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Abstract

Why do companies engage in the culture war, taking stances on the most contro-
versial issues of the day? Most political science scholarship assumes that corporations
are unitary actors that respond to their environment and seek to maximize profits.
This conventional wisdom misses the role of CEOs, who interpret their environment
and make decisions about what constitutes self-interest. In this paper, I argue that
the ideology of a company’s CEO underlies the incidence and direction of corporate
political activity on identity-based social issues. Using two-way fixed effects analysis
among a sample of S&P 500 companies, I demonstrate that companies with more lib-
eral CEOs engage their firms in more liberal corporate activism. Furthermore, the
effect of CEO ideology is strongest among firms with an economic incentive to en-
gage in liberal corporate activism–specifically consumer-oriented companies and those
with diverse employee bases. When an economic incentive for activism exists, liberal
CEOs engage their firms in more liberal activism because their ideology shapes their
perceptions of the costs and benefits of such behavior. Corporate political activity on
social issues is surprisingly common, increasing in its prevalence, and warrants further
scholarly research.
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CEOs and Firm Social Activism

After the death of Apple co-founder Steve Jobs, Tim Cook was appointed CEO of the

largest technology company in the world. Under Cook’s leadership, Apple began to publicly

support liberal cultural issues, such as immigration reform and LGBT rights. Jobs had been

an ideological moderate. But Cook, a gay man, is more liberal and is a frequent contributor

to national Democratic politicians.1 A change in the CEO lead to a change in Apple’s social

orientation.

Supporting the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, Cook said:

“The DACA situation is not an immigration issue. It’s a moral issue... This is one that goes

to the core of who we are as Americans” (Ghaffary 2018). But it was not solely a moral issue

for Cook, it was also a personnel issue, since 250 Apple employees were DACA recipients.

In this way, Cook’s personal politics intersected with the interests of his firm.

Apple’s activism is a part of a larger phenomenon: the evolving role of the corporation

in society. According to a 2019 poll of Fortune 500 CEOs, 44% subscribe to the view that

their “company should actively seek to solve major social problems as part of [their] core

business strategy” (an increase of 4 points over the previous year) while only 5% subscribe to

the view that their “company should mainly focus on making profits, and not be distracted

by social goals” (Murray 2019).2 This evolving role of corporations is also evidenced by

a new mission statement from the Business Roundtable, a group of CEOs from America’s

largest corporations (VandeHei 2019). In the new mission statement, the CEOs embrace a

stakeholder-centered model of capitalism and reject a short-term gains shareholder-centered

model of capitalism. In this paper, I ask: What are the consequences of this shift in the role

of CEOs and their corporations for corporate political activity?

Treating corporations as a black box, political scientists tend to treat businesses as

unitary actors in the single-minded pursuit of profit. This conventional wisdom overlooks

the important role of top executives in shaping corporate behavior. In this paper, I advance

1 As discussed later in the paper, I measure CEO ideology with the DIME database (Bonica 2019b).
2 The rest–about half–subscribed to a moderate view that it was important for companies to address

social problems, “but not as part of [their] core business strategy.”
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a new theory of corporate political activity and present time series cross sectional evidence in

support of the notion that the ideology of chief executive officers explains when and to what

extent businesses enter moral policy debates. Building off of upper echelons theory from the

management discipline (Hambrick and Mason 1984; Hambrick 2007), I argue that CEOs play

an important role in interpreting the firm’s environment and determining whether corporate

political activity is in the best interest of the firm.

To test my theory, I build an original dataset of corporate political activity on identity-

based social issues by S&P 500 corporations that includes Supreme Court amicus briefs,

congressional lobbying disclosures, and financial contributions to PACs and interest groups.

Surprisingly, nearly half of companies in my sample engaged in liberal activism at least

once, while only 5% engaged in conservative activism at least once. Using estimates of CEO

ideology from Bonica (2019b), I first employ two-way fixed effects models to demonstrate

that CEO ideology has an effect on the incidence of corporate political activity on social

issues. I then demonstrate that this effect is conditional upon firm economic incentives:

The effect of CEO ideology on corporate activism is strongest for consumer-oriented firms

trying to court liberal customers and firms with a diverse employee base trying to recruit

and maintain a diverse workforce.

What I refer to as identity-based cultural or social issues fall under the broader

umbrella of moral policy, which taps core ethical beliefs as opposed to issue-specific policy

preferences (K. B. Smith 2002). These are inherently matters of right or wrong on which

voters are unlikely to change their views or be willing to compromise. They include some of

the most polarizing issues of the day, and typically generate significant single-issue interest

group activity. In particular, I investigate corporate political activities on issues relating to

gender, race, immigration, and LGBT rights.

This paper attempts to explain the origins of corporate political activity on social

issues, which I will refer to as corporate activism. When I use that term, I am referring to

official positions held by the corporation itself. A related phenomenon is that of activist
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CEOs, chief executives who frequently speak out on matters of public policy. A CEO can

be an activist in their own right, without using their corporation to advance a social cause.

For example, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg founded the pro-immigration lobbying group

FWD.us and was an amici on a brief presented to the Supreme Court that supported the

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program. However, since there is no evi-

dence that these actions were funded by Facebook resources or involved the Facebook legal

team, these are examples of CEO activism and not corporate activism. Especially among

publicly-traded corporations that are accountable to the avaricious whims of the stock mar-

ket, corporate activism poses a more significant puzzle to social scientists, since corporate

resources are being used to further public policy goals on cultural issues that we don’t typi-

cally assume are germane to corporations.

MOTIVATIONS FOR CORPORATE POLITICAL ACTIVITY

Corporate political activity (CPA) encompasses any effort by businesses to influence

public policy outcomes. As defined by Hillman and Hitt (1999, 826), “corporate political

behavior is an attempt to use the power of government to advance private ends.” Such efforts

in the past have included public relations, lobbying politicians and bureaucrats, submitting

amicus briefs to the courts, and making financial contributions to think tanks, political

parties, interest groups, and candidates for elected office.

Political science research and theory has been preoccupied with the consequences of

CPA but have almost entirely ignored the motivations of CPA. When political scientists

study CPA, they typically consider business to be a powerful and important interest group.

The classic political science approach to business is Schattschneider’s (1975) Semi-Sovereign

People, which treats businesses as an asymmetrically-powerful player in a pressure system

of diverse interests. However, as Lindblom (1977, 1982) argues, the economic might of

businesses gives them a “privileged position” within the political economy. Businesses are

therefore not just any other interest group; they are actors that have both economic and

political roles in American society. These classic studies are emblematic of political sci-
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ence scholarship on corporate political activity: They focus almost exclusively on business

engagement on economic policy rather than moral issues.

