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Schwerpunkt Der Purpose beeinflusst Stakeholder

Don’t Mix Business
with Politics?
Understanding Stakeholder

Reactions to Corporate
Political Activism

A growing number of corporations and CEOs take stands on socio-political
issues such as gun ownership or immigration. Based on an empirical study
including 488 respondents assessing 60 real cases of corporate political
activism of the last years, this paper explains how practitioners can maximize
positive stakeholder reactions in doing so.

Moritz Appels, Dr. Laura Marie Edinger-Schons, Daniel Korschun, PhD, Luisa Balk
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raditional managerial wisdom

suggests that companies should

keep their political views priva-
te. Yet, recent years have seen many
companies abandon that approach, ta-
king public stands on even the most
divisive socio-political issues. To name
only a few of the most prominent ex-
amples, Apple’s Tim Cook advocated
against LGBTQ discrimination (Press-
man, 2017), Dick’s Sporting Goods
supported more rigorous gun control
(Hsu, 2019), and Joe Kaeser of Siemens
condemned the anti-immigration rhe-
toric of a German right-wing politician
(Goldschmidt, 2018).

Some executives assert that taking
an occasional stand is simply the right
thing to do. In an open letter, Levi-
Strauss CEO Chip Bergh writes, “We
can’t take on every issue ... [but] business
has a critical role to play and a moral ob-
ligation to do something.” But just as
critical is how a company’s stakeholders
will react. And those stakeholders incre-
asingly expect companies to be vocal.
Polling suggests that expectations are
not only widespread but continue to rise.
According to the Edelman Trust Baro-
meter (Edelman, 2019), the percentage of
people expecting CEOs to take a lead on
political change rather than waiting for
governments to impose it has increased
from 64% to 76% within the past year.

Notwithstanding these expecta-
tions, most mangers intuit, and rightly
so, that taking such stands also may
involve considerable risk. After Chick-
Fil-A’s Dan Cathy mentioned his oppo-
sition to same-sex marriage in a radio
interview, the chain of restaurants
found supporters, but also faced boy-
cotts from customers who felt alienated
by his comments (Hsu, Hautala, &
D’Urso, 2012). Similarly, after Nike
launched a campaign featuring Colin
Kaepernick, the American football
quarterback who had launched a politi-
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cal firestorm by kneeling during the
national anthem at games to protest
police violence against African Ameri-
cans, its social media feed was filled
with messages of support and outrage
in equal parts; some posted videos set-
ting their shoes on fire in protest.

As a recent phenomenon, these re-
actions of stakeholders to corporate
political activism (CPA) have remained
somewhat of a mystery. Thus, compa-
nies and CEOs are facing expectations
to take over a new socio-political role
which they may not feel adequately
prepared for. The present article re-
ports findings of a quantitative study
which can enlighten managers who
hope to understand what stakeholders
really look for from companies that be-
come activists in the political sphere.
The findings suggest that a significant
extent of stakeholders’ reactions to
CPA is driven by the choice of an issue
as well as the design of the communi-
cation. Specifically, the findings sug-
gest that by adopting a leadership posi-
tion on a controversial issue in a way
that is consistent with the company’s
values and by openly communicating
the underlying motives, activist firms
can garner their stakeholders’ support.

Corporate Political Activism:
A Nascent Phenomenon

In the academic literature, corporate
political activism is the “expression
[by a corporation or its representatives]
of a stance on some matter of current
social or political debate, with the pri-
mary aims of visibly weighing in on
the issue and influencing opinions in
the espoused direction” (Hambrick &
Wowak, 2019, p. 4).

Such activism can take a number of
forms. It could involve an advertising
campaign such as the Super Bowl ad-
vertising of American retailer Lumber
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88, which provided a heartfelt story
sympathetic to immigrants to the Uni-
ted States from Mexico, or Gillette’s
“The Best Men Can Be” campaign
addressing toxic masculinity.

