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The CEO as Activist
 
Duke professor Aaron Chatterji believes business  
leaders have social and political responsibilities they  
can’t afford to neglect.
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The CEO 
as Activist
Duke professor Aaron 
Chatterji believes 
business leaders have 
social and political 
responsibilities they 
can’t afford to 
neglect. 

by Jan Alexander

W hen news breaks, peo
ple expect public fi g
ures to respond. Com

pany leaders are now often included 
in this category, as social media con
nects them with their customers in 
unprecedented ways. What’s a CEO 
to do? How much does a chief exec
utive risk by speaking up about so
cial or political controversy — or is 
staying silent a worse offense? These 
questions loom particularly large 
amid contentious elections that in
volve many polarizing issues.

Aaron Chatterji, an associate 
professor at Duke University’s Fuqua 
School of Business, believes business 

leaders should play a more mean
ingful role in public policy and 
solving social problems than most 
do. Chatterji has been studying the 
confl uence of the private and public 
sectors throughout his career, and 
has had a foothold in both worlds 
himself. Before earning a Ph.D. 
from the University of California at 
Berkeley’s Haas School of Business 
in 2006, he worked in banking as a 

fi nancial analyst. He later 
stepped out of academia to 
serve as a senior economist 
at the White House Coun
cil of Economic Advisors 
from 2010 to 2011.

Chatterji spoke with strategy+
business about the role he thinks 
21stcentury business leaders should 
take on the world stage, from de
signing corporate social responsi
bility (CSR) programs with greater 
impact to sounding off on their per
sonal convictions.

S+B: You’ve been critical of 
corporate social responsibility in 
your work. What do you think 
business leaders should be doing 
to improve CSR?
CHATTERJI: Part of the way compa
nies can deliver better impact is 
to stop replicating one another’s ef
forts. Almost every business wants 
to have an education program, an 
environmental program, and a com
munitygiving program. In the 
business world, we subscribe to the 
idea of specialization and compara
tive advantage: You rely on Amazon 
instead of building your own de
livery infrastructure. It might be 
good to think about which compa
nies are actually running the most 
effective CSR programs and rally 
behind those.

There are various ways to col
laborate. Companies can work Aaron ChatterjiP
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across sectors, so that they are not 
necessarily working with direct 
competitors. Or they could connect 
and collaborate more on social im
pact programs through trade asso
ciations that already coordinate 
among competitors to achieve com
mon goals.

At the same time, corporations 
could work more with policymak
ers. One thing company leaders 
might do is use their CSR division 
to incubate programs, then get 
government organizations to take 
them to scale. Thinking of CSR 
programs as a way to experiment 
and try new things can be a fruitful 
approach. Businesses have a much 
wider range than does government 
to experiment.

S+B: Do you think tying CSR to a 
company’s core strategy — as 
Michael Porter at Harvard Business 
School has long advocated — helps 
deliver a stronger impact?
CHATTERJI: Yes, and I would advise 
corporate leaders to do less stuff 
better when it comes to CSR. A 
great way to start is to think about 
what your organization’s capabilities 
are. We know it’s hard to enter a 
new market and do new things that 
aren’t part of your existing capabili
ties. We shouldn’t think it’s any dif
ferent when you’re dealing with so
cial issues.

GE’s initiatives in clean energy 
provide a classic example. Another is 
UPS, which has provided logistics 
support to deliver supplies in emer
gency areas, as it did after the earth
quake in Ecuador in April 2016. 
Those are the kinds of efforts that I 
think are potentially useful. I’d sep
arate those from companies like Ben 
& Jerry’s, Toms Shoes, or Patagonia, 
where the social mission is front and 
center for the brand.
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S+B: Your study with Harvard’s 
Michael Toffel of activist CEOs 
looked at how a top executive visibly 
committed to a certain cause can 
affect a brand that isn’t itself 
connected with a social mission. 
Were you surprised at the findings?
CHATTERJI: We looked at the public 
stances that a number of top exe
cutives have taken on controversial 
issues that are unrelated to the busi
ness, or at least indirectly related, 
and our findings were coun
terintuitive. A generation ago, we 
would have probably advised CEOs 
not to get involved in controversial 
political issues [for risk of alienating 
or losing customers].

