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Introduction

Consultancy for public affairs is a new phenomenon in the Italian political arena. 
Lobbying activities recently got more widespread coverage on newspapers and 
magazines, but interest groups’ politics is still not on the research agenda of many 
Italian political science scholars. 

My attention will go here to one specific aspect of interest group politics, “for-
hire” lobbying, which is the practice of an individual or a firm that temporarily and 
professionally represents the interests and the views of a client. There are many good 
reasons to pay some attention to this increasingly important phenomenon. 

First, this business offers an opportunity for scholars in political science to 
investigate a private actor that makes a profit dealing with politics and tries to 
influence the policy-makers. 

Second, these companies may offer new opportunities to young graduates in 
political sciences. An internship or even a real job may be available for young 
graduates in political science with a specialization in public affairs. 

Finally on a normative level, commercial consultancy in this area poses important 
questions about the legitimacy of this business and on the role of interest groups in a 
democratic regime. 

My research at the San Pio V University of Rome is a first attempt to conduct an 
exploratory study and to produce some knowledge about the sector and the 
relationship between consultants and policy-makers. So far little was known about 
the quantitative and qualitative aspects of this phenomenon. I would also suggest to 
undergraduate and graduate students to analyze this new business by focusing their 
theses and dissertations on specific case-studies or on the dynamics between 
consultants, policy-makers and clients.

Population

In spite of the fact that many business/professional federations and companies have 
the political resources to directly lobby the decision-makers, a significant number of 
consultants entered  the market mainly in the 1990s and  the 2000s to offer specific 
services in the area of public affairs to a variety of clients. Contract lobbying and 
more sophisticated forms of political participation by the large firms have 
simultaneously increased. This development can be explained by many factors. Not 
all the large firms have the same capacity for effectively conducting direct lobbying 
activities. Sometimes the public affairs departments are small and are not able to 
monitor all the new legislation under way. In other cases, firms look for specific and 
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tailored expertise on the legislative process, lobbying strategies and informal 
channels of interaction with the decision makers. 

The market is characterized by a few important players specialized in public 
affairs and by other companies which offer services mainly in other areas like public 
relations (PR) and communication and whose engagement in public affairs is 
limited. It has been very difficult to find the exact number of companies on the 
market because of the absence of a national association gathering all the companies 
active in this business. I found 32 consultancy firms operating either at the national 
or at the regional level. The main and most important Italian companies are Reti, 
created in 2000 by Claudio Velardi, a former aid of Massimo D’Alema, Antonio 
Napoli and Massimo Micucci, FB & Associati created by Fabio Bistoncini in 1996, 
Cattaneo and Zanetto & Co. set up in 2005 and OpenGate Italia founded by Tullio 
Camiglieri in 2008.

What are the factors that helped the development of this business in Italy in the 
1990s? I can propose a few hypotheses that need to be studied in depth.

• The complexity of the political arena and the demand coming from business 
leaders to interpret it and manage it in order to get access to the policy-
makers.

• The emergence of new parties and new politicians. Lobbying is becoming 
more professional and it is not based on the previous constituencies or 
connections. 

• The increased number of lobbying groups and the reduced role for traditional 
associations (trade unions, business and professional federations).

• The increased role of the Independent Authorities and the emerging 
legislation governing many sectors of the economy.

• The ability of the consultants to manipulate the political system thanks to the 
political resources they have.

• The capacity of the consultants to sell they services as essential for getting a 
result in the area of public affairs.

Services

Consultancy companies offer a vast range of services. These activities are very 
different: giving legal advice, providing economic and management consultancy, 
lobbying, monitoring proposed legislation, drafting position papers and reports, 
creating public awareness, framing a PR campaign, organizing conferences and 
meetings, managing associations, searching for public funding and implementing 
public policies. 

More specifically in the area of public affairs, the majority of the firms offer 
similar services. These services show a high understanding of the Italian political 
process and a high degree of political sophistication. The main services offered by 
the consultants in the area of public affairs are the following:

• Strategic counselling. The consultants advise on the decision-making process, 
including procedures and policy priorities to ensure that clients are well-
equipped to respond to specific initiatives or have the contacts and 
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understanding to deal with any future policy developments. It also includes 
the evaluation of the public affairs activities of the firm and strategic 
counseling for improving efficacy and effectiveness.