Many studies have empirically tested the notion that businesses are more likely to win

than their opponents. In the domains of bureaucratic administrative rule-making (Yackee

and Yackee 2006), foreign policy (Jacobs and Page 2005), state policy liberalism (Gray et

al. 2004), state pro-business climate (Witko 2005), and state welfare policy (Flavin 2015;

Hicks, Friedland, and Johnson 1978; Klarner, Mao, and Buchanan 2007), scholars have

demonstrated that business has a disproportionate influence in public policy-making. A bias

toward business can be seen in aggregate policy outputs as well (Gilens and Page 2014).

Other disciplines have been more interested in the question of what motivates CPA.

Sociologists, economists, and management scholars alike have advanced several theoretical

frameworks for understanding the motivations of corporate political activity. Here, I fo-

cus on three broad explanations for CPA: responsiveness to shareholders, responsiveness to

stakeholders, and the liberalism of top managers. These explanations should not necessarily

be seen as mutually exclusive; evidence suggests that each can explain different variation in

CPA.

Corporations respond to economic forces like shareholders. Based on Man-

cur Olson’s (1971) insights into interest group activity, many theories of CPA are based upon

the notion that firms are unitary, rational actors seeking to maximize profits. Evidence from

the 1990s suggests that corporate value in the stock market decreases when corporations

take stands on social issues (Hillman and Keim 2001); therefore, it is not in the economic

interest of a corporation to engage in CPA on social issues. This perspective is epitomized by

Milton Friedman’s (1970) argument that “the social responsibility of business is to increase

its profits.”

However, norms around corporate activism may be changing and activism may now

be rewarded by the stock market. Corporations might not actually end up paying a penalty

with consumers for activism on social issues, since experimental evidence demonstrates that
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in-partisans are rewarded more than out-partisans are punished during economic transac-

tions (McConnell et al. 2018). Research also suggests that liberals/Democrats may be more

likely than conservatives/Republicans to vary their consumption of a company’s products

on account of its social stances (Chatterji and Toffel 2017; Endres and Panagopoulos 2017;

Newman and Bartels 2011). In sum, corporate activism on moral policy–usually supporting

the liberal side of the issue, as I demonstrate below–should lead to a net positive gain in

customers, thus pleasing shareholders.

Corporations respond to stakeholders, not just shareholders. Insights from

management scholars offer an alternative motivation for firm behavior: Corporate actions can

be explained by responsiveness to stakeholders–not just shareholders. Stategic management

scholars argue that businesses strategically cultivate relationships with stakeholders–such

as employees, customers, and shareholders–and in doing so, they improve corporate profits

(Freeman 1984; Berman et al. 1999).

When it comes to corporate political activity, one important stakeholder is employees.

Li (2018) finds that corporate PACs receive less money from their Democratic employees

when they contribute more to Republicans (and vice-versa). Therefore, the ability of access-

seeking corporate PACs to contribute to campaigns is constrained by the ideology of its

employees. Additionally, internal pressure by LGBT employee groups has been linked to

corporate activism on LGBT rights (Maks-Solomon and Drewry 2019).

Corporate behavior is shaped by top executives. Sociologists studying eco-

nomic power have advanced class-based theories of CPA. Such theories suggest that shared

preferences and norms of a social class–either managers specifically or elites more generally–

lead to similar patterns of political behavior among corporations (Useem 1982; Clawson and

Neustadtl 1989; Burris 2001). Relatedly, the upper echelons theory from the management

literature argues that the perceptions and experiences of managers are important for un-

derstanding organizational outcomes (Hambrick and Mason 1984; Hambrick 2007). Both

approaches are predated by the Behavioral Theory of the Firm, wherein Cyert and March
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(1963) advance a theory of corporate behavior based upon the notion that the firm is a

coalition of internal groups acting under conditions of bounded rationality.

From a political science perspective, Bonica (2016, 396) finds that “increased ide-

ological diversity among a firm’s executives and directors presents a barrier to” campaign

spending by a corporation’s PAC. Therefore, the ideological distribution in corporate board-

rooms can explain at least one form of CPA–campaign spending. Although ample evidence

suggests that managers matter for firm outcomes, unlike the two other theories discussed

in this section, scholars have yet to empirically explore the role that managers’ preferences

play in CPA, and CPA on social issues more specifically.

CEOS AND CORPORATE ENGAGEMENT WITH SOCIAL ISSUES

To develop a theory of CEOs and CPA on social issues, I rely upon upper echelons

theory, which argues that corporate executives are the key to understanding organizational

outcomes. However, before describing the theory and hypotheses, it is necessary to make a

distinction between CEOs and their companies. Evidence from campaign finance suggests

that CEOs and corporations take different approaches to politics: CEOs have values while

corporations want access. Examining campaign contributions during the 1980 presidential

election, Burris (2001) finds that business PACs are bipartisan, while corporate executives

are ideological, usually contributing to Republicans. More recently, examining a wider span

of elections, Bonica (2016) concludes that corporate executives are more ideological, less

likely to support incumbents, and less likely to exhibit an access-seeking strategy when

compared with corporate PACs. These studies of campaign finance suggest that CEOs can

be separated from their PACs; CEOs do have distinct preferences that cannot be solely

attributed to the profit-seeking motives of their firm.

Upper echelons theory argues that “If we want to understand why organizations do

the things they do, or why they perform the way they do, we must consider the biases and

dispositions of their most powerful actors–their top executives” (Hambrick 2007, 334). There

are two tenants to upper echelons: “(1) executives act on the basic of their personalized
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interpretations of the strategic situations they face, and (2) these personalized construals

are a function of the executives’ experiences, values, and personalities” (Hambrick 2007,

334). The effect of upper management on corporate behavior is therefore conditional upon

a high level of discretion. Indeed, comparative analysis by Crossland and Hambrick (2007)

suggests that U.S. CEOs are given a uniquely high degree of flexibility. Thus, corporate

activism should be a phenomenon that is most prevalent in the United States (just like

CEO activism is [Chatterji and Toffel 2018]). Adapting upper echelons theory, I posit that

corporations with more liberal CEOs should engage in more liberal and less conservative

corporate activism.

Hypothesis 1 Corporations with more liberal CEOs will engage in more liberal corpo-

rate political activity on social issues.

Managers’ values affect corporate behavior both directly and indirectly (Hambrick and

Mason 1984). Directly, CEOs’ values should affect the decisions that they make for their firm.

Liberal CEOs should be more likely to direct their subordinates to engage in liberal corporate

activism; and when a subordinate proposes that the company engage in liberal activism, a

liberal CEO should be more likely to agree. Through the indirect pathway, values also affect

assessments of situations. A liberal CEO would be more likely to see liberal activism as

benefiting the corporation, by cultivating a diverse group of loyal, young customers and

employees. In turn, a CEO that sees more benefits in corporate activism should be more

likely to engage in it. This discussion leads to the second hypothesis, that the CEO-activism

relationship is conditional upon the corporation having an economic motive to engage in

corporate activism:

Hypothesis 2 The effect of CEO ideology on corporate activism will be strongest

among companies with a greater economic motive to engage in cor-

porate political activity on social issues.
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Previous research has demonstrated that upper echelons theory can explain internal

corporate policies like corporate social responsibility (Chin, Hambrick, and Treviño 2013),

but it has yet to be demonstrated–to the author’s knowledge–that upper echelons can explain

CPA on moral policy, where corporations are using substantial resources to advance social

causes in the public sphere and actively attempt to shape public policy outcomes.

