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Corporations 
as issue advocates

“… big companies are 
continuing to increase 
their protections for 
LGBT workers.”
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Corporations 
as political actors

The emerging phenomenon of political CSR (PCSR) involves 
“responsible business activities that turn corporations into political 
actors by engaging in public deliberations, collective decisions, and the 
provision of public goods or the restriction of public bads in cases 
where public authorities are unable or unwilling to fulfill this role” 

Scherer, Rasche, Palazzo, & Spicer, 2016, p. 276 



Corporations 
as political actors

Chatterji & Toffel , 2018
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Corporations 
as political actors

“Now the focus is 
turning to lobbying 
Congress for a legal 
solution to the 
Dreamers’ plight.”
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2017 Cone Communications CSR Study
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Studies that inform the effectiveness of 
corporate activism



What are the effects of corporate activism on corporate legitimacy and 
consumer attitudes toward the firm? Does corporate activism influence 
consumer information seeking and sharing via social media?
Method: post-test only randomized experiment with three conditions (N=268); Swiss millennials

CSR only CSR + PCSR PCSR only



1. The Political CSR treatment negatively influenced attitude toward the 
corporation and corporate legitimacy, and had no effect on information 
seeking or information sharing behavior. 

2. Political CSR is a risk for corporations, and the effect on stakeholders is likely 
situational.

3. The effectiveness of PCSR messaging depends on the issue being promoted 
and the stance of the organization on the issue.

Results



Can corporations advocate in the same way non-profits do?
Does issue fit (match with core mission) influence public perceptions?
Method: post-test only 2x2 factorial experiment with four conditions (N=686); US & Swiss millennials

Organization Type Issue Fit

Low Issue Fit
immigration reform

High Issue Fit
access to clean water

immigration reform



1. When advocating for sociopolitical issues, corporations are perceived as less 
credible and less legitimate than non-profits organizations.

2. A corporation may increase its perceived credibility and legitimacy by advocating 
for issues that are related to its core business mission. 

3. When a corporation advocates for an issue that is not related to its core 
business mission, consumers have lower problem recognition of the issue, 
decreased involvement in the issue, and less goal compatibility with the 
organization.

Results



The importance of a Corporate Activism 
Management Plan



BEST PRACTICES FOR 
CORPORATE COMMUNICATION MANAGERS
1. Corporate communication managers must be proactive. 

Recognize that corporate activism is an emerging trend that is only going to increase. Address it now.

2. Corporate communication managers must be strategic in advising corporate leaders on issue advocacy. 
Decide now what issues matter to the firm and why they matter.

3. Establish a fit between the issue and the company’s values and mission. 
For corporate activism to gain credibility and support, it is important to communicate why the issue is related to 
the company’s mission and values. 

4. Consider employees. 
Assess how employees will be impacted by the corporate stance and gauge their support. If some employees 
disagree with the position taken, they may feel excluded, less productive, and less loyal. 

5. Know public opinion on salient issues. 
Taking a public position on a hot-button issue may not be fully understood or endorsed by all stakeholders. 
Research on key stakeholders is vital. 



BEST PRACTICES FOR 
CORPORATE COMMUNICATION MANAGERS

6. Discuss the pros and cons with decision makers. 
Communication professionals must lead discussion of goals, objectives, strategy, and tactics.

7. Conduct a risk-benefit analysis of the effects on company reputation. 
Corporate activism can influence a firm’s reputation.

8. Fully commit the necessary time and resources. 
Big issues require long-term, bold, and focused dedication.  And advocacy is costly.

9. Look in the mirror. Make sure there are no skeletons in the closet related to the issue the corporation is 
taking a stance on. If your company needs to make improvements, say so before your critics do. 

10.Find partners to gather momentum. 
Consider engaging other business leaders or experts in the cause. Form relationships with non-profits that have 
credibility and are perceived as legitimate. 



BEST PRACTICES FOR 
CORPORATE COMMUNICATION MANAGERS

11.Consider the channels, messages, and tone used. Ensure that the reasons behind corporate activism are 
clearly and transparently voiced over time, not just one time when the issue first appears in the news. 

12.Have a plan for a potential social media storm. Social media and the 24/7 news cycle require companies to 
operate at lightning speed. Media inquiries, Facebook and Twitter activity, social protests, employee questions and 
NGO backlash are all but guaranteed when addressing politically charged issues. Social media teams must be 
prepared and supported. 

13.Expect backlash and be prepared to respond. As much as there will be genuine support and admiration for 
taking a public stance, the criticism can be stinging as well. But don’t back down or change positions.

Adapted from Weber Shandwick (2016) and Chatterji & Toffel (2018) 



Ethical corporate activism 
could save the world!

Thank you!
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