It might also involve more formal
position statements by company execu-
tives. This was the case when Apple
CEO Tim Cook wrote a piece in The
Washington Post to oppose Indiana’s
Religious Freedom Restoration Act
(RFRA). The RFRA allowed busines-
ses in Indiana to cite religious freedom
as a defensible reason to deny service
to a customer, which Cook and other
corporate leaders deemed discrimina-
tory towards the LGBTQ community
(Pressman, 2017).

Still other cases of CPA take place
through exercising the company’s eco-
nomic power. Bill Oesterle of Angie’s
List used this tactic when he announced
that the company would cancel a plan-
ned expansion in Indiana over the RF-
RA. The RFRA case also sheds light
on the societal significance of CPA. A
subsequent amendment which ensures
that no discrimination against LGBTQ-
people can be justified based on the
RFRA has, at least in part, been credi-
ted to these (and other) activist busi-
ness leaders’ vocal criticism.

Moreover, CPA is by no means re-
stricted to the liberal political spect-

rum (see the introductory example of
Chick-fil-A) or to the United States. For
example, in Germany, Einhorn Con-
doms successfully organized a petition
to eliminate the luxury goods tax on
women’s hygiene products. Nalick, Jo-
sefy, Zardkoohi, and Bierman (2016)
provide further examples for corporate
activism from around the world.

Stakeholder Reactions to
Corporate Political Activism

What does extant academic research tell
us about stakeholder reactions to corpo-
rate political activism? Perhaps the
closest analog is the literature on corpo-
rate political influence via lobbying and
campaign contributions (Hillman,
Keim, & Schuler, 2004; Lux, Crook, &
Woehr, 2011). However, these activities
occur largely behind closed doors. CPA
is distinct from these activities, be-
cause, by design, it is highly salient to
the general public and sometimes vivid-
ly discussed in the media (Hambrick
& Wowak, 2019; Nalick et al., 2016).
Therefore, the literature on corpo-
rate social responsibility (CSR) might,
due to its emphasis on stakeholder per-
ceptions, be a more suitable springboard
to understanding reactions to CPA. Over
the recent decades, this research sug-
gests that stakeholders generally prefer

Table 1: Consequences of Corporate Political Activism

Positive Outcomes / Chances
« Increased stakeholder identification

* Increased sales, loyalty, and positive
word-of-mouth marketing

* Increased motivation, employee
retention, and employer attractiveness

 Anticipated change in legislation

* Adoption of company position in
stakeholders’ beliefs

Negative Outcomes / Risks
* Decrease in stakeholder identification

* Boycotts, protests, and negative
word-of-mouth marketing

* Decreased motivation and politically
motivated turnovers

* Loss of potential social ties with
opposed politicians

* Loss of public legitimacy

Source: Adapted from Hambrick & Wowak, 2019; Nalick et al., 2016.

companies that take actions on topics of
societal importance (Bhattacharya &
Sen, 2003; Peloza & Shang, 2011). How-
ever, CSR activities such as donations to
environmental causes are historically
uncontroversial and generally perceived
as beneficial to society. In contrast,
firms that become politically activist
make statements on socio-political issu-
es which are “divisive, unsettled, emo-
tionally charged, or contested” (Nalick
et al., 2016, p. 384) and involve moral
values bound to personal feelings that
may not be universally supported.

Activism on these issues may evoke
polarized affective reactions, ranging
from animosity to admiration. Those
stakeholders who agree with a com-
pany’s position might experience exhi-
laration and pride in its public expressi-
on, while stakeholders who disagree
could be repelled (Hambrick & Wowak,
2019). Extant research indicates that
stakeholders exhibit strong preferences
for those companies which they feel
politically aligned with, interact with
them more often, and avoid companies
of the opposite political camp (DellaPo-
sta, Shi, & Macy, 2015; Khan, Misra, &
Singh, 2013). Thus, CPA “can have a
major effect — for good or for ill” (Ham-
brick & Wowak, 2019, p. 19) depending
on how carefully it has been adjusted to
a company’s core stakeholders. In Table
1, the literature on both positive and
negative expected outcomes of CPA is
summarized.

