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Executive summary
2020 has proved to be a challenging landscape for businesses globally, with established  
norms of working, internal communications, client contact and marketing being forcibly 
altered in ways that could not have been predicted.  

In particular, the pandemic has posed unique challenges for the global public affairs 
industry; an industry in which in-person engagement and social connections have 
traditionally been a key driver of client contact, relationship-building and campaign 
management.  

In this report, FTI Consulting has analysed the views of key industry stakeholders as to 
the impact of Coronavirus on existing stakeholder engagement opportunities and 
methods, as well as sentiments as to how the industry may adapt in future to meet  
future challenges posed by digital engagement.  

More information on the methodology can be found on page 11.

In the first part of report – between 
pages 4 and 5 - we have sought 
to analyse sentiment among 
public affairs professionals as to 
when “normality” is expected to 
return (if at all), the challenges 
individuals have faced in conducting 
stakeholder engagement and 
potential barriers to resumption  
of in-person engagement.

The report then examines the ways 
in which the industry has adapted 
to the constraints imposed by 
the pandemic in order to ensure 
that stakeholder engagement can 
continue – including an assessment 
of effective online advocacy tools 
and visual and creative ways of 
briefing stakeholders.

Finally, we have conducted a 
qualitative analysis of the response 
of survey participants into the 
positive and negative implications 
of the increasing trend for digital 
engagement and the lasting impact 
they feel coronavirus may have 
upon the public affairs industry.
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9 months until face-to-face advocacy returns

The majority of respondents (51%) feel that it will be 
6 months to a year before the current difficulties in 
conducting face-to-face advocacy dissipate, with just 
9% feeling that they are not currently experiencing 
any difficulty at all in conducting face-to-face 
advocacy.
On average, respondents believe that it will take 
almost 9 months for things to return to normal.

Engaging with Stakeholders

In terms of how easy or difficult respondents have 
found it to secure meetings or calls with stakeholders 
during the pandemic as compared with before, the 
views of those respondents working in-house are 
more polarised than those working in agencies.
Specifically, only 23% of respondents working in-
house feel that the pandemic has made no difference 
to the ease or difficulty with which they have been 
able interact with stakeholders, with over 75% of 
them instead taking the view that the pandemic  
has changed this either for the better (36%)  
or worse (40%).
In contrast, of respondents to the survey working in 
agencies, a greater proportion (30%) feel that the 
pandemic has made no difference to their 
stakeholder engagement – with just 68%of them 
taking the view that the pandemic has made this 
easier (32%) or more difficult (36%).
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Challenges associated with in-person engagement

In terms of challenges that 
respondents encountered  
in conducting face-to-face  
engagement with stakeholders 
during the pandemic, stakeholder 
unwillingness to do so and 
company policy prohibiting in-
person meetings (both 58%)  
dwarf any personal unwillingness 
by respondents themselves  
to do so (32%).
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Barriers to resuming in-person meetings 

Respondents feel that the main 
barriers to the resumption of face-
to-face meetings as a principle 
form of engagement are likely  
to be personal and employee 
safety driven, as opposed  
to market-driven.
In particular, 63% of respondents 
feel that personal decisions about 
safety will hinder the resumption 
of meetings, with 54% of 
respondents believing employer-
imposed restrictions will have  
this effect.
This is in stark contrast to the 
mere 23% who felt that client or 
stakeholder-led business demand 
(or a lack thereof) would prevent 
the resumption of face-to-face 
meetings as a staple form  
of engagement.
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Effective Advocacy during Coronavirus

Effectiveness at representing a position Effectiveness and uptake in digital advocacy 

Relationship conception and building 

Popular advocacy formats 

Mediums through which to convey information

Almost half (49%) of respondents working in 
agencies feel that the pandemic has made no 
difference to their effectiveness at representing 
their clients’ or company’s position, as 
compared with how they would during  
ordinary working conditions.
However, a far smaller proportion of 
respondents working in-house (27%) feel  
this way, with 47% of in-house respondents 
 in fact feeling that the pandemic has made 
them less effective at advocating for their  
clients or company.

Almost two-thirds of all respondents (64%) 
found digital advocacy (such as policy 
seminars with stakeholders conducted 
over Zoom, or Microsoft Teams meetings 
with Members of Parliament) to have been 
effective during recent months.
This links to a subsequent finding that 63% 
of respondents agree that digital advocacy 
methods such as these will replace 
traditional, face-to-face engagement in  
the coming years – with the latter gradually 
declining in popularity and prevalence 
during this period. This belief is stronger 
amongst those who work in agencies (70%) 
compared to in-house (59%).An overwhelming majority of respondents (84%) 

feel that the pandemic has had a detrimental 
impact upon their ability to begin and develop 
relationships with new stakeholders.
Conversely, a mere 8% feel that the pandemic 
has improved their ability to do so.

Behind Zoom (71%) and Microsoft 
Teams (72%) calls, which have 
become staple communication 
methods since the pandemic began, 
phone calls (50%) remain the 
advocacy method that respondents 
have found their stakeholders to have 
favoured above others. In comparison, 
email briefings were selected by just 
40%  of respondents.
Also, while 13% of respondents 
working in-house feel that 
stakeholders have favoured Twitter 
exchanges as an advocacy format in 
recent months, just 2% of respondents 
working in agencies echo this 
sentiment of their stakeholders.
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A far greater proportion of 
respondents (63%) said they 
used PowerPoint presentations 
than other mediums when 
advocating through digital 
channels.
By way of comparison, only 49% 
said they used designed briefing 
documents, 43% said they used  
video, and 40% infographics.
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Key Trends

Innovation in engagement has 
come through being forced 
to develop visual briefings to 
accompany verbal dialogue. 

Simplicity works.

