
Bruce Mehlman
@bpmehlman

April 22, 2021

“Woke Capitalism” & Its Discontents

Navigating Hyper-Activism in an Age of Disruption

Q2 2021



2

TECHNOLOGICAL
TRENDS

POLITICAL
TRENDS

CULTURAL
TRENDS

Everyone is now a publisher
Everyone is an activist

Audiences atomized, 
anger amplified

Tech & globalization 
rewire the economy

RISING INEQUALITY

ELECTION LIES & 
INSURRECTION

GEORGE FLOYD 
MURDER

NEW MEDIA LANDSCAPE

In 2020 
business 

emerged as 
the most 
trusted 

institution
to lead on 
a range of 
societal 
issues.  

Safety Nets Failed

Institutions Failed

Leaders Failed

Source: Edelman 2021 Trust Barometer

NO GATEKEEPERS

Populists exploit fear & 
anger, erode trust

Empowered citizens eager to 
vote, march, protest

SOCIAL DISRUPTION   +  CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT +  LEADERSHIP FAILURE  =
WHY NOW?  MEGA-TRENDS SUPERCHARGED BY 2020

DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE 
& CIVIL RIGHTS

Immigration & systemic reforms 
remake social order

PANDEMIC

https://www.edelman.com/trust/2021-trust-barometer
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12 MYTHS & FACTS
about Business Engagement 
on Social & Political Issues



MYTH #1: TODAY’S CEO / BUSINESS ACTIVISM IS NEW
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FACT: Activism is Not New… the Business of Business is America & Has Been

Over 200 U.S. 
companies cut all ties 

with South Africa, 
hastening the end of 

apartheid.

More than 1/3 of men 
signing the Declaration 
of Independence were 

business leaders 
(merchants or planters).

Leaders from both parties 
valued BRT CEO 

support for the 
FIRST STEP Act 

(criminal justice reform).

Business leaders’ 
advocacy helped 

power the U.S. high 
school movement.

Sources: Declaration; HS; Apartheid; First Step

1776 1910-1940 1985-1990 2018

https://www.investopedia.com/articles/economics/08/protest-divestment-south-africa.asp
https://s3.amazonaws.com/brt.org/2018-BRT-Criminal-JusticeReformLetter.pdf


MYTH #2: IT’S EASY TO DRAW LINES, PICK ISSUES
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FACT: Stakeholders Will Pressure You to Engage on Every Issue

How & when to 
draw lines on the 
slippery slope?



MYTH #3: CEO ACTIVISM IS ONLY ABOUT CURRYING FAVOR WITH POLITICIANS
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FACT: Many Stakeholders Want CEOs to Engage

68% of Americans 
think CEOs should take a 

stand on social issues

43% of U.S. consumers 
will favor the company that 

takes a stand on like-minded 
social, environmental, or 

political values

Sources: 68% (Just Capital); 54% (Edelman); 43% (Forrester); 25% (Morningstar) 

54% of employees 
globally think CEOs should 

speak publicly on 
controversial political and 

social issues

~25% of investments 
into U.S. stock & bond 

mutual funds last year went 
to ESG funds, up from 1% 

in 2014

https://www.forbes.com/sites/isabeltogoh/2020/10/02/68-of-americans-want-ceos-to-take-a-stand-on-social-issues-poll-finds/?sh=365534c24761
https://go.forrester.com/blogs/a-brands-values-must-withstand-the-pressure-of-politics/


MYTH #4: ALL BUSINESS ACTIVISM IS EQUALLY (DIS)FAVORED

7

FACT: Wide Divergence of Support Depending on the Issue / Goal

Source: Morning Consult, 2020

https://go.morningconsult.com/rs/850-TAA-511/images/201019_MC_Brands-and-Politics_Report-FINAL.pdf


MYTH #5: MOST CEOs ARE “WOKE LIBERALS”
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FACT: More CEOs Are Republicans Than Democrats

57%19%

24%

U.S. CEO Partisan Preference (2000-2017)

Republican
Democratic
Neutral

Source: Cohen, Hazan, Tallarita & Weiss, The Politics of CEOs,
Harvard Law School Journal of Legal Analysis, (Mar. 19, 2019).

30%

12%
47%

U.S. CEO Partisan Self-Identification 2021
Republican
Democratic
Independent

Source: Fortune annual survey of Fortune 500 CEOs, May 2021

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3355690
https://fortune.com/2021/05/18/should-ceos-speak-out-about-controversial-social-and-political-issues-stakeholder-capitalism-ceo-daily/


NOT WELL-ALIGNED 
WITH GOP ON:

NOT WELL-ALIGNED 
WITH DEMs ON:
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FACT: With Progressives Driving D’s Left & Populists Driving R’s Right, 
Both Parties Challenging Business Agenda

MYTH #6: REPUBLICANS ARE THE PARTY OF BIG BUSINESS 

NOT ALIGNED WITH 
EITHER PARTY:



MYTH #7: THERE ARE NO RISKS TO “DOING THE RIGHT THING”
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FACT:  Activist Companies May Face Criticism for…

…and Political Opponents May Boycott or Retaliate

Inconsistency Insufficiency



MYTH #8: BUSINESSES CAN STICK TO THE ISSUES IN THE MIDDLE
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FACT: The Middle is Hard to Find, Harder to Hold

4/5

3/5 3/5

0/5
1999 2009 2014 2020

# Shared Top 5 Issue Priorities

Sources: Pew (per Amy Walter); Pew

https://cookpolitical.com/analysis/national/national-politics/roots-our-division
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2021/04/15/americans-views-of-the-problems-facing-the-nation/


MYTH #9: ALL CONSUMERS SEE CEO ACTIVISM THE SAME
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FACT: Younger Americans Favor CEO Activism Most

Source: Morning Consult, Jan. 2021

https://morningconsult.com/2021/01/07/ceos-swift-rebukes-of-the-capitol-riots-speaks-to-their-elevated-roles-in-society/


74,224,319 U.S. Consumers Voted to Reelect Donald Trump… Why?