In sum, CPA can be risky but seems
to develop into an omnipresent expecta-
tion that companies face. In the future,
it might even be difficult to remain on a
political “neutral ground” (Korschun &
Smith, 2018). Indeed, Korschun, Aggar-
wal, and Rafieian (2019) provide expe-
rimental evidence that refraining from
CPA can put off consumers if the com-
pany has previously positioned itself as
strongly driven by moral values.

Marketing Review St. Gallen 42020
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Fig. 1: Antecedents of Participants’ Attitude
Towards the Activist Company

Alignment with Stakeholders’
Political Views

Leadership on Issue

Consistency with
Company Values

Transparency about Motives

Controversiality of Issue

+ Attitude Towards the
Activist Company

Source: Own illustration.

These new consumer expectations
pose a challenge as, in the past, taking a
political stand has been a taboo for ma-
ny companies. Even more so, research
warns that even when stakeholders ge-
nerally agree with a company’s social
endeavors, they can be turned off if they
feel that they are poorly enacted (Peloza
& Shang, 2011). Therefore, engaging in
such new behaviors requires a clear un-
derstanding of what the company wants
to stand for and how communications
can be designed to avoid backlashes. If
firms wish to take first steps into the
direction of CPA, it is pivotal to under-
stand how to minimize negative and
maximize positive stakeholder outco-
mes. The following study aims to provi-
de some advice in this regard.

Methodological Approach

Leveraging the psychological approach
often used in the CSR literature, this
study investigates how stakeholders
interpret CPA. To do so, the authors
conducted an online survey amongst
488 US-based participants. The sample

Marketing Review St. Gallen 42020

represented a spectrum of political
leanings (40.6% self-identified as poli-
tically left leaning, 26.4% as “middle
of the road” and 33% as politically
right leaning). Participants had an ave-
rage age of 37 and were slightly more
likely to report being female (55.9 %).

Participants read and assessed one
out of a list of 60 real cases of CPA
which occurred between the years
1990 and 2018 (the majority of them
between 2015 and 2018). They first
read a description of the company and
its activism. Then, participants repor-
ted their attitude towards the company,
perceptions of company and statement
attributes, and their demographics. To
subsequently elicit predictors of parti-
cipants’ attitude towards the company,
the authors applied ordinary least
squares regression.

Getting the Most Out of
Corporate Political Activism

As described above, stakeholders in-
creasingly expect companies to engage
in CPA but the risk of backlashes for

these companies is high. By statisti-
cally ruling out other possible but inef-
fective predictors of company attitudes
following CPA, the study identifies
factors that are most important to sta-
keholders when they evaluate and res-
pond to CPA. These factors reveal
some of the contingencies that mana-
gers should consider if their compa-
nies’ activism is to contribute to, rather
than harm, business performance. The-
se factors are summarized in Figure 1.

Alignment with Stakeholders’
Political Views

Not surprisingly, our regression reveals
that the degree to which the participant
agrees with the company’s political
stand is a major predictor of subsequent
reactions. This suggests that there is a
great risk attached to statements that
might go against the convictions of a
majority of a company’s stakeholders.
On the other hand, companies who
compellingly advocate for issues that
their customers and employees care
about, seem to have a chance of increa-
sing support among their stakeholders.

Taking the Lead

Companies and CEOs may either
proactively assume a leadership role on
a political issue or follow the lead of
other first movers. Consider the case of
Siemens’ Joe Kaeser, who called out a
right-wing party in Germany as racist
and anti-Islam; other German compa-
nies refused to answer Kaeser’s calls
for public support of his position (Heg-
mann, 2018). Kaeser subsequently re-
ceived vast media attention containing
both public praise and criticism. On the
other hand, in 2016, over 80 CEOs coll-
ectively signed a letter urging the
North Carolina general assembly to
repeal a bill which was regarded anti-
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LGBT (Human Rights Campaign,
2016). This diffusion of moral respon-
sibility among activists reduces the
attention paid to each company indivi-
dually (Hambrick & Wowak, 2019).

Taking leadership on an issue can
be a powerful means of differentiation.
The survey results suggest that stake-
holders seem to, on average, appreciate
the additional risk of a company ‘sti-
cking its neck out’. Respondents who
perceive a company as having been
among the first to take a stand on a po-
litical debate issue more positive atti-
tudes towards that company.

