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I. Introduction:  Speaking the Language of Business 
We often talk about the value of public affairs by describing the number of meetings we 
hold, grassroots emails we generate or legislators and staff who attend an event. Few 
people understand the merit of these measures — or whether they even have merit. Do 
they indicate legislative momentum? Describe influence? Demonstrate that we are a well-
respected information source? 
 
Measuring activity or reach is not measuring impact. Reach describes how many people 
saw an issues campaign; impact measures whether or not the issues campaign made a 
difference. Think about impact from a business point of view: Production divisions 
measure goods produced. Sales divisions measure goods sold. Would either be taken 
seriously if they just tracked the number of hours an assembly line ran, or the number of 
sales calls made, or product brochures distributed? 
 
To gain credibility and recognition for our work — and to be regarded as an integral unit 
of the company — public affairs departments must demonstrate that they are helping to 
achieve corporate financial goals.  
 
The best place to start is by articulating public affairs’ role 
and performance in language that CEOs, CFOs, generals 
counsel and other senior executives understand. Once 
public affairs is speaking the common language of the 
organization, and describing its work in business terms, 
measurement becomes a way to demonstrate forward 
progress. 
 
The ability to explain public affairs impact in financial terms is essential to the future of the 
function, whether to defend an annual budget, demonstrate the function’s impact on the 
business or estimate the cost of a proposed law or regulation. Other business executives 
think in terms of profit and loss; public affairs professionals should too.  
 
This report offers practical tools for quantifying and explaining the impact of public affairs 
and provides case studies from companies that have successfully employed these tools. 
Insights and examples result from the study of seven corporations, all of which have five 
common characteristics: 
 

1) A well-developed issues management process to help them make smart decisions 
about what priorities to pursue; 
 

2) A thorough understanding of the business impact of any issue affecting the 
organization, whether that impact is positive or negative; 
 

3) Experience partnering with corporate finance and coordinating with other critical 
internal functions to confirm the monetary value of an initiative;  
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4) The ability to translate “soft” activities (e.g., working with NGOs, forming a 
community advisory board or creating a grassroots campaign) into hard numbers; 
and  
 

5) Awareness that financial quantification of public affairs is an emerging art and that 
one’s efforts to demonstrate ROI will improve year over year; direction is better 
than perfection.  

We classify regulatory costs as the “Total Compliance Cost (TCC):” 
  

 TCC Existing reflects the impact of all existing regulations in force across the 
entire company. Some costs — such as reporting and inspection requirements — 
are “hidden” and assumed year after year. To get a total picture of regulation costs, 
we must account for these hidden expenses.  
 

 TCC Proposed reflects the potential impact of proposed regulation.  

 
Example: Business Impact of Paid Sick Leave Policy  

Business Concern Policy Opportunity or Threat 

Revenue Revenue loss if billable/productive labor inputs are not readily 
replaced 

Added Costs Payroll tax and other costs for employees added to cover hours 
lost 

Sales, General & 
Administration 

 
Added legal, consulting, HR, and accounting costs associated 
with understanding the new rule, implementing tracking, 
recording balances, and settling potential disputes 
 

Sum of Items Total Compliance Cost of Proposed Paid Sick Leave 
Regulation 

Source - Ryan & Wetmore, PC 
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Tracking both existing and proposed regulatory cost is 
an expectation for public affairs teams. Corporate 
leaders, major customers and investors all ask, “How do 
we know the company does well compared to 
competition when shaping policy or regulation?” 
Anyone with a financial interest in the firm cares about 
the answer as regulatory load affects product design, 
cost and availability; customer purchase decisions; joint 
ventures and mergers; and the value of stock 
investments.  
 
The increased involvement of government in business 
can present major challenges but also makes the public 
affairs function more valuable to the organization — as 
long as public affairs executives can articulate profit-
and-loss impacts and use that analysis to guide 
priority-setting and strategy development. 
 

Case Study Sidebar: Allocating 
Resources for Maximum Value  
 
Mark Battaglini, vice president of global 
government affairs and public policy at 
bluebird bio, and his team organize issues 
that have potential impact on the 
business into four buckets:  
 
1. Advance a proprietary policy platform 
that supports the company’s core 
solutions, positively impacts its 
commercial/development and generates 
shareholder value.  
 