Concern that 
Globalization 

Harms > Helps

Many Americans bemoan 
the “hollowing out of the 

middle class” as 
businesses outsourced 

>2M U.S. manufacturing 
jobs to China & low wage 

nations via “free trade”

Fear the New 
Economy Is Leaving 

them Behind

Many Americans feel 
disrupted by the knowledge 
economy; they see their “fly-

over states” getting left 
behind by the “super star” 
technology and investment 

elites on the Coasts

Anger at “Political 
Correctness” / Elite 

Condescension

Many Americans feel under 
attack for being proud of 
their country & lifestyles 

(God, guns & football) and 
resent “elitist” condescension 

by the media and liberal 
politicians

GLOBALIZATION

Profound 
Disagreement with 

“Socialism”

Many Americans strongly 
disagree with the policies 
offered by some on the 
Left (e.g. defunding the 

police, decriminalizing the 
border, ending fossil 
fuels, higher taxes) 

MYTH #10: TRUMP VOTERS WERE A FRINGE MINORITY
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MYTH #11: MEDIA COVERS CULTURAL ISSUES DISPASSIONATELY

FACT: Controversies Make the Best Copy, Narratives Get More Clicks

Navigating New Media Realities

NARRATIVES > FACTS

SPEED > ACCURACY

OUTCOMES > OBJECTIVITY
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MYTH #12: THIS IS A UNIQUELY AMERICAN CHALLENGE

FACT: Businesses Face Pressure from Activists and Politicians 
Around the World… and It Will Only Get Harder
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RECOMMENDATIONS
For Business Leaders Engaging on 

Social & Political Issues



DECIDING WHETHER / WHEN TO ENGAGE

17

Key Considerations

BUSINESS & BRAND 
IMPACT

 Does engagement align 
with our strategy, values 
& vision?  Does silence 
misalign?

 Does the issue impact 
our business or have a 
clear nexus to our 
sector? (Patagonia)

 Are our customers 
overwhelmingly on one 
side & likely to support 
our action? (Nike)

COMMUNITY
STATUS

 Would our absence 
stand out among peers & 
competitors?

 Are we at greater risk of 
reputational harm from 
doing too much or not 
doing enough?

 Who are the groups on 
each side of the issue & 
how does “punching 
power” compare?

STAKEHOLDER
IMPACT

 Are our employees 
mostly on the same side 
& urging action / 
leadership?

 Has our employee family
been directly impacted 
by the issue? (UAL-
Parkland; DACA)

 Is there a clear nexus to 
the local community with 
our headquarters? 
(Coca-Cola; Delta)

EFFECTIVENESS / 
CREDIBILITY

 Can we make a 
difference by engaging 
alone?  With others?

 Are we doing more to 
solve the problem than 
mere statements? (e.g. 
JPM $30B)

 Do actions here 
highlight hypocrisy 
elsewhere, forcing 
additional actions (e.g. 
Cuba, China)?



ACTIONS SPEAK LOUDER THAN WORDS
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How You Treat Your Own Stakeholders > Your Social Issue Advocacy



HOW TO ENGAGE
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There is No Formula… But There Are Best Practices

1. Be True to Your Word & Values. Speak truthfully, follow through on promises & uphold professed values. 
Trust is the most important attribute for brands and leaders.

2. Resist reflexively rushing-in. Understand the policies you’re being asked to support / oppose, taking the time 
to hear both sides, and when in doubt… pause to consider. 

3. Build a diverse team & consistent process. Establish a replicable process with the same group of diverse 
senior advisers (identity & ideology) who scenario plan in-advance. Social media & boycott pressures force thinking 
“fast,” but these calls are best made by thinking “slow,” informed by prior planning.

4. Find safety in numbers & wisdom in crowds. Coordinate with other business leaders to increase odds of 
success & decrease risk of backlash.

5. Inoculate in advance through meaningful stakeholder engagement. Build trusting relationships with 
liberal, conservative & civil rights stakeholders via sustained ESG, CSR & other efforts.  Your every-day actions 
speak louder than words.

6. Ensure employees are heard. Maintain internal groups (eg LGBTQ@co) to solicit feedback, explain decisions 
& ensure workers know you care about their opinions, even if you won’t always do what they want.



is one of the nation’s most innovative government 
relations firms, offering strategic solutions to 

companies, trade associations, non-profits, and 
entrepreneurs that help them succeed in 

Washington.

For future slides: bruce@mc-dc.com  

RECENT ANALYSES: 
https://bit.ly/Mehlman-Infographics

https://bit.ly/Mehlman-Infographics
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