supranationalism of governing boards, policies and courts. This
factor is also contributing to the techlash, which all interviewees said that they
are experiencing. One of the interviewees explained that populism may result in a
negative image, which in turn may lead to negative regulation. The identity politics
that often comes with populism, even in fully fledged democracies, means that the
international system is actually undergoing a fundamental transition (Clingendael,
2019). Interviewees expect national politics to become more important as a result,
which leads a more prominent role for local public affairs.
Prof. Timmermans has noted another phenomenon that is arising as a side effect
of increasing international instability. He has discerned a trend in which public
affairs is increasingly used as a risk analysis method in unstable regions. We should
distinguish here between affectors (PA tools) and defectors (monitoring, risk analysis).
Risk analysis also works the other way round, in that it can be performed by the
government or a state.
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Conclusion
In summary, diplomatic strategies cannot be adopted wholesale by global public
affairs professionals. Whereas diplomacy is mainly practised behind the scenes,
public affairs on the national level involves parties which are actually seeking to
make things political. However, the interviewees believe that the two disciplines can
learn from each other as regards the effect of culture and geopolitics. For instance,
cultural sensitivity may determine the effectiveness of a chosen strategy in both
disciplines. Companies where this fact is only marginally true can be recognised by
their conscious decision to operate in fewer countries. With this regard, they differ
from diplomats, whose network of diplomatic posts covers nearly the entire globe.
The shifting balance of international power which determines diplomats’ work to such
an extent may also have a significant impact on the work carried out by global public
affairs professionals. Even organisations that do not have any transnational dealings
may find it difficult to work with the new hybrid global order, which is increasingly
subject to polarisation. It remains to be seen in future whether global public affairs
will become distinctive in protecting multiple parties’ interests or whether it will
seek to play a more opportunistic role, featuring new alliances and tools. We may
even see a combination of both these things.
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Global public affairs in practice

One of the interviewees claimed that ‘all politics is local’. This quote was originally
coined in the 1970s by the Democratic Speaker of the United States House of
Representatives, Tip O’Neill. As Prof. Timmermans put it: ‘Global public affairs
means that organisations acting on the global stage must also learn to think at
the local level.’ As far as the ‘global’ aspect is concerned, all the interviewees
agreed that there is some tension between the centralised level and the national
or regional offices, partly due to the cultural differences observed. The following
question logically derives from this observation: how has the way that we engage
in public affairs changed within our increasingly globalised world and how is the
organisation of global public affairs affected?

Management
Most interviewees indicated that every company instructs its global public affairs
professionals in its own way. One interviewee stated that a company’s global public
affairs team should reflect the company’s organisational culture as closely as possible.
The team should be organised in a way that mimics the organisation of the company
and should employ the same methods used by the company, regardless of whether
the company’s organisation is flat or hierarchical.
However, just because a company’s public affairs team is subject to hierarchical
(vertical) management does not make the public affairs team a global public affairs
team. This matter also requires horizontal communication with stakeholders in an
international setting.
Vertical management
The manner in which multinational corporations set up their public affairs teams is mostly
a throwback to the traditional structure of the diplomatic corps. Headquarters provide
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top-down management to regional branches, while there may sometimes be a regional
head office in between these two levels. For their part, the regional branches report
their findings bottom-up and implement the strategy determined by headquarters. They
communicate by means of regularly scheduled conference calls or through annual reports
of the latest developments. The head office safeguards the unity of the organisation by
establishing the broad outlines of the organisational strategy, with the regional or local
branches (which are familiar with the local political system) implementing these broad
outlines through location-specific strategies. Due to cultural differences, we need room
to determine the appropriate implementation of the ‘marching orders’.
Horizontal communication
However, global public affairs exceeds the sum total of national teams. Due to
globalisation and several influential international organisations, international brand
positioning and transnational strategy-making are crucial. Several interviewees
indicated that this approach requires not only management of national teams but
also a direct strategy on how to deal with institutions such as the EU or the UN.
Nowadays, these institutions discuss matters not only with diplomats but also with
the business community and civil society.
Regional hubs with hired local consultants
Not all companies have local public affairs professionals. According to Prof.
Timmermans, companies will increasingly hire local public affairs consultants – a
trend already noted by several interviewees. The head office will devise a rough
strategy and ask the regional headquarters to implement it, but the regional branches
will not have this strategy implemented by public affairs officers of their own. They
will instead hire consultants who are familiar with local conventions and methods to
implement as well as provide feedback on the strategy. A benefit of this approach
is that the company is hiring professionals who have a good general idea of what is
going on in local society. The implementation of the strategy will not be impeded by
the dominant corporate culture, meaning that the strategy can be rolled out to new
areas relatively easily. We are mainly observing this trend in fast-growing companies
which are unable to scale up in one go.