Picking up the ‘phone. 

...but respondents do 
feel there will be a  
return “to normal”.

Conquering nerves.

Keeping teams 

Respondents now need to give 
far more serious thought to what 
and how they present in online 
meetings in order to snare the 
interest of participants.  

Social media campaigns using 
selfies/self-taken video appear to 
have struck a chord in respect of 
communicating to both internal 
and external audiences.   
There is a sense that the 
simplicity and “personal touch” 
associated with such content 
lends it a degree of authenticity. 

More engagement, not less.
A thirst for contact has led to 
public affairs professionals 
speaking to a greater range of 
contacts and colleagues – on a 
regional or global basis – than 
before. Technology has fuelled 
these connections.

Webinars with stakeholders 
are, for now, the default 
engagement model.
This appears to be widely 
accepted by respondents – 
and warmly so. Webinars are 
considered to be more 
productive and results-oriented 
than traditional models.

But concerns exist about the 
impact of webinars  upon 
internal culture  
and team cohesion.
There is a thirst for employees to 
meet together, share ideas and 
build strong social bonds.   
This is lacking from  
a driven culture. 

There appears to have been an 
increase in the number of public 
affairs professionals that are 
using this traditional method  
to keep in contact with 
stakeholders and colleagues.

 While digital engagement is 
seen as a short-to-medium term 
reality, respondents believe that 
human behavioural drivers will 
ultimately result in a pivot back 
to in-person engagement as the 
preferred engagement model.

A noticeable number of 
participants felt that online 
engagement had helped them 
“break the ice” with colleagues 
or contacts they were unfamiliar 
with or was helpful to their ability 
to get their points across in a 
meaningful manner, as compared 
to traditional meetings.

“There has been a return to 
what was the norm years ago. 
It’s slightly strange given how 
much tech we are surrounded 
by but the humble letter or 
personalised e-mail appears  
to have regained traction.”

“Meeting public officials through 
conference calls was close to 
impossible before COVID-19.  
The current situation opens up the 
possibility for remote conversation 
which is great progress!”

“I found influencing online 
meetings hard as it’s just my 
head and shoulders on the 
screen. I want the call to be 
informal and for me to be able to 
talk to someone/read someone’s 
body language as if we are in  
a meeting together”

“I have taken part in 
interesting webinars, but 
the quality varied quite a 
lot. Those with engagement 
opportunities, like mini polls 
and Q&As worked best”

“I’m conscious that working from home 
means I can no longer print anything 
out - which makes me question the 
role that long and lengthy advocacy 
documents will play until we can  
return to offices.”

A large number of in-house and 
agency public affairs practitioners 
have used digital tools to maintain 
a degree of “normality” in their 
teams, with regular virtual drinks 
events and activities such  
as quizzes being used as a  
means by which to maintain 
morale and a level of informal, 
personal contact.
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What Comes Next? 
The future of engagement: qualitative findings

Survey designed Respondents were 
emailed to participate 

in a survey online

Respondents complete 
survey online

Data collection 
and validation

Results

More focus on the  
essence of public affairs.

An exciting opportunity.
There is a feeling that coronavirus 
presents significant opportunities 
for public affairs professionals – 
particularly given the expansion 
of government’s role in the state.  
The type of policy challenges for 
businesses, charities and other 
organisations as their impact 
bumps up against revenue-raising 
activities (which hitherto were 
viable options) will provide new 
engagement opportunities. 
Respondents feel that it is 
not enough to simply have the 
‘in’; they also need to provide 
meaningful strategic advice, 
guidance and insight. 

More focussed relationships 
– but less personal ones;
the industry will be come
more “formal”.
There was a noticeable sense 
that, if online formats of 
engagement become a permanent 
means of communication, 
relationships between public 
affairs professionals and 
stakeholders may be come more 
detail-focussed and data-driven 
at the expense of more casual 
“personal” engagement. 

Established professionals 
may prosper.
Respondents feel that those 
public affairs professionals 
that are long-established in the 
industry and have contacts they 
can already call on will prosper as 
compared to younger employees 
whose personal networks are still 
in development. 

Less personal trust.
Respondents feel that online 
engagement may lead to an 
erosion of personal trust 
between individuals and 
stakeholders given the inability 
of these formats to allow for the 
observation of body language 
and the type of “small talk”  
that leads to the forging  
of friendships.

With a decline – however 
temporary - in the ability of 
individuals to engage in person, 
respondents feel that public 
affairs professionals will be 
increasingly judged on value 
creation and targeted delivery.

Methodology

Research was conducted online from 20th August and 10th October 2020.  A total of n=229 global respondents 
from contacts and clients of FTI Consulting participated in the research, comprised of n=126 working in an 
agency and n=87 working in-house.  The survey was ~5-10 minutes long and completed at a time convenient to 
them.  Note: As a consequence of rounding up percentage results, the answers to some questions might not always add up to 100%.

“Eventually the world will return to 
face to face. We’re social animals!”

“It’s harder to form personal 
relationships in an informal setting.  
Existing relationships or meeting 
requests based on policy will be 
fine but new ones harder to strike” “It will be hard to create new 

relationships and meet new 
stakeholders. It has been ok 
meeting people I have existing 
relationships with but there are 
no opportunities to network, get 
informal updates, meet new people 
and in the long term that will have 
an impact. I already feel like my 
world is getting slightly smaller.”

“The pandemic will mean an increase 
of regulation, which will translate  
into more demands for public  
affairs activity”

“PA will change and  
we will have to adopt  
different strategies.  
Before, lobbyists needed 
good oral communication 
skills. The written will be 
increasingly important now”

“Networking will 
be more difficult for 
colleagues that are  
not senior and do  
not already have an  
established network.”
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