In our study, we found that 
CEOs can frame the discourse and 

have an impact on public opinion, 
potentially to the same extent as 
prominent politicians. [Apple CEO] 
Tim Cook did this when he spoke 
out very publicly against Indiana’s 
Religious Freedom Restoration Act, 
which critics warned would allow 
discrimination against samesex 
couples. Moreover, our research 
suggests that CEOs who communi
cate where they stand on a contro
versial issue can bring more business 
to their company. With Apple, we 
noted an increase in consumer in
tention to buy Apple products after 
Cook spoke out.

And in fact, many commenta
tors point to the pressure from the 
bus iness community, including 

Cook, Salesforce.com CEO Marc 
Benioff, and Angie’s List CEO Bill 
Oesterle, as a key driver behind the 
decision by then Indiana governor 
Mike Pence and the state legislature 
to revise the most contentious provi
sions of the act.

Of course, there are also cases 
of activism backfiring. When Target 
announced that transgender cus
tomers could use the bathroom of 
their choice in its stores, more than a 
million people signed an online pe
tition calling for a boycott, though 
there were also supporters. Last 
summer I wrote about CEOs, such 
as Cook, Drew Houston of Drop
box, and Mark Zuckerberg of Face
book, who used social media to send 
out statements expressing solidarity 

with those protesting the police 
shootings of young AfricanAmeri
can men in Louisiana and Minne
sota, and experienced some backlash 
and calls for boycotts. But we are 
also seeing that in the age of social 
media, the notion of speaking out 
on a controversial issue is perceived 
as engaging an audience. It can be 
risky not to speak out, because si
lence on an issue can be seen as a 
statement in itself.

S+B: What do you think has caused 
this shift in the perception of CEOs’ 
political and social activism? Might 
it have to do with the more 
personalized approach that we have 
to consumer products today?

“It can be risky not to speak out on a  
controversial issue, because silence can  
be seen as a statement in itself.”

CHATTERJI: It might play into the 
trend toward making brands more 
personal, to have brands that are 
your friends. We’re looking at that 
sort of microtargeting.

Another thing we’re finding is 
brands using social statements to in
fluence the way they’re perceived — 
to show that they want to be branded 
as activists in shaping public opin
ion. Take Honey Maid Graham 
Crackers, a Mondele−z product. 
Honey Maid has been airing com
mercials like “Neighbors,” which 
shows two neighbors, one of whom 
is Muslim, learning to accept each 
other, and “Mis Hijos,” about a fa
ther adjusting to his son having a 
samesex partner.

S+B: You’ve also talked about the 
case for business leaders taking on 
more official responsibilities in 
society, rather than just making ad 
hoc decisions to associate with 
certain social issues.
CHATTERJI: We’re going through 
some permanent changes in the way 
the economy works, and businesses 
could take the lead in addressing 
some of the consequences. We look 
to business for job creation. Yet I’ve 
found that although entrepreneurs 
create value, technology entrepre
neurs don’t usually need to hire a lot 
of people. Online travel sites des
troyed travel agent jobs. Netflix dis
rupted Blockbuster, which employed 
60,000 people at its peak in 2004, 
and most of those jobs were lost by 
the time Blockbuster folded 10 years 
later. Education and retraining for 
people who lose jobs due to tech
nological disruption should be  
a high priority and something the 
business world approaches more 
thoughtfully.

Could there be ways that busi
ness leaders might help with govern

                          : Meet the next generation of business thought leaders 
at strategy-business.com/youngprofs.
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ment retraining programs? They 
might, for example, provide more 
insight into how to make the folks 
in some of these programs as quali
fied as possible for jobs that are actu
ally out there. Right now there 
seems to be a large disconnect be
tween the success of our retraining 
programs and the fact that business
es still have trouble finding qualified 
people to hire.

S+B: If you’re a CEO, what’s in it  
for your company if you get more 
involved with the public sphere?
CHATTERJI: If I think about the 
CEOs I admire, it’s those who un
derstand their companies’ role in a 
larger value chain. The value chain 
includes suppliers, buyers, and all 
the regular stakeholders that would 
be named in an MBA classroom, but 
the company is also embedded in so
ciety. The most thoughtful CEOs 
are thinking about the pro ducts 
they introduce and the impact they 
have on society and human health, 
and how to work with other busi
nesses and governments to do a bet
ter job accounting for some of the 
negative sides of their products.

Whether a top executive steps 
out on controversial issues seems to 
me like a very personal choice. But I 
do think the ideal CEO is someone 
who is aware of where his or her 
company fits in the value chain, 
how it relates to society, the impact 
that the company could have, and 
the externalities it creates. + 
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