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Technology offers more ways than ever for Americans to interact with their government, yet the
turnout for the 2014 midterm elections was the lowest in 72 years. Even though citizens can read bills online,
email their legislators and follow politicians on Twitter, many opt out of the political process.

But apathy isn’t an option for forward-thinking CEOs. While the business mantra is “the customer is
always right,” the addendum today is, “the government is always right there.” As such it is second only to your
consumer base in its ability to affect the economic value of your business. That’s why more companies are
developing a governmental affairs department. While leaders of smaller businesses may question whether they

can afford an investment of this type, a better question is: can you afford not to?

The impact of political advocacy

Political advocacy (lobbying) is one way businesses work to influence legislation and public policy.
Ideally, they align their business interests with government interests so that both sides benefit. For example,
when you enlist your congressman’s help with legislation, it can clear regulatory hurdles for a new
manufacturing plant in his district. The business expansion benefits your bottom line, and the congressman
adds “job creation” to his list of accomplishments.

If you’re not working to shape the landscape for your organization to do business, be assured the

government will do it for you. Government regulations have a huge impact on your bottom line. This is



particularly true for newer companies and those operating in highly regulated industries such as health care,
energy, banking and telecommunications.

Proportionately, costs of government regulations are even higher for smaller businesses. According to
the Competitive Enterprise Institute, regulation costs for a business with fewer than 20 employees average
$10,585 per employee; for those employing more than 500, regulation costs average $4,455 per employee.

On the upside, political advocacy can yield significant returns. According to a 2009 study cited in the
Journal of Law and Politics, firms that lobbied for one piece of legislation (the American Jobs Creation Act)
had a return of more than $2,220 for every $1 spent on lobbying. That’s a 22,000 percent ROI.

Obstacles to political advocacy

So why isn’t every CEO busy beefing up his or her budget for lobbying? There are several possible
reasons. First, people think getting involved in politics is complicated, and it can be. One early version of the
Affordable Care Act ran to 2,400 pages. Not everyone can read all the versions, study proposed regulations,
monitor the Federal Register and follow all the rules for giving feedback. Want to petition the White House?
Just get 100,000 valid signatures in 30 days!

Secondly, the lack of public trust in government seeps into the business community as well. According
to Gallup polling, U.S. job approval rating for Congress hasn’t averaged more than 20 percent for the last five
years. Rasmussen found in October 2014 that only 19 percent of voters “trust the federal government to do the
right thing most of the time.” Studies also show that people feel voting and voicing their interests won’t make
a difference.

Major businesses, however, do understand the importance of lobbying. Their government affairs people
work constantly, not just keeping track of political issues affecting their interests, but cultivating relationships
that will yield results. KXAN in Austin, Texas, reported in January 2015 that ATT has 66 lobbyists plying
their trade in the Texas capitol alone.

Political advocacy pitfalls
Political advocacy also has potential pitfalls. Here are some common mistakes to avoid:
* Failing to craft a compelling message that gets your points across to legislators.
* Not getting involved early enough in the political process to shape legislation — being reactive
rather than proactive.

*  Forgetting that it’s not enough to throw money around: You must encompass voters’ interests. As
former U.S. Rep Barney Frank (D-Mass.) told NPR in 2012, “If the voters have a position, the
voters will kick money’s rear end every time.”

¢ Not complying carefully with regulations of entities such as the FEC, the EPA and the IRS.

Thomas Rosenfield, president of the HillStaffer government relations and consulting firm in
Washington, D.C., said CEOs sometimes assume raising their political profile means hiring a high-priced firm
on a retainer for decades. But he said strategic, issue-focused lobbying efforts might just take a few years, or a
few months. He added, “Most of the time, elected officials around the country do want to hear what people
have to say.”



Best practices
How can political advocacy help your business? Let’s talk best practices.

1. Establish a government affairs person or department that can steer you clear of potential business
problems, stay current on pending legislation, and develop relationships with lawmakers and staff
at all levels of government.

2. Understand the power of having a large, ad hoc constituency to support your policy efforts.
Lawmakers will ignore mass-produced online petitions, but are sensitive to how proposed
legislation could affect people in their district. Think of the grass-roots growth of Mothers Against
Drunk Driving and its influence on laws about drivers’ blood alcohol levels.

3. Explore new ways to develop support for your issues, such as lobbying efforts that incorporate
crowdsourcing and crowdfunding. Tap into a cloud-based platform that improves collaborative
communication between constituents and legislators and helps even smaller groups leverage their
interests.

4. Become savvy political players. It’s a powerful statement and good use of time when CEOs serve

on advisory committees, cultivate relationships with public officials, and host forums.

Time to jump in

Technology is changing political advocacy, but businesses are not keeping up. It’s time to get proactive
and even help pre-draft legislation on behalf of busy lawmakers, but you have to know when and how to get
involved. At the same time, it’s a challenge to draw in people who may share your interests, but increasingly
rely on social media and mobile devices for information.

The landscape 1s complex, but don’t let your business get lost in it. With a clear message and a focus on
relationship-building, you’ll have more success in promoting the policy goals that could mean the difference

between failure and success for your business.
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