2. Address legislative and regulatory 
impediments to the future of the bio‐
pharmaceutical industry or bluebird bio 
specifically 
 
3.  Increase effectiveness of the 
government affairs function (i.e., running 
the PAC, communicating effectively 
internally and externally) 
 
4. Work with industry association 
stakeholders to enhance current and 
future policy and business opportunities.  
 
This approach organizes the public affairs 
team’s focus on government solutions 
that have a direct impact on business 
outcomes.    
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II. Why Dollars and Cents Measurement Matters  
 
When a regulatory change is proposed at any level of government, your CEO wants to 
understand the financial impact of the change. Here are some of the tough questions a 
public affairs leader can expect:  
 

 What would our total costs (or savings) be? 
 

 When would the change go into effect and how 
quickly will we feel the impact? 

 
 How would it affect our competitors? 
 
 Do we know the total costs (or savings) for our 

entire industry? 
 
 What actions are we taking to ensure savings or 

prevent additional costs? 
 

 Do we have the resources necessary to make an 
impact? 

 
In order to respond effectively to these questions, 
public affairs departments must have the capacity to 
quantify the impact of public policy, which requires 
strong relationships with business units and the finance 
department. If these relationships exist and a process 
for costing out proposed regulations is in place, the 
department head can respond in much the same way 
another executive might estimate the cost of a product 
recall, a plant closing, a cutback in government 
purchases or some other external event. 

 
If the numbers are credible and well-researched, they are also useful for justifying higher 
levels of resources to support advocacy and for making a compelling economic argument 
for or against proposed regulatory change. 
 

Case Study: Embedded in the 
Business 
 
At Manulife Financial, public affairs 
staff are embedded into several 
business units so that each public 
affairs representative knows the 
unique business needs of a unit, as 
well as each member of the 
management team and how the team 
functions as a group. This structural 
connection is essential to keep public 
affairs relevant and to earn a 
reputation as a “trusted advisor” to 
each business. 
 
Public affairs team members in each 
business unit work with the finance 
and business teams to prepare 
estimates of financial impact of any 
new or adjusted law or regulation.   
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III. How Quantification Works in Three Steps  
 

Step 1: Explain Public Affairs in Business Terms: Value, Investment and Payback  
 
Here’s a format for explaining public affairs work and linking it to profit-and-loss thinking: 
 

1. Make a value statement, highlighting quantified impact in terms of expected profit 
and loss; 
 

2. Describe the investment required and, if possible, the probability of success. 
 

3. Describe the payback to the company. 

Example Value Statement Investment Required Company Payback

Legislative 
Advocacy to 
Avoid Regulatory 
Costs 

If passed, this bill 
would likely increase 
the cost of our key 
product by 18- 20%, 
which would reduce 
operating profit by up 
to 8%.  

We will invest $2 million 
to deliver our advocacy 
campaign. Because of the 
favorable political 
climate, we estimate an 
80% probability of 
success. 
 

We expect the 
campaign to pay for 
itself in 1.5 years.  

Regulatory 
Advocacy to Gain 
Market Access 

If the agency relaxes its 
interpretation of the 
law based on input 
from the company and 
our industry, we expect 
to expand our market 
sufficiently to boost 
revenue by 12%, 
assuming we capture 
our national average 
market share.  

We will invest $5 million 
to deliver this advocacy 
program in concert with 
our trade association. 
(Despite only a 60% 
probability of success 
this year, the payback 
potential of this initiative 
is sufficient to justify the 
cost and the risk.) 

The decision to spend 
an extra $1 million for 
research on the 
employment and tax 
revenue benefits of 
market expansion gave 
us the ammunition we 
needed to win the 
debate. And we still hit 
the 12% target and 
achieved a 9:1 payback. 
 

Third-Party 
Engagement 
Strategy to 
Support New 
Legislation 

Launching an 
employee and supplier 
grassroots program will 
have a huge multiplier 
effect on our advocacy 
capabilities. It will build 
support in Congress to 
pass the proposed 
legislation, which could 
increase revenue by 4% 
in its first year. 

