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any of us may do it for a living, but 
there is still debate about what 
“public affairs” actually is. Defi ni-
tions vary. Some use the term in-
terchangeably with “government 
relations”. The collective wisdom of 
Wikipedia prefers to equate public 
affairs with “lobbying” plain and 
simple. Whatever your defi nition, 
one trend is apparent: the scope of 
what activities are judged to con-
stitute “public affairs” has expand-
ed over the years.  One only has to 
witness the rash of issue advertis-

ing in this and other Brussels based publications, the plethora of policy 
events in our diaries each day or the number of job adverts that seek a 
“Public Affairs and Communications Manager” to see this trend at work. 
Given the nature of Brussels, communicating to policymakers directly 
through one-on-one meetings will remain the most effective means of 
getting your message across. This of course assumes you meet the right 
people at the right time and say the right thing. But is it suffi cient to 
achieve our goals as organizations and what role, if any, should digital 
play in our public affairs toolbox?

YOU ALREADY DO DIGITAL
The good news is that, for a large part, the internet has already changed 

the way public affairs practitioners work in Brussels. Gone are the days 
of receiving reams of faxed amendments from the Parliament. As long 
as you can know how to point and click, you can fi nd most of the docu-
ments you need on the EU institutions websites. EU information has 
become a commodity that is accessed through one of the largest public 
websites in the world. As a result, we have more time to concentrate 
our efforts on gathering political intelligence, conducting outreach and 
ensuring we have the right strategy to get to our objectives. 

In this behavior, we are simply mirroring a wider shift in the way we 
get our information. When we want to know about something today, we 
do what everyone else does. We go to a trusted website or we google. 
Research recently conducted in Europe by Fleishman-Hillard and Har-
ris Interactive has found that not only do Europeans increasingly turn 
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to the internet for information but such information is more likely to 
infl uence the decisions they make than print and broadcast media. This 
research can be found online at http://www.fhdigital.net/Infl uenceIn-
dex/. As such, conversations about you and your issues are increasingly 
taking place online. These conversations can take place with or without 
you. They will have an impact on public policy, either directly as decision-
makers read them, or indirectly as they fi lter through the media or shifts 
in public opinion.

POLICYMAKERS ARE NO DIFFERENT
In the use of the internet for research purposes, surveys of policymak-

ers from the US suggest that they are using it just as much as the rest 
of us. One survey from the National Journal found that around 50% of 
Congressional staffers use the internet as their primary research tool in 
the 24 hours before a vote, with 70% of them looking for position papers 
and 53% looking for tutorials to explain complex topics.

A number of factors suggest that the fi gures are just as likely to be as 
high, if not higher, for the European Parliament. Firstly, most assistants 
are relatively young and therefore more likely to be au fait with the use 
of the internet as a research tool. Secondly, European Parliamentarians 
have a much smaller and less experienced staff than most US federal 
representatives. Finally, the large number of technical issues that pass 
through the institutions are likely to lead to the need for the most basic 
information on any given issue.

With this in mind, the presence of your information online, whether 
on EU policy portals like Euractiv, your own website or your own blog, is 
a necessary condition for communicating effectively to policymakers. A 
second condition is of course that policymakers are able to fi nd it. If your 
information is tucked away on a trade association site somewhere, will 
it be found by an assistant googling for a specifi c search term? For key 
search terms on an issue, both search engine optimization to increase 
your search engine rankings and search engine marketing to move your 
information up the “paid for” results should be considered as part of any 
public affairs campaign.

THE INTERNET CAN BECOME OUR ALLY IN ADVOCACY
Policymakers are also increasingly leading the charge in using the in-

ternet to reach out to voters. The presidential elections in the US have 
led the way in terms of using the internet to harvest political donations 
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and fi nd and motivate supporters to take action both online and offl ine. 
In a Brussels context, both the Commission and the Parliamentarians are 
increasingly seeking to use the internet to reach out to citizens. It has a 
number of benefi ts. It is relatively cheap as a form of communication. It 
is also effective, as it enables you to be targeted in reaching out to peo-
ple that actually care about your issues. It also bypasses the traditional 
national media, who often only see the Brussels agenda through the 
prism of “red lines” and foreign ministers.