Adopting the upper echelons perspective can help to explain the increase in corporate

activism during the past decade. CEOs of the largest American companies have become

increasingly diverse, both demographically and ideologically. One study of CEOs’ campaign

finance records found that, since 2000, S&P 500 CEOs have become increasingly bipartisan

and less likely to contribute primarily to Republicans (Cohen et al. 2019). Another study

found that ethnic, racial, and gender diversity among Fortune 500 CEOs has also increased

(Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2011). Nearly all of these minority CEOs were appointed since

1999, and on balance, they are more likely to contribute to Democrats than Republicans

(Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2011). Non-white, non-male, non-Republican CEOs, increasing in

their number, bring with them new ideas, values, and experiences. With unique perspectives,

these new CEOs challenge the status quo, and make their corporations more likely to speak

out on social issues.

METHODS

To test the primary hypothesis that companies with more liberal CEOs are more

active on the liberal side of social issues (Hypothesis 1), I gathered an original dataset of

corporate activism from S&P 500 corporations between 2008 and 2017. For the treatment

variable, I use ideology scores from Bonica’s (2014, 2019b) Database on Ideology, Money in

Politics, and Elections.
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Measuring Corporate Activism

Using the Standard & Poor’s Compustat North America database (2018b), I collected

data on all S&P 500 companies between 2008 and 2017.3 In total, the S&P 500 index

encompasses 80% of the market capitalization (stock market value) in the U.S. economy

(S&P Dow Jones Indices 2019). The index is designed to be representative of the national

economy and as such, includes companies across every economic sector. From the S&P 500,

I only include companies headquartered inside of the United States that are currently active,

leaving 476 companies. Furthermore, I drop companies with incomplete panels: Companies

that were founded within the time series, had major mergers or acquisitions, or had initial

public offerings were omitted from the final sample.4 After all of these exclusions, the sample

size is 403 companies across 10 years, for a total of 4,030 observations. Although, the sample

size in regression analyses is smaller, due to missing CEO ideology data.

As noted above, I define moral policies as those that tap core ethical (often religious)

beliefs as opposed to issue-based policy preferences. These include salient issues that strongly

divide the population, even if they do not always dominate the congressional agenda. To

determine which types of moral issues receive attention from businesses, I first examined

Supreme Court cases for any issue with moral content. During the decade under study, the

Supreme Court heard cases related to abortion, the death penalty, censorship, gun control,

immigration, and discrimination against women, racial and ethnic minorities, religious mi-

norities, and the LGBT community. While business associations frequently file briefs on

these cases to urge the Court to reject government intervention, it is rarer for briefs to be

filed on behalf of corporations themselves, where their names appear as amici. Among all

of these moral issues, only on identity-based issues did individual businesses appear as an

3 I also searched for activism among the S&P 400, an index of mid-sized companies. Only 17 out of 378
companies were ever active. When they were active, they made substantially fewer activist statements than
the S&P 500. Because of the lack of substantial activism among the S&P 400, I limit my sample to the S&P
500.

4 IPOs, mergers, and acquisitions are exogenous shocks that could affect the propensity for corporate
activism.
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amici. Companies were amici on cases related to gender pay equity, affirmative action in

higher education, immigration, and LGBT rights.

Federal lobbying disclosures by businesses revealed a similar pattern. The only moral

issues that received any significant attention from multiple individual businesses were those

with an identity-based component: equal pay, immigration, and LGBT rights. (There was

no lobbying on racial issues since it was largely off the congressional agenda during this

time period.) Since these are the only issue areas where individual businesses are active, I

narrow my focus to the issue areas of racial justice, immigration, LGBT rights, and equal

pay policies. As previously noted, these issues all share a strong identity component to them,

since policies in these issue areas are designed to protect the rights of minority groups. Policy

solutions in these issue areas include affirmative action, legislative solutions to the Deferred

Action for Childhood Arrivals program, the LGBT anti-discrimination Equality Act, and

the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act. There was substantial policy-making activity in each of

these policy areas–across the legislative, executive, and/or judicial branches–between 2008

and 2017.

Appendix A discusses public opinion related to each of the issues where businesses

were active as well as culture war issues where businesses were not active, like gun control

and abortion. The issues under examination in this study vary in their public support, with

some being more controversial than others. Because of this, public opinion cannot be the

only explanation for why corporations decide to engage with an issue. As I will further

discuss in the conclusion of this paper, it is possible that corporations primarily take stances

on issues that managers believe are directly and consistently relevant to their employees.

Corporations take stands on identity-based issues consistently relevant to their employees’

daily lives but will not take stands on issues like gun control and abortion. Gun control is

an issue that is usually only on the agenda after a mass shooting (and then it fades from the

agenda).5 Women who receive abortions are likely hesitant to share their stories at work,

5 One noteworthy exception is the example of WalMart, which advocated for gun control after a mass
shooting in one of their stores (Tensley 2019).
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so the–usually male–upper managers are unaware of the impact of laws restricting abortion

access.

In my dataset of corporate activism, I only include corporate political activities that

signify that the company is making a strong statement in support of (or opposition to) one

of these identity-based moral issues. I searched for instances where the corporation signed

an amicus curie brief before the Supreme Court, lobbied Congress or the executive branch,

contributed to a political action committee, or sponsored an interest group. Engaging in these

forms of activism mean that the company is making a strong investment in the advancement

of a social issue–and “putting its money where its mouth is,” as the saying goes. As such,

the CEO would usually be involved in the decision-making process (Foundation for Public

Affairs 2008, cited in Rudy and Johnson 2019). Data sources and further details on data

collection are available in Appendix A.

I have identified 1,416 instances of activism where the ideological position of the

corporation could be determined, 1,384 of these are in support of the liberal side of a social

issue, while the remaining 32 were in support of the conservative side. Sixteen percent (16%)

of activist events were in the form of Supreme Court briefs, 8% were lobbying, 19% were

PAC contributions, and 56% were interest group sponsorships. Regarding the issues on

which companies were active, 2% of activity was on gender, 33% was on immigration, 42%

was on LGBT rights, and 23% was on racial issues. All 32 instances of conservative activism

were either briefs in Supreme Court cases related to gender equity in pay or lobbying related

to equal pay laws in Congress.6

A striking portion of the companies within my sample were involved in at least one

activism event supporting the liberal side of a social issue; 45% of companies supported the

liberal side of an issue at least once, while less than 5% ever supported the conservative side

of an issue. The finding that conservative activism on social issues is so rare is not surprising

6 Only one activist event supported gender equality, when Prudential Financial sponsored the American
Association of University Women’s biennial conference.
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given previous research that found no conservative activism by large corporations on LGBT

rights issues (Maks-Solomon and Drewry 2019).