• Policy analysis. The consultants analyze the content and the details of 
legislative developments. They identify the significant components of policies, 
the priorities, the motivation behind them, the directions they are likely to 
take and their long-term impact on the clients. They provide an analysis of 
the public and private actors involved in each policy.

• Monitoring and information gathering. The consultants provide intelligence 
on key issues, including government initiatives and parliamentary debates. 
This service includes early warning and regular monitoring alerting clients to 
any major issue or development that may affect their specific business 
interests.

• Direct representation and lobbying. This service provides access to key 
decision-makers and other stakeholders through the elaboration of a 
sophisticated strategy and creative solutions. This might also include the 
establishment of coalitions, securing third party endorsement and acting as 
the interface in the preparation and follow-up of high profile meetings. 
Consultants draft position papers and other documents to present to the 
decision-makers.

• Message diffusion. This service aims to improve the internal and external 
communication skills of the firm. Consultancies take care of profiling and 
positioning companies in the market and in the political arena and assist in 
organizing round tables, seminars, briefings, press conferences and other 
events that form part of a broader public affairs campaign. They collaborate 
with the public relations departments of their clients helping to reach all 
relevant actors, including non-governmental associations and media, that are 
involved in the policy.

Survey

The survey was conducted in 2009 by email. A request was sent to all 32 companies. 
I contacted by phone the companies which did not return the questionnaire. 17 
answers were returned. The questionnaire was made of 32 questions with the goal of 
obtaining information and data on the company, on its main activities and on its 
tactics.

The first data I have analysed indicate that this business is still very new and not 
yet fully established. The survey shows that the majority of the firms have been set 
up in the late 1990s and in the 2000s: 24% between 1995 and 2000 and 41% after 
2001. Many consultancy companies have been created when the Italian political 
system of the First Republic collapsed and a new ruling class emerged. Among them, 
82% are independent companies and the other ones are part of multinational 
companies. This shows that the market is not dominated by the large American and 
British companies but is made of  many small Italian companies. 

The majority of the firms has a limited number of consultants: 81% of the 
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companies have fewer than 16 consultants, while 31% have fewer than 6 persons. 
Moreover, the majority (76%) also uses external consultants. The largest companies 
also offer services in other areas like public relations and crisis management.

An interesting indicator is the type of clients these firms have. All of the 
consultants have both companies and business/professional associations as clients, 
70% also have non-profit organizations and public institutions. This data support the 
hypothesis of the professionalisation of the sector because they offer their services to 
many and to diverse clients.

It is more interesting to analyse the number of clients for each category and their 
importance for the budget of the consultancy. For 80% of the consultants, individual 
companies represent the largest share of clients, while in the second position we find 
the business/professional associations (60% of the respondents). Only one company 
works mainly with non-profit organizations,  and two work mainly with business/
professional associations.

If the information on the number of clients is important, the weight of each group 
of clients on the budget of the company is also very interesting. For more than 75% 
of the consultants half of the budget depends on companies (in a range from 60% to 
80% of the budget). Just one consultancy gets the 80% of the revenues from the 
business/professional associations, while the contribution of the other two categories 
is marginal. Non-profit groups represent no more than 30% of the budget, while 
public institutions represent no more than 20%. These data confirm the hypotheses 
of the commercial consultancy representing mainly business interests, and this is in 
line with evidence on the consultancies in Brussels dealing with the European Union 
policy-making process. This is an element that needs further investigation for 
assessing the relationship between business and privileged access to the policy-
makers.

Conclusion

The next stage of the research will be on the political resources of consultants and on 
their tactics. In the field of management, the political resources of a firm are those 
assets and skills utilized in the political arena, while power is the capacity of taking 
advantage of the political system by transforming constraints in opportunities. 
Strategy is a form of power linked to the complexity and the uncertainty that 
characterize the political system.

We can likely foresee that this is not a passing and temporary phenomenon. 
Instead, the development of commercial consultancy is changing the system of 
interest representation in directions that are worthy of being studied by political 
scientists in the next years. 

The complexity of politics will increase the demands for actors with specific 
resources: a practical knowledge of the informal rules, the competencies to move 
with ease in the political environment, the capability to work in a flexible 
organizational context, technical expertise, the ability to create coalitions, and the 
connections they have. Consultants are becoming an actor in the Italian political 
arena and they represent one of the channels used by large corporations in their 
corporate political activities.

M. Lorenzi — Italian Political Science, No. 4, Spring 2010, 19-22

22