Thus, the findings advise compa-
nies to not shy away from taking lea-
dership positions on political issues if
part of their motivation is to enhance
business performance. Doing so can
both serve them directly by eliciting
more positive stakeholder reactions,
but also indirectly by inspiring other
companies to follow suit, making their
political case more forceful.

Being Consistent with
Corporate Values

Anecdotal evidence as well as recent
research suggest that avoiding corpo-
rate hypocrisy perceptions and ensu-
ring consistency between words and
deeds (Wagner, Lutz, & Weitz, 2009) as
well as deeds and deeds (Scheidler,
Edinger-Schons, Spanjol, & Wieseke,
2019) is key to ensuring positive stake-
holder reactions to CSR activities. In
the realm of CPA, consistency of a po-
litical stand with the core values of the
company may just as well represent a
crucial contingency. For instance, Pata-
gonia, who has a track record of being
attentive to its environmental impact,
will likely be a more credible supporter
of climate-friendly policies than a com-
pany who has previously been involved
in environmental scandals.

The data suggests that, indeed, the
perceived consistency of the activist
statement with the overall firm values
is associated with positive attitudes to-
wards the company. For practitioners,
this means that the issue as well as the
manner and direction of engagement
must be carefully chosen in light of a
company’s espoused values, its corpo-
rate culture and traditions, as well as
prior activities. Companies ought to

"We can’t take on
every issue ... [but]
business has a criti-
cal role to play and
a moral obligation
to do something.”

Levi-Strauss, CEO Chip Bergh

identify issues which match their cor-
porate values and state motives which
are consistent with their prior actions
(e.g., their CSR strategy).

Ensuring Motive Transparency
As Simon Sinek (2011) proposed in his
“Start with the Why”, people often care

less about what a company does than
about the underlying motives. Anecdo-

Management Summary

tal evidence from past CPA exempli-
fies how ambiguous the motives of
companies to engage in such state-
ments can appear. For instance, the op-
position of Donald Trump’s Muslim
travel ban by multiple CEOs in 2017
can arguably be justified not only ethi-
cally but also financially, as the ban
reduces the ability to employ global
talent. Indeed, Apple CEO Tim Cook
explained his opposition by stating that
the company “would not exist without
immigration, let alone thrive and inno-
vate the way we do”, thus, openly
addressing the relevance of immigrati-
on for Apple’s success. Marc Zucker-
berg, on the other hand, took a more
personal stand in a Facebook post ex-
pressing his feelings of moral obligati-
on towards immigrants and, particular-
ly, refugees (Newmyer, 2017).

Past research indicates that stake-
holders typically react more favorably
to morally motivated social involve-
ment (Groza, Pronschinske, & Walker,
2011; Yoon, Giirhan-Canli, & Schwarz,
2006). However, companies which
openly admit their financial interests
in a social cause may still receive posi-
tive stakeholder reactions (Forehand &
Grier, 2003). In line with these previ-
ous findings, the study results support
that transparency in motives, be they
ethical or financial in nature, benefits
an activist company. The more transpa-

A growing number of corporations and CEOs take stands on socio-politi-
cal issues such as gun ownership or immigration. Based on an empirical
study including 488 respondents assessing 60 real cases of corporate poli-
tical activism of the last years, this paper explains how practitioners can
maximize positive stakeholder reactions in doing so. Results indicate that
by adopting a leadership position on a controversial issue in a way that is
consistent with the company’s values and by openly communicating the
underlying motives, activist firms can garner their stakeholders’ support.

Marketing Review St. Gallen 42020
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Fig. 2: Perceived Controversiality
of Different Socio-political Issues

Gun ownership I 5.63
Migration I 5.59
LGBTQ I 5.55
Trade policy endorsement [N 5.27
Ethnic diversity I 5.14
Healthcare | 5.03
Climate change & environment [N 2.99
Feminism I, 4.37

Note: Bars denote average responses on a 7-point scale. Source: Own illustration.

rent a company is perceived regarding
its motives, the more positive are par-
ticipants’ attitudes towards it. Practiti-
oners should hence dare to openly state
their claim in an issue — be it moral,
economic, or both.