Most of the liberal political activism considered in this study is advocating for poli-

cies that explicitly undermine corporate profits by increasing litigation risk and costs. For

example, identity-based PACs and interest groups advocate for policies that seek to regulate

corporations and open them up to discrimination lawsuits. Interest groups such as Lambda

Legal, an LGBT legal defense organization, are actively involved in suing corporations who

violate non-discrimination laws.

FIGURE 1. Liberal activism has become more common over time.
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Source: original dataset gathered by the author.

Figure 1a presents the number of activism events in each year between 2008 and 2017.

During the first five years of the time series there were around 115 events per year, while

there were about 190 events per year in the second five years of the time series. The trend

is clear: liberal activism has been increasing over time. Only prominent in 2010, there was

no conservative activism after 2011.

Figure 1b presents the cumulative percent of corporations active in each year. In

every year, individual corporations make the decision to begin engaging in social issues

activism for the first time. In 2008, 17% of the corporations within my sample engaged in

liberal activism but by 2017, fully 44% of corporations had ever engaged in liberal activism.
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With the caveat that this study only includes 10 years, both panels in Figure 1 show strong

evidence of a trend over time; the S&P 500 is becoming increasingly liberal.

The main outcome variable used in this paper is the number of net liberal activism

events engaged in by a company in a given year. To obtain this number, I simply subtract

the number of conservative activism events from the number of liberal activism events.

Positive values indicate that the company engaged in more liberal activism than conservative

activism. Negative values indicate that the company engaged in more conservative activism

than liberal activism. Therefore, the outcome variable captures both the direction (ideology)

and intensity (number) of corporate activism events. Annual net liberal activism ranges from

-2 to 8. Figures showing the distribution of the outcome variable are available in Appendix

A.

CEO Ideology

For a measure of CEO ideology, I use Bonica’s (2014, 2019b) campaign finance com-

mon space scores (referred to as a CF score). The Database on Ideology, Money in Politics,

and Elections (DIME) is a collection of local, state, and federal campaign finance records

from the 1980 election cycle through the 2018 election cycle. Using correspondence analysis

for all contributions in the database, Bonica generates scores that approximate ideal points,

and are normalized to a mean of zero and standard deviation of one. This measure is prefer-

able to simply using the percent of total contributions that the CEO made to Democrats

(or Republicans), since a crude measure such as this has no way of differentiating between

moderate and extreme politicians within the same political party. Furthermore, the DIME

database also includes contributions to PACs, not just candidates for political office.

In a related article, Bonica (2019a) demonstrates that CF scores are a powerful pre-

dictor of individual policy preferences using a dataset wherein contributors in the DIME

database are matched with with survey respondents in the Cooperative Congressional Elec-

tion Study (CCES). Bonica shows that CF scores are a strong predictor of 30 policy prefer-
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ence questions asked of CCES respondents. What’s more, CF scores are a better predictor

of policy preferences than party identification alone.

I was able to identify CF scores for 79% of the CEOs in my sample.7 I multiply

CF scores by -1 to calculate my measure of CEO liberalism. This simple manipulation is

made to make it easier to interpret results; the main hypothesis of interest predicts a posi-

tive relationship between CEO liberalism (the treatment variable) and net liberal corporate

activism (the outcome of interest). Figure 2 is a kernel density plot of CEO liberalism. As

it shows, the median CEO is -0.5 on the CEO liberalism scale. Thus, the median CEO is

moderate-to-conservative, only about half of a standard deviation more conservative than

the average donor or candidate.

FIGURE 2. On balance, CEOs are moderate-to-conservative.
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Former CEO of Exxon, Rex Tillerson, has a CEO liberalism score of -1.12 (he’s

more than one standard deviation below the average liberalism). Former CEO of Starbucks,

Howard Schultz, has a CEO liberalism score of 0.52 (he’s half of a standard deviation more

liberal than average). As expected, the company led by a conservative CEO was inactive on

social issues, while the company led by a liberal CEO was frequently active on the liberal

7 This match rate with the DIME database is comparable to the match rate Bonica (2016) achieved in
his analysis of Fortune 500 CEOs and directors (83%).
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side of social issues. On the one hand, Exxon engaged in no corporate activism–liberal or

conservative–during Tillerson’s tenure. On the other hand, Starbucks engaged in one to

three liberal corporate activism events each year during Schultz’s tenure.

Modeling CPA on Social Issues

To model the data-generating process behind corporate political activity on social

issues, I use two-way fixed effects models with clustered standard errors robust to autocor-

relation. All time-invariant differences between companies are absorbed by the company

fixed effects. Year fixed effects absorb any systematic differences between years. Specifically,

year FEs account for the fact that the agenda changes from year-to-year and companies are

more likely to show their support for social issues later on in the time series. An individual

CEO’s ideology is constant throughout the time series, so within-company variation in CEO

ideology exists when there are CEO transitions and the company selects a new CEO to lead

the firm. Seventy percent of corporations experience at least one CEO transition during the

time series.

Not every difference between companies is time-invariant, so I also include a set of

control variables. All variables are measured annually. One plausibility is that companies are

conforming to the isometric pressure of peers within their industry (DiMaggio and Powell

1983), so they may be more liberal on social issues when their peers are more liberal on

social issues. To account for this, I include a control variable for the average industry-

level liberal activism among other S&P 900 companies within the firm’s Global Industry

Classification System (GICS) sub-industry.8 I also control for log lobbying expenditure

(calculated using data from the Lobbyview database [Kim 2018]). Further, I control for the

8 To attempt to use as broad of a definition of peer companies as possible, industry-level activism includes
all activism within the S&P 900 (the S&P 500 plus the S&P 400 of mid-sized companies). This variable takes
the value of 0 if the company is the only one within its sub-industry. Since the activism of the company itself
is not included in the average industry-level liberal activism variable, this covariate is not endogenous to the
outcome variable (activism of the company itself). Industry-level activism does not correlate too highly with
either net liberal activism (corr = 0.32) or CEO liberalism (corr = 0.03). If this variable is excluded from
the analysis, the coefficient on the CEO ideology variable in Models 3 through 5 are essentially identical in
size and statistical significance.
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company’s market share (the share of all sub-industry revenue made by the company) as

well as the year-to-year percent change in profit , both obtained through the Compustat

database.9

To test the hypothesis that CEO ideology is motivating corporate activity on social

issues, I employ five models. In the first three models, the outcome variable is annual net

liberal activism (liberal activism minus conservative activism). In Model 1, the only covariate

in the model is the treatment variable. Model 2 adds in a lagged outcome variable. Model

3 (and all other models) include the additional covariates. In Model 4, the outcome variable

excludes all activism on gender. Since it excludes gender activism, it thereby excludes

all conservative activism and can be interpreted as annual liberal activism. In Model 5,

the outcome variable is net liberal activism for costly forms of activism. This includes

any activism relating to LGBT anti-discrimination protections, gender equity in pay, and

financial contributions to interest groups. Each of these types of activism seek to increase

the likelihood that corporations could be sued for discrimination. Accordingly, Model 5

excludes lobbying and briefs related to same-sex marriage, immigration, and affirmative

action in higher education because these policies have no direct impact on corporate profit

margins.