Strategy-making
While all companies have different strategies, a recurring feature in the interviews
was the head office drawing up an annual plan, to be translated by local teams into
a local agenda. In such situations, the global public affairs teams help the local or
regional teams to implement the strategy. None of the interviewees regarded the
strategy as a blueprint for the local branches. The idea behind public affairs is to
have an impact on the local level, even when the public affairs team is managed by
a company’s international headquarters. As previously discussed, every organisation
goes about this matter in a different way, but it is important for companies to know
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whether things that work in one particular market will also work in another market.
For this reason, companies must always seek to come up with location-specific
strategies. As one interviewee said: ‘Everything that we do in a country must make
sense in this specific country.’ It is crucial that companies have a good understanding
of local values, enabling them to respond better to the current affairs and needs of
a particular region or country.
Using values as a lobbying tool
A company’s or organisation’s reputation is increasingly transnational. Thanks to new
communication tools, news spreads fast and international reputation management is
essential. As a result, companies are now focusing more and more on the values held
by the societies in which they operate. Even organisations which like to emphasise
their lack of a political dimension indicate that they seek to reflect the company’s
‘core values’. To this end, companies have begun to use embassies (social investment
collaborations), which shows a clear interrelation between public affairs and diplomacy.
We consider this trend in public affairs to be evidence that the discipline of public
affairs is now fully fledged. One interviewee described the trend as making an
active contribution to society from a reactive position through a proactive attitude.
Companies tend not to establish a global public affairs department until there is
some kind of political opposition requiring a response. Once the department has
been established, companies are able to act as proactive contributors to the public
debate. The third step in the process is the company giving back to the society in
which it is operating. It goes without saying that it takes time to build networks and
gain experience.

Tools
Several tools used in public affairs can also be used in global public affairs. The most
frequently mentioned tools the professionals have at their disposal are taking part in
the public debate, forming alliances and sharing knowledge with policymakers.
Using alliances
The growing importance of international alliances is something that can be observed
to a great extent in both diplomacy and global public affairs. In recent years, the
international political stage has changed a great deal, partly due to increasing populism
and conservative nationalism. These increasingly popular sentiments are inciting
countries to operate in a more individualistic manner, which reduces the strength of the
international community as a whole. This development is also affecting the formation
of alliances. Many interviewees drew the conclusion that it is increasingly hard for
countries to enter into alliances with other countries. Conversely, in response to this
trend, companies are now more likely to enter into alliances with each other based on
mutual interests. Companies use larger umbrella organisations such as Business Europe
and Ecommerce Europe for their international lobbying activities.
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Diplomats are also reaching the conclusion that it is increasingly important to enter
into alliances. These days, more partners are joining the negotiations: civil society,
governmental organisations and companies.
Sharing knowledge with policymakers
International platforms are regarded as good places to share knowledge and establish
new contacts. As one interviewee put it: ‘International organisations, such as the
WEF, give us the chance to interact with important stakeholders across the world.’
Several interviewees indicated that events such as the GES and the WEF are crucial
to international efforts.