Launching/maintaining 
the grassroots program 
will cost $2 million in the 
first year and 
approximately $1 to 1.5 
million annually in future 
years.  
 
 

Even if the bill does not 
pass this year, the 
investment increases 
the chances of a future 
vote, potentially a 
positive one. If it takes 
two years for the bill to 
become law, our ROI 
will still be >20% — and 
we will have a 
grassroots program in 
place for other issues. 
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We can use this approach to estimate 
impact, propose a budget and forecast a 
payback, and update it to reflect actual 
results. We can also justify adding other 
services or functions — such as a lobbying 
firm or stakeholder engagement strategy — 
by requesting those resources as part of the 
investment required.  

Step 2: Focus on Business Results 
 
The public affairs function’s role is to 
increase the total financial benefit to the 
company by creating positive outcomes or 
preventing negative ones. Defeating 
legislation is a means to an end goal; 
defeating legislation to save money or 
improve market access is the end goal. 
 
The table below lists key performance 
indicators we traditionally use to explain 
public affairs activity. What’s important is 
that the table makes a distinction between 
public affairs outcomes and business results. 
Public affairs outcomes measure activity. 
Business results measure dollars and cents 
impact. It’s the latter that matters most to 
business executives.  
 

 

Case Study: Tracking Bills and Their Impact  
 
A large U.S. retailer measures all legislative bills in 
terms of profit and loss. To “size” the impact in dollar 
values, the state and local policy team explains the 
implications of a bill to the finance department, which 
enables that department to assign estimated 
numbers. These estimates are then used as part of the 
win/loss tally of bills at the end of the year. This 
arrangement assigns clear accountability for 
estimating the value of revenue and cost with the 
finance department, which serves as an independent 
voice on the magnitude of a bill’s financial impact. 
 
At year end, the tally of impact is easily prepared 
based on whether the bills passed or not. There can be 
an adjustment to the assigned profit and loss 
numbers if the bill has significantly changed since 
introduction.   
 
The company also uses their quantification in year‐
end performance evaluations, which enables the 
evaluation process to include a public affairs team 
member’s impact on the business.   
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Step 3: Calculate Public Affairs Impact in 
Real Money 
 
Quantification has three essential benefits 
for public affairs: 
 

 Proves investment in public affairs 
works and the function does have a 
measurable financial impact 

 Justifies budgets, programs and 
projects 

 Helps secure funding for off-budget 
projects and programs as needed 
(e.g., unanticipated legislative 
opportunities or threats) 

 Helps allocate Public Affairs 
resources using data-based insights 

 
In addition, quantification helps establish 
public affairs as a trusted, credible advisor 
to senior management; public affairs 
measures its impact on profit and loss like 
every other function in the business. It 
suggests a well-managed function that can 
lead to greater profitability. When executive 
turnover invariably occurs, public affairs has 
already justified its value and created 
internal allies.  
 
Fundamentally, we can categorize all issues 
as positive or negative, as opportunities or 
risks. The role of public affairs is to increase 
the likelihood of positive outcomes and 
decrease the likelihood of negative 
outcomes. Each opportunity or risk is 
associated with revenue and costs. 

Case Study: Assessing Impact, Provision by 
Provision 
 
A major pharmaceutical company was 
determining how to respond to what ultimately 
became the Affordable Care Act.  
 
To take a policy position, each business unit had to 
analyze each of the bill’s components and 
calculate, one by one, impact on its part of the 
business in question.  The finance function took 
the lead in quantifying the impacts and presenting 
the summary calculations. Public affairs 
coordinated the process, making sure that the 
office of the General Counsel made legal 
judgments and operating executives interpreted 
the day‐to‐day impact on their businesses and 
were satisfied with the calculations. 
 
Only after each business unit made its assessment 
of the impact of the proposed legislation did the 
company determine the net effect of the 
legislation and decide to support or oppose the 
proposal.  
 