RESULTS

The results of all models are presented in Table 1. Beginning with Model 1, in a two-

way fixed effects model, CEO ideology has an estimated effect of 0.14 on net liberal activism,

and this relationship is statistically significant at the 0.05 level using a one-tailed test. As

predicted by Hypothesis 1, companies with more liberal CEOs engage in more liberal social

activism. Adding a lagged outcome variable (as Model 2 does) only slightly diminishes the

9 Market share is calculated by using the entire Compustat database of companies headquartered within
the United States. The individual company’s revenue is divided by the cumulative revenue within the
company’s GICS sub-industry.
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strength of the coefficient on the treatment variable, decreasing it to 0.13. The coefficient

remains 0.13 if adding in the additional covariates (as Model 3 does).10

To provide a substantive interpretation of this result: in a given year, a liberal CEO

(liberalism = 1) would engage their company in 0.13-more net liberal activism events than a

moderate CEO (liberalism = 0). Over the course of 10 years, this amounts to a difference of

1.3 more net liberal activist events. Put another way, a liberal CEO (liberalism = 1) would

engage their company in about 3 more net liberal activist events than a conservative CEO

(liberalism = -1) over the course of 10 years. Since the outcome variable is net activism,

this also means that a conservative CEO should engage their company in about 3 more net

conservative activist events than a liberal CEO over the course of 10 years. Consequently,

CEO ideology has a substantively meaningful effect on corporate political activity on social

issues, especially given the fact that 55% of companies engaged in no activism (liberal or

conservative) during the time series.

Model 4 excludes all gender activism from the outcome variable, since conservative

gender activism may be a part of a different data generating process than the rest of the issues

under study (as can be seen in Figure 1). Thus, only liberal activism on race, immigration,

and LGBT rights are included in the outcome variable for Model 4. In this model, the effect

of CEO ideology is similar to that of Model 3 (coef = 0.12) and is still statistically significant

at the 0.05 level.

Model 5 limits the outcome variable to costly forms of activism, activism related to

policies that have the potential to undermine corporate profits. In this model, the effect

of CEO liberalism is smaller than in Models 1-4; regardless, the effect is still statistically

significant. Therefore, even when taking the liberal stance means advocating for policies that

have the potential to undermine corporate profits, CEO liberalism still leads corporations to

take more liberal stances.

10 Since the primary hypothesis of interest–that companies with more liberal CEOs are more active on
social issues–is directional in nature, I use one-tailed tests of statistical significance in this paper. I am aware
of no theoretical justification for why more liberal CEOs would be less likely than conservative CEOs to
engage their companies in activism.
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TABLE 1. Two-way fixed effects models: Corporate activism and CEO liberalism.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Net Liberal Net Liberal Net Liberal No Gender Only Costly

Activism Activism Activism Activism Activism

Outcome variable (t− 1) 0.243* 0.231* 0.195* 0.355*
(0.061) (0.040) (0.039) (0.044)

CEO liberalism (CF score × -1) 0.135* 0.129* 0.128* 0.123* 0.096*
(0.070) (0.040) (0.062) (0.058) (0.051)

Average industry-level activism 0.187* 0.160* 0.057
(0.055) (0.058) (0.039)

Lobbying expenditure (log) 0.003 0.004 0.003
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Market share 1.350* 1.401* 1.090*
(0.658) (0.668) (0.443)

Profit (% change) 0.002* 0.002* 0.002*
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Constant 0.333* 0.262* −0.008 −0.001 0.017
(0.037) (0.032) (0.111) (0.114) (0.077)

Observations 3,334 2,991 2,991 2,991 2,991
Companies 364 362 362 362 362
R-squared 0.033 0.495 0.444 0.418 0.558

Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses below coefficients. All models include company and year fixed effects with company-clustered
standard errors that are robust to autocorrelation. Note: * p < 0.05 (one-tailed)
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There are surely other ways to model the data generating process besides using a

continuous dependent variable and time series cross sectional analysis. Appendix B presents

the results of Cox event history analyses. In these models, the hazard ratio on the CEO

ideology variable is statistically significant and substantively meaningful.

One potential cause of endogeneity is that CEO ideology is confounding other traits

of the CEO, such as demographic characteristics. It may be the case that CEOs from

marginalized communities, younger CEOs, or more educated CEOs–and not necessarily more

liberal CEOs–are more likely to engage in corporate activism. To rule out this possibility, in

Appendix C, I demonstrate that these CEO demographic characteristics have no effect on

corporate activism and then show that CEO ideology has a similarly-sized effect on corporate

activism even after controlling for CEO characteristics.

Another possibility is that the selection of a liberal CEO is endogenous to corporate

activism. To address this concern, Appendix D presents the result of a placebo test. For

there to be a plausibly causal relationship between CEO ideology and corporate activism, net

liberal activism in the current year should have no effect on future values of the CEO ideology

variable. This turns out to be the case; current corporate activism has no effect on future

CEO ideology. The results increase confidence that there is a causal relationship between

CEO liberalism and CPA on social issues and mitigate concerns over reverse causation.

WHAT CONDITIONS THE CEO-ACTIVISM RELATIONSHIP?

According to Hypothesis 2, the effect of CEO ideology should be strongest for compa-

nies with a greater economic incentive to engage in activism. In this section, I asses whether

firm characteristics–such as industry and employee demographics–condition the effect of

CEO ideology. These innate firm-level characteristics are not randomly nor as-if-randomly

distributed among the population and do not vary substantially over time (at least not as I

measure them here). Because of this, the analysis presented in this section is not intended to

be interpreted as making a causal claim of any sort. Instead, it is an inherently descriptive

exercise to determine whether Hypothesis 2 has prima facie validity.
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To identify the firm characteristics that condition the CEO-activism relationship, I

utilize a random intercept model with within and between effects (Bartels 2015; Bell and

Jones 2015). In these models, the outcome variable is net liberal activism. The treatment

variable is still CEO liberalism, but the variable is transformed so that it is a de-meaned

“within effect” (the company average CEO liberalism is subtracted from each observation,

equivalent to adding fixed effects to the model). The additional covariates are also added

to the model as de-meaned within effects. From this model, I add in company-level firm

characteristics and then interact these variables with CEO liberalism, in a cross-level inter-

action term. (CEO liberalism is a within effect measured at level 1 and firm characteristics

are between effects measured at level 2.) I estimate each model using maximum likelihood

and cluster standard errors by company.