Use of social media
New communication tools have significantly increased the speed with which
communications travel abroad. The rate at which news travels can be observed both
in diplomacy and in public affairs. First, current affairs unfolding in one country can
be followed in other countries shortly afterwards. Second, the interviewees say that
there has been a ‘democratisation of information’. In democratic countries with a
great deal of freedom, information can be accessed by nearly everyone and can
typically be consulted free of charge. Third, it has become considerably easier to
communicate with politicians and government officials directly, while everyone can
now place issues on the agenda – unlike the old days, when only politicians and
journalists were able to do so.
The internationalisation of news
The fact that news stories travel across borders so rapidly has caused a different
dynamic to arise within public affairs. This trend was emphasised by experiences that
several interviewees reported. When stories from one country make the news in other
countries, it means that reputation management for companies and organisations
does not end at the country’s borders. It is vital that companies and organisations do
not suffer reputational damage in any country, particularly since a negative image is
often followed by restrictive legislation. In this regard, one interviewee pointed out
that companies wear different hats when implementing their social media strategies.
Basically, companies have two duties when it comes to social media: promoting and
creating news on the one hand and ‘quenching fires’ when negative stories are being
spread by the opposition on the other.
Since communication is now so fast and direct, the contrast between these two
duties has sharpened. All companies and organisations active in public affairs as well
as in diplomacy must consider whether a response is necessary and, if so, what this
response should be. As one of our interviewees commented:
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‘Affairs on social media can blow up to such an extent that it is a
chore to determine what will have an impact, what this impact is
likely to be and how long it will last. For each issue that blows up
online, we must decide whether or not we will respond to it. This fact
has made our role as interpreters of news much more challenging and
much more unpredictable.’
Robert Seegers, Coca-Cola
The democratisation of information
Since so many people now have access to (online) news stories, the way in which we
look at things has changed as well. It works two ways. On the one hand, it has become
easier to reach large groups of people with a particular message; on the other hand,
many people are concerned about the increase in disinformation and fake news. Both
can have a tremendous impact. Diplomats are suggesting that people are better and
more quickly informed because they are better able to share news. However, public
affairs professionals believe that stories are less about content than they used to be
and that it is more important that people like a company. Companies used to invest
in proper research. Lately, they have become more reluctant to do so, because there
is considerable distrust of privately funded research, meaning such that research may
actually be counterproductive.
Direct communication and agenda-setting
Many of our interviewees discussed the changes caused by the fact that people
now have access to much more direct means of communication. People used to
practise diplomacy and public affairs behind the scenes, unseen by the people. These
days, they do so through WhatsApp. As a result, communication with politicians
and government officials has not only become more direct but also more informal.
This ability to communicate directly has resulted in people being able to contact
politicians more easily and promote important interests themselves. Citizen lobbyism
is a clearly discernible trend in public affairs, involving groups of well-organised
people working together to achieve a goal. These groups may or may not be supported
by public affairs professionals. We compiled a trend report on this subject last year,
which can be found on our website.4 Because of this direct communication, there is
a growing demand for transparent as well as open communication by companies and
organisations. As one interviewee put it:

4 Trend report on Citizen Lobbyism (2017) https://dr2.nl/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/trend.pdf
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‘At the end of the day, social media is a tool – it depends on you how
you want to use it. In any case, you need to be open and transparent
about your campaign and the way you use social media.’
Aliki Foinikopoulou, Salesforce

Conclusion
Operating in an international context increases the complexity of the work. Companies
are increasingly hiring consultants who are familiar with local conventions, the state
of affairs in local politics and the interpretation of developments. Another point
which was made in several interviews is the fact that local employees are granted
a relatively large amount of freedom in adapting global annual plans to their local
situation. As a result, global public affairs teams mainly facilitate the lower levels
in addition to their own activities on the international stage. While it is harder to
draw a parallel with diplomacy in practical global public affairs, it is true that the
professionals are now meeting each other more often on international platforms.
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Conclusion

This study was partly inspired by our 2017 trend report. One of the trends that
we discerned at the time in our discipline and activities was the increasing extent
of globalisation in the world of public affairs. After interviewing ten hands-on
experts and specialists, we identified three trends and developments in our
profession that have arisen on the international stage.
International issues require international solutions
The discipline of global public affairs became more professional and more important
in the last ten years. One reason is due to globalisation, as companies have begun to
operate on a more international scale. Another reason is that the challenges which
we face transcend borders. Our discipline has evolved to reflect that trend. It is
not simply the sum of the parts that make up national public affairs, but rather a
discipline in its own right with a different dynamic. Companies and civil society have
joined diplomats at the negotiating table, which has made the international playing
field more complex.
What can diplomats and public affairs professionals learn from each other?
In the 2016 Ben Pauw Lecture, Sigrid Kaag mentioned the opportunities that arise
from the interplay between international diplomats and public affairs professionals.
We have found that we can clearly learn from each other, as our interviewees stated
as well. One of our interviewees said: ‘A good lobbyist needs to be a gifted diplomat,
while a good diplomat must be a competent lobbyist.’
Due to geopolitical shifts, the rules of the international community are shifting as well.
These changes are affecting the way in which diplomats do their jobs. As a discipline
that is younger and less subject to established conventions, public affairs has an
easier time adapting to these developments. Even companies that do not operate
internationally now use public affairs professionals in order to gain an understanding
of globalisation as well as the interplay between economics and politics.
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There are clear differences in the way that the two disciplines are funded, however.
All countries have enough resources to be represented by diplomats all over the world.
Companies cannot afford to have their own public affairs officers in every country.
However, by hiring local public affairs consultants, they can have their ‘boots on the
ground’. Such companies are embedded in local culture, are familiar with the local
political system and have local networks.
Global corporate social responsibility
Companies that operate globally have global corporate social responsibility as well.
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals play an important part in strategymaking at several organisations whose representatives we interviewed. These goals
provide international challenges with a practical dimension and help companies
determine on which matters to focus in their attempt to make a positive contribution
to society. In order to raise these standards and principles to the next level, alliances
are being formed between diplomats, lobbyists and companies that have a global
corporate social responsibility strategy.
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