These benefi ts not only apply to the use of the internet by policymakers 
but could also apply for those seeking to practice public affairs in Brus-
sels. Many of the legislative issues we deal with are of personal relevance 
to the daily lives of many of our fellow EU citizens. If only they realized 
it was the EU that legislates on them. On the internet, for every issue 
there is a self-selecting group of citizens that gravitate towards certain 
sites, blogs and Facebook groups. For public affairs in Brussels, the inter-
net offers a cost-effective way of fi nding and motivating interested third 
parties to advocate either directly or indirectly towards policymakers, be 
they organizations or individuals. In a town where issues tend to be the 
primary focus, such techniques should be second nature to us.

Several campaigns have already sought to use such techniques. The 
disabled rights lobby and the European Parliament’s oneseat.eu cam-
paign have both collected over a million signatures using an online cam-
paign website, supported by both digital and offl ine activities to drive 
supporters to their sites. Such people power may be politically hard to 
ignore in the context of the Lisbon Treaty provisions on citizens’ peti-
tions, even if the right of legislative initiative remains with the Com-
mission. 

While a million signatures may be a noble aim, to be successful in 
infl uencing policy an online campaign does not need to gather such a 
multitude of voices. On topics such as REACH, the NGO community has 
in the past used postcard campaigns to great effect. An inbox made up 
of individual contacts from concerned citizens is not something that can 
be ignored by policymakers who are themselves concerned about their 
connection with citizens. The nature of the internet should make it pos-
sible for all Brussels organizations to harness these views from across 
the Union, a move which would allow them to supplement  what are 
often dry, factual arguments with the emotional and persuasive weight 
of “real” people expressing themselves in their own words.

OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES
Policymakers are of course infl uenced by the world around them as 

much as your one-on-one meeting with them. Expressing yourself online 

and in the media infl uences the likelihood that your message fi nds reso-
nance. As the online world has changed the way we receive information 
and understand issues, so digital should become part of our toolbox of 
public affairs tactics. 

There are a few barriers to overcome before you can go beyond “hav-
ing a website” and use the internet to its full potential in your public 
affairs activities. Firstly, you should not be afraid of your lack of technical 
knowledge. For certain, most of us are more au fait with Parliamentary 
procedure than terms such as “blogs”, “RRS aggregators” and “social me-
dia”, but at heart the principles behind online communications are little 
different from other forms of communications, including public affairs. 
Secondly, we should stop making an artifi cial distinction between “pub-
lic affairs” and “communications”. Public affairs is at its heart communi-
cations towards policymakers to infl uence policy. The trend of integra-
tion needs to continue and public affairs practitioners should consider 
digital as part of their day jobs.

If we can integrate digital into what we do, there is a real world 
of opportunity for us and our organisations. Firstly, it is one of a 
number of tools that can help us all move beyond reacting to legisla-
tion already in the process to thinking about how to shape the policy 
debate to come. Secondly, by helping us to make this shift, we can 
move closer to other communications colleagues and become inte-
grators within our own organisations. Finally, it can help us succeed 
in public affairs more often, by ensuring that our message is found 
in the place where all decision-makers are increasingly looking for 
their information.  

eu online grassroots campaigns

www.1million4disability.eu
The disability rights lobby collected 1 million signatures for action by 
the European Union on discrimination

www.oneseat.eu
Despite a million signatures online for this campaign, certain Mem-
ber States continue to say “non” to a move to one seat for the Euro-
pean Parliament 

www.whodoicall.eu
Bloggers Jon Worth and Jan Seifert launched a website, blog and Fa-
cebook group to argue for one individual to be both EU Commission 
and Council President
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the conversation will happen with or without you

Search for your issue in Google or Yahoo and see what results are re-
turned. This is the information that Parliamentary researchers and Com-
mission desk offi cers are fi nding on your subject matter. Who is talking 
about your issue or organization in the blogosphere? Try typing in your is-
sue on www.technorati.com to fi nd out. Blogs are increasingly used and 
read by those who infl uence policymakers, such as journalists.