Appendix E presents the results of four different models. In Model E1, the firm char-

acteristic used in the cross-level interaction term is a dichotomous measure for whether the

firm is consumer-oriented. Companies are deemed to be consumer-oriented if they are in the

Consumer Discretionary or Consumer Staples industries in the Global Industry Classification

System. These companies are consumer-facing, provide products or services to consumers,

and receive most of their revenue from consumers (as opposed to other businesses or the gov-

ernment). Twenty percent of companies within my sample fall into this category. Activism by

consumer-oriented companies could be an effort to court liberal (young) customers, who are

more likely to engage in political consumerism than conservatives (Chatterji and Toffel 2017;

Endres and Panagopoulos 2017; Newman and Bartels 2011). Without relying heavily upon

consumers for their revenue, non-consumer-oriented companies have minimal market-based

incentive to engage in activism. As the marginal effects presented in Figure 3a demonstrate,

the effect of CEO liberalism is meaningfully conditioned by consumer-orientation; there is no

statistically significant effect of CEO liberalism at companies without an economic incentive

to win over customers.
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In Models E2 through E4, the cross-level interaction terms are with employee characteristics–

the percent of employees who are female, the percent of employees who are non-white or

Hispanic, and the percent of employees who are foreign-born. To obtain this data, I use

IPUMS Current Population Survey U.S. Census microdata with survey weights, and es-

timate employee demographics at the sub-industry-level (Flood et al. 2018).11 Corporate

social responsibility has been shown to increase employee retention and productivity and

help improve employee recruitment (Bode, Singh, and Rogan 2015; Burbano 2016; Carna-

han, Kryscynski, and Olson 2017; Flammer and Luo 2017; Turban and Greening 1997).

Therefore, firms in an industry with a more diverse workforce should be more likely to en-

gage in identity-based corporate activism–in an effort to promote employee recruitment and

retention among that diverse workforce. The results of Models F2 through F4 provide mod-

est evidence in support of this notion. As can be seen in Figures 3b, 3c, and 3d, the effect

of CEO ideology on corporate activism is strongest for companies in industries with more

female employees, more non-white or Hispanic employees, and more foreign-born employees.

Liberal CEOs may be engaging in identity-based corporate activism because they believe it

will help their firms create inclusive spaces that increase employee productivity, recruitment,

and retention.

In sum, CEO liberalism has its strongest effect at firms where there is an existing eco-

nomic incentive–in consumer-oriented firms and firms in industries with a diverse employee

base–as predicted by Hypothesis 2. As upper echelons theory argues, a CEO’s background

shapes their perceptions of situations. In this instance, a liberal CEO is perhaps more likely

to perceive corporate activism as profitable for the company, on balance. When there is an

economic incentive to engage in activism, a liberal CEO thinks that the benefits of corpo-

rate activism outweigh the costs of activism. However, a conservative CEO thinks the costs

11 First, Census industries were cross-walked with the North American Industry Classification System.
Two companies, Berkshire Hathaway and General Electric, are diversified conglomerates that lack a Census
industry classification, so data are missing for these firms. Census industries are narrowly-defined; there are
260 in total. Then, all monthly CPS surveys are pooled between 2008 and 2017 to estimate the demographic
characteristics of a given sub-industry.
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of corporate activism outweigh the benefits of corporate activism, even when there is an

economic incentive to engage in activism.

FIGURE 3. Firm characteristics strengthen the CEO-activism relationship.
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Figures are marginal effects of models presented in Appendix E. Estimates are surrounded by a 90% con-
fidence interval. In a cross-level interaction term, CEO ideology (de-meaned level-1 variable) is interacted
with a firm-level variable (level-2 variable). Demographic variables are measured at the sub-industry-level,
pooling all monthly CPS surveys between 2008 and 2017 (Flood et al. 2018).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The recent saliency of corporate activism–and the resources dedicated to such activity–

begs new theorizing and analysis to explain the political dynamics that drive corporate en-

gagement in the policy sphere. Thus far, political scientists mostly lack an explanation for

corporate activism. This study demonstrates that market forces alone are not enough to
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explain the motivations of CPA on social issues. Instead, CEO ideology–an internal organi-

zational force–shapes the incidence and intensity of corporate activism.

To be sure, the results presented in the previous section are suggestive of an interactive

relationship between market forces, internal employee dynamics, and the perspectives of the

company’s CEO, since the effect of CEO ideology is strongest among consumer-oriented firms

and those with more diverse employee bases. In this way, companies do appear to be acting

in their “self-interest” but corporate executives interpret the same situations in different

ways. More liberal CEOs are more likely to see corporate activism as advantageous to the

firm when presented with the same set of information as a conservative CEO. Conservative

CEOs frequently judge that the costs of corporate activism (boycotts and lawsuits) are

outweighed by their benefits (an increase in customers from marginalized communities).

Put differently, the ideology of a CEO influences their cost-benefit analysis of the decision

to support marginalized communities.

CEOs of large companies are not exceptional. They are more intelligent than average

but not immensely so. Instead, it is a complicated mix of traits (including height) that

can predict which people will become CEOs (Adams, Keloharju, and Knüpfer 2018). Yet,

these CEOs essentially use their company to advance their own policy preferences. To put

it bluntly: Why should these (tall) Americans, who just so happen to be selected as CEOs,

who have no particularly exceptional intelligence, be able to use their public companies to

advance their own personal policy preferences? The theoretical implications of this research

are profound. CEO ideology has a substantial role in the observed preferences of business

within society–at least on social issues. Instead of being the enemies of progress, CEOs and

their corporations frequently stand with liberal activists and in opposition to the stances of

Republicans. Although CEOs may rationalize their social activism as beneficial to the com-

pany’s profit margins, the bottom line is that more liberal CEOs engage their corporations

in more liberal activism, in line with their own personal moral policy preferences.
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The issues that companies do–and do not–decide to engage with tell us something

about why they decide to engage in the first place. As detailed in Appendix A, not all stands

that companies take are widely popular with the American public, so corporations must not

be only engaging in activism for the purpose of taking popular stands that would attract

customers. While not universally popular with the American public, what these issues have

in common is that they affect marginalized communities–women, LGBT people, immigrants,

and racial minorities. As aforementioned, corporate social responsibility has been linked to

employee retention, recruitment, and productivity (Bode, Singh, and Rogan 2015; Burbano

2016; Carnahan, Kryscynski, and Olson 2017; Flammer and Luo 2017; Turban and Greening

1997). By the same logic, corporations may be engaging in activism on identity-based

social issues because doing so will help cultivate a diverse workforce, which is good for the

company’s short-term profits and long-term sustainability. Therefore, pleasing employees

can explain the specific social issues with which corporations engage and the intensity with

which they engage.

Although recent research has come to appreciate that businesses are not a conserva-

tive monolith with shared preferences (Bonica 2014; Gimpel, Lee, and Parrott 2014; Hart

2004; M. A. Smith 2000), public and academic discourse still frequently views corporations as

unidimensional, conservative actors. However, the study of corporate political activity on so-

cial issues underscores the multidimensionality of corporate preferences. Almost exclusively,

corporations are liberal on social issues when they decide to wade into cultural debates. At

the same time, they are also advancing their economic interests in the policy process by

pushing for less regulation and lower taxes. Businesses do not always oppose liberal causes,

but neither do they exclusively champion them. The truth is likely somewhere in between,

where many large corporations–especially those with socially-liberal CEOs–simultaneously

advance social liberalism and economic conservatism.