Many provisions had competing policy proposals, 
so each scenario (for or against a provision) was 
isolated and costed out to determine the overall 
company‐wide impact for any given set of 
proposed provisions passing in Congress. If for 
example, there were eight major elements of the 
Act, for which each might have three possible 
alternatives, finance calculated 24 (8x3) scenarios. 
Calculations included:  

• Revenue additions or deletions caused  
                by a change in coverage due to  
               eligibility conditions 

• Cost increases or decreases from  
                dealing with new or different patient    
                populations 

• Impact on brand reputation in   
               quantifiable terms, where feasible, as   
               well as through conceptual arguments 
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The quadrants reflect: 
 

 Revenue Generated: an estimate of the increased sales from the proposed 
government measure  
 

 Revenue Protected: the amount sales would have been reduced by the proposed 
government measure 
 

 Cost Saved: estimated costs that would be eliminated by repealing or adjusting a 
government requirement 
 

 Cost Avoided: additional cost that would have occurred if a measure were 
approved 
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Here’s an example of the calculations at work: 
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IV. Where to Get Your Numbers in Two Steps 
 
Step 1: Identify Business Impact of Government Actions 
 
Public affairs numbers need the approval of your finance team. In addition to lending 
credibility and assuring accuracy, finance will make sure that accounting standards, tax 
implications and strategic priorities are 
reflected.   
 
Since the cost of compliance for a new 
regulation or policy can potentially affect any 
aspect of company operations be sure to: 
 

 Look enterprise-wide, across all 
business units, geographies, and 
products and services 
 

 Identify any impact on revenue or 
expenses due to changes in costs, 
market access and other factors related 
to government intervention  
 

 Identify capital requirements, if needed, 
for new equipment or investment 
 

For additional hints on types of cost items 
to consider, see Appendix B 

 
Step 2: When Hard Numbers are Not Available, 
Use a Range 
 
If no hard numbers are available, or if you face 
uncertainty, use a range with a high and a low 
estimate. This approach suggests a continued 
focus on speaking the language of business. 
Ranges define the boundaries in which the real 
answer generally lies and help with decision-making. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Case Study: Evaluating Cost of Regulation 
 
A large service company operating in 50 states 
as well as internationally faces strict 
regulation at local, state and federal levels. 
Given the size of the business, the company 
has several hundred U.S.‐based public affairs 
team members. To demonstrate its value, one 
report summarizes the total public affair’s 
contribution with respect to impact on the 
business.  
 
Each bill that has been introduced, and each 
new or modified regulation, is sorted into one 
of four categories reflecting the two‐by‐two 
framework shown above. The company 
estimates the dollar impact and timing for 
each threat or opportunity. It is quantifying the 
profit and loss impact of the full range of risks 
and opportunities the company faces in 
aggregate.  
 
The result is that public affairs can report to 
senior management in terms that align directly 
with profit and loss. 
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V. Five Measurement Essentials for All Public Affairs Teams  
 
We have presented one method of quantifying public affairs work — but not the only 
method. There are several ways to successfully use math to prove public affairs value. 
What matters is that, as a profession, we understand the critical need to quantify impact 
in bottom-line results. That need will only grow: 
 

 Pressure to improve company profits. Boards and executives will ask for more data 
on company performance.  
 

 Calls for increased transparency. External observers demand more information 
about how a company operates to assess profit drivers and justify investment 
decisions.  

 
 Public affairs’ role in business management. The main focus of a management team 

is to deliver on profit, so public affairs must show its profit impact explicitly.  
 
Below are five best practices for all organizations who quantify results, regardless of the 
method used: 

 
1. Always be thinking about the business impact of any issue, not just how to win 

in the external environment: Having a sense of how big a business impact an 
issue can have should guide your approach.   
 

2. Plan with, and feed data to, key leaders to confirm value, don’t just hope that 
they “get it”: Having a slate of public affairs initiatives estimated with revenue 
impact immediately available is a powerful way to demonstrate your department’s 
value add.   

 
3. “Direction is better than perfection” when it comes to quantifying value: 

Experienced executives are comfortable making major decisions on less-than-
complete information.  

 
4. Be willing to put “hard” numbers on “soft” activities: Some public affairs 

activities are not as tangible as others, including election results and initiatives to 
reposition the corporate brand. It is better to offer a less precise estimate of impact 
on revenue than none at all. 

 
5. Partner with Finance like your life depends on it: Public affairs does not have to 

make all the calculations. 
 

# # # 