Engaging in Controversial Issues

Although socio-political issues are ge-
nerally controversial, they are not
equally so. While topics such as gun
ownership or migration evoke highly
emotional debates among varying
camps of society in the US, there is
more convergence on topics such as cli-
mate change or gender equality. The
same patterns are found in this study.
Figure 2 orders the issue categories in-
cluded in the study according to the
degree to which participants viewed
them as controversial. Interestingly,
the data reveals a positive relationship
between perceived issue controversy
and attitudes towards the company.
The more controversial an issue is,
the greater the risk to a firm that addres-
ses it. This risk is at the core of why ac-
tivism is revered as a most credible ex-
pression of corporate values (Hambrick
& Wowak, 2019). Stakeholders may re-
gard this activism as a signal that the
company is morally courageous. The

Marketing Review St. Gallen 42020

implication for practitioners is that there
is little reason to shy away from the
most controversial political issues. In
fact, it may sometimes be beneficial to

Main Propositions

1. The most decisive
determinant of stakehol-
ders’ reactions to corpo-
rate political activism is
the extent to which they
agree with the company’s
espoused position.

2. Stakeholders appreciate
companies taking stands
on highly controversial
topics and taking a
leadership role when
addressing them.

3. Consistency of the
political statement with
the core values of the
company is a crucial
contingency factor when
stakeholders assess a
company’s stance.

4. Stakeholders care about
the motives that lead a
company to take a certain
political stand.

be vocal about an issue on which socie-
ty is divided. Stakeholders may appre-
ciate the company’s bravery and infer
that the company must truly care about
the issue if it is willing to take the risk.

Conclusion

This study set out to shed light on the
emerging phenomenon of CPA. By re-
porting on evidence from a quantitati-
ve study, the authors first find that the
most decisive determinant of stakehol-
der reactions is the extent to which sta-
keholders agree with the company’s
espoused position. As such, the first
and foremost advice is to understand
stakeholders’ position on an issue befo-
re taking a side on it. Once having de-
cided to engage in a socio-political is-
sue, practitioners should choose a topic
which is controversially discussed and
take on a leadership role in addressing
it. Moreover, the company should com-
municate the underlying motives trans-
parently and be conscious about con-
sistency with prior expressions of
corporate values.

A note of caution is warranted. The
participants in our study can best be
understood as consumers. While cur-
rent theorizing (Hambrick & Wowak,
2019) and experimental investigations
(Burbano, 2020) of employee reactions
to CPA reveal resemblance to those of
consumers, the exact nature of these
reactions is not yet sufficiently under-
stood. Further, one could imagine that
stakeholder groups such as suppliers or
shareholders hold different expecta-
tions, e.g., regarding the additional risk
related to leadership or controversy, as
they have a more direct financial co-
responsibility.

As such, our results most directly
address marketing managers. For ex-
ample, when designing an advertise-
ment campaign, managers of a compa-
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ny with recent environmental scandals
but good rankings in diversity might
prefer taking a stand on issues such as
LGBTQ equality rather than climate
change to signal value consistency. In
the campaign, the motives should be
openly stated; if the company aims to
attract more LGBTQ people, then this
should be addressed — perhaps by invi-
ting job applications. Further, the stand
will be more effective if it comes short-
ly after a highly controversial event
(e.g., a legislative decision) such as the
RFRA mentioned in the beginning. In
this case, the company should be
among the first to react to establish its-
elf as a leader. Following this advice
when contemplating the inclusion of
CPA in companies’ marketing and pu-
blic relations activities will allow ma-
nagers to serve the cause as well as
their business. W

Lessons Learned

1. Companies should
attempt to understand
their stakeholders’ position
on an issue before taking a
side on it.

2. In doing so, they should
not shy away from highly
controversial topics but
dare to address them,
even before other
companies take a stand.

3. Before making a state-
ment, companies should
be mindful of its consis-
tency with the company’s
values and prior actions.

4. Companies should
transparently communica-
te the motives that led
them to take a stand on a
certain topic.
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