This study also highlights the need for political scientists to look inside the firm

in order to understand the motivations of corporate political activity. Bonica (2016) and
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Li (2018) have demonstrated that PAC spending is constrained by the partisanship of a

firm’s rank-and-file employees as well as their top managers, although these studies did not

specifically examine social issues. Alternatively, Maks-Solomon and Drewry (2019) present

a case study of one social issue (LGBT rights) and point to the role of activist employees in

motivating CPA. The present study demonstrates that one other internal factor–the ideology

of CEOs–can predict CPA on a broad array of social issues.

Corporate political activity on social issues represents an important avenue for future

social science research. Corporate activism has been increasing in its frequency and each

year, more and more corporations decide to engage with social issues for the first time.

Future research should further probe the causes of corporate activism and also explore the

consequences of activism–for the firms themselves and for the public policy process.
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APPENDIX A. CORPORATE ACTIVISM DATA COLLECTION

The data collection effort encompassed four different types of social issues, all of
which relate to the politics of identity. While searching for instances of corporate political
activity, I recorded any time that a corporation within the sample supported or opposed any
policy within the domains of LGBT rights, women’s rights, racial/ethnic minority rights,
and immigration. This appendix elaborates upon the data collection methodology and data
sources, presents figures showing the distribution of the outcome variable, and discusses how
public opinion varies by issue in the dataset.

A.1 Forms of Activity and Data Sources

Supreme Court Briefs. Business associations and individual businesses pay close
attention to the docket of the U.S. Supreme Court. When a case is of interest to the business
community, they will frequently file an amicus curie (fiend of the court) brief in order to lobby
the court in favor of the respondent, petitioner, or neither party. It is unclear whether amicus
briefs influence court decision-making (Collins 2004; Box-Steffensmeier, Christenson, and
Hitt 2013), but briefs are still an unambiguous, on-the-record indication of the corporation’s
stance on a given policy issue.

If a corporation is party to a case before the Supreme Court, I exclude their briefs
from my dataset. Except for this one exclusion, any time that a corporation in the sample
supported the respondent or petitioner in a social issue case before the court, I made note.
Businesses filed briefs, and the name of their corporation was listed as an amici, in the
following SCOTUS cases:

1. Wal-Mart Stores v. Dukes–gender discrimination class action [gender]

2. Fisher v. UT Austin–higher education affirmative action [race]

3. Hollingsworth v. Perry–California same-sex marriage [LGBT]

4. U.S. v. Windsor–Defense of Marriage Act [LGBT]

5. Obergefell v. Hodges–same-sex marriage [LGBT]

6. Fisher v. UT Austin (“Fisher II”)–higher education affirmative action [race]

7. Gloucester County School Board v. G.G.–transgender student bathroom use [LGBT]

8. Trump v. IRAP & Trump v. Hawaii–Muslim travel ban [immigration]

9. Masterpiece Cakeshop v. Colorado–discrimination against same-sex couples [LGBT]

Supreme Court briefs were accessed through SCOTUSblog and the American Bar As-
sociation website during February 2019, except for LGBT rights briefs, which were accessed
during January 2018.

Lobbying Disclosures. Accessed in March of 2018, corporate lobbying data is
obtained through Center for Responsive Politics OpenSecrets.org bulk data of Lobbying
Disclosure Act (LDA) disclosures of federal legislative and executive lobbying. The LDA
requires that all lobbyists register and file quarterly disclosures describing the bills on which
they are lobbying. Using every lobbying disclosure between 2008 and 2017, except for those
filed by business associations and non-profit organizations, I read through every disclosure
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in the issue areas of Civil Rights & Civil Liberties; Family, Abortion & Adoption; Labor,
Antitrust & Workplace; and Immigration. In the latter two issue areas, there were too many
lobbying disclosures to read individually, so I sampled roughly one-eighth of the disclosures
to read through. From this data, I was able to compile a list of issues and bills on which
corporations lobbied Congress and executive branch agencies. Although many different lob-
byists may file for a given company every quarter, I only count lobbying by a company once
per issue area per quarter.

Oftentimes the ideological direction of the lobbying is unknown. For example, a com-
pany might simply say that they are lobbying regarding the Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals program. In order to determine the likely ideological direction of lobbying when it
is not stated in the disclosure, I examined the rest of the company’s activism on that issue.
For example, if a company sponsored UnidosUS, a Hispanic immigrant rights organization,
I assume that, when they lobby Congress on DACA, that they are lobbying in favor of
it. Therefore, I assume ideological continuity in a company’s corporate activism. This is a
simple assumption that is validated by the fact that all corporate activism on immigration,
race, and LGBT rights was in the liberal direction; furthermore, all activism on gender was
in the conservative direction, with the exception of Prudential Financial, as described in
Footnote 6. Lobbying stance (liberal or conservative) was inferred for 92 out of 116 lobbying
disclosures used in the construction of the outcome variable.

For immigration, I only searched for lobbying on issues with an identity-based com-
ponent. I included lobbying for the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals and related
Deferred Action for Parents of Americans programs, the Trump Muslim travel ban, and
more generally, any policy designed to increase apprehension of undocumented immigrants.
I did not include any lobbying disclosures on issues related to E-verify (employer verification
of legal worker status) or employers being sanctioned for hiring undocumented workers.

Lobbying disclosures related to LGBT rights were typically regarding LGBT non-
discrimination legislation, such as the Equality Act and the Employment Non-Discrimination
Act.

The only gender-related policy under consideration during the time series was equal
pay laws. The Lily Ledbetter Fair Pay Act and related legislation sought to amend the
Civil Rights Act to make it easier to sue employers in the instance of pay discrimination.
Although the law makes it easier to sue based upon any type of illegal discrimination, it
was specifically written in response to the Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co. case
pertaining to gender pay inequity.

I did not uncover any corporate lobbying on racial issues, such as affirmative action.
PAC Contributions. Federal Election Commission campaign contribution records

were obtained through the Center for Responsive Politics OpenSecrets.org bulk data in
December 2018. I first searched through the Federal Election Commission’s website to locate
corporate PACs for every corporation in my sample. My search included former names and
other alternative names of corporations. Sixty-four percent (64%) of corporations within my
sample had an active political action committee. Once I was able to obtain FEC identifiers
for every corporation’s federal political action committee, I merged this list of FEC ID
numbers with the Open Secrets bulk data on PAC contributions.

I only included corporate PAC contributions to non-partisan issue-oriented PACs.
Corporations only made contributions to two PACs meeting these standards: the Congres-
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sional Black Caucus PAC, which supports black issues and black legislators, and the Equality
PAC, which supports LGBT issues and LGBT legislators. Both congressional caucuses are
officially and de facto non-partisan. For the outcome variable, I summed annual contribu-
tions and recorded any time a corporation made a non-negative total contribution to the
Congressional Black Caucus or Equality PACs in a given year.

Corporations frequently contributed to the Congressional Hispanic Caucus PAC, but
that group is a Democratic-only caucus that does not admit Republicans; Hispanic Re-
publicans have a rival group, the Congressional Hispanic Conference. Other groups that
corporations contributed to supported electing women to public office, but these groups
were not issue PACs that only supported women candidates with a specific policy platform.

Likely due to an error on the part of the Center for Responsive Politics, PAC con-
tributions are missing for the year 2008. For the 2008 election cycle, I supplement Open
Secrets data using bulk data directly from the Federal Election Commission’s website, using
the Contributions from committees to candidates & independent expenditure file, accessed in
May 2019.

Interest Groups Sponsorships. Many interest groups release annual reports, in
which they list all of their institutional and corporate sponsors. To obtain a list of major
interest groups, I consulted Project Vote Smart’s list of interest groups and the Center for
Responsive Politics’ OpenSecrets.org list of top interest group contributors in the categories
of gender, LGBT, race, and immigration.

I excluded sponsorships from corporate foundations (e.g., the Ford Foundation), only
including a sponsorship in my database if the firm itself is listed as the sponsor. I could
not find a single corporate sponsorship for a conservative interest group from any company
within my sample. I used archive.org to access cached versions of websites in order to obtain
a list of sponsorships of organizations and their conferences in past years. I only included
interest groups if I could access a list of corporate sponsors throughout the time series.

Sponsorships to the following interest groups were included in the outcome variable:

1. American Association of University Women, an organization that advances womens’
rights such as access to abortion and gender pay equity [gender]

2. UnidosUS, a pro-immigration advocacy organization [immigration]

3. Lambda Legal, an LGBT legal defense organization [LGBT]

4. National LGBTQ Taskforce, an LGBT advocacy organization [LGBT]

5. Human Rights Campaign, an LGBT advocacy organization [LGBT]

A.2 Distribution of Outcome Variable

As can be seen in Figure A.1a, only four firms have a cumulative net activity of
less than zero (meaning they made more conservative statements than liberal statements
throughout the time series). By far, the modal cumulative net activity is zero. Figure A.1b
excludes companies whose cumulative net activity was zero or fewer. The figure highlights
the wide range of activity among firms. Many corporations had between 1 and 10 net liberal
events of corporate activism. Although, there is a large tail, with the most-active company
(Microsoft) engaging in 51 net liberal activism events throughout the time series.
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FIGURE A.1. The distribution of corporate activism has a large tail.
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The percentage of companies within a given bin width is presented on the y-axis. Note that different y-axis
scales are used for each figure. Source: original dataset gathered by the author.

A.3 Public Opinion Varies by Issue

The issues under examination in this study vary in their public support, with some
being more controversial than others. Since these are salient moral issues, almost every
American is willing to give an opinion when asked by a pollster. The most unpopular position
supported by businesses within my sample is on affirmative action in higher education. In
2016, 65% of Americans disapproved of race being considered in college admissions.12

As far as LGBT rights, such policies saw a drastic increase in support throughout
the time series. Some employers were active in supporting same-sex marriage between 2008
and 2010 when a majority of Americans still disapproved of marriage equality. In 2015,
immediately before Obergefell legalized same-sex marriage nationwide, support was at 60%
and it rose to 64% by 2017. However, enacting civil rights laws designed to protect LGBT
people from discrimination is much more controversial; only 51% supported these policies in
2017. Similarly, only about half of Americans supported allowing transgender people to use
the bathroom that corresponds with their gender identity (in 2016 and 2017). Some LGBT
rights are more popular than others–but all major fights for LGBT rights saw businesses
supporting the liberal side.

Immigration is an issue where the American public holds contradictory opinions, but
businesses still advocated for immigration expansion and supported undocumented immi-
grants (by supporting DACA, for example). Seventy percent of Americans worried a great
deal or a fair amount about illegal immigration in 2008 while 59% did so in 2017; and the
overwhelming majority of Americans said that controlling U.S. boarders to “halt the flow
of illegal immigrants” and “developing a plan to deal with the large number of illegal im-
migrants who are already living in the U.S.” was extremely or very important (polled in
2006, 2010, 2011, and 2014). However, Americans overwhelmingly oppose deportation of all

12 All public opinion data discussed in this section come from Gallup’s (2019) website unless otherwise
noted.
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illegal immigrants and overwhelmingly support providing a pathway to citizenship for them
(in 2016).

Public opinion polling on gender pay equity laws is sparse, but in 2013, 67% of
Americans agreed that the U.S. “needs to continue to make changes” to bring about gender
pay equity in the workplace (Pew Research Center 2013). Alternatively in 2014, only 32%
said that the government needed to enact more laws to close the gender pay gap, although
many Americans did not give an opinion on the issue (YouGov 2014).13

Strikingly, businesses did not take a stand on gun control or abortion–two salient and
controversial social issues. In recent years, gun control has become somewhat more popular,
although abortion remains quite controversial. Many different policies could be considered
gun control, but generally, 49% of Americans supported stricter gun laws in 2008 while
support grew to 60% in 2017. Abortion has received less support, with only about 40% of
American agreeing that abortion should be legal under any or legal under most circumstances
(in 2008 and 2017). Yet controversy cannot be the only explanation for why corporations
were not active on these issues, especially when they were willing to take stands on other
controversial social issues.

13 Thirty-seven percent said the current laws were about right, 11% said existing laws should be repealed,
and 20% were unsure.
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APPENDIX B. EVENT HISTORY ANALYSIS

This appendix details the results of an event history analysis, employing a Cox pro-
portional hazards model. One important feature of the Cox model is that it adjusts for
right-censoring, meaning that it accounts for the fact that some companies never engage
with social issues between 2008 and 2017 but might do so in the future. Since there are
many ties in the dataset, I use exact partial ties and view time as a discrete process. For
example, multiple companies can sign on to the same brief at the same time–and it would
not make sense to assume any ordering to this tie.14

Three Cox models are presented in Table B.1. In the terminology of survival analysis,
“failure” is defined as engaging in a liberal activism event. Specifically, I model the first time
that a company engages in liberal activism not relating to gender. Since gender activism
is so infrequent and almost entirely conservative, I make the decision to exclude it from
the event history analysis. Otherwise, the results would be difficult to interpret. I want
to ask whether more liberal CEOs are more likely to engage in liberal activism events, not
whether more liberal CEOs are more likely to engage in any type of social activism (liberal
or conservative).

In the first model (B1), CEO liberalism is the only covariate used. In the second
model (B2), the additional covariates–average industry-level activism, lobbying expenditure,
market share, and profit–are added. Results of proportional hazards tests are presented in the
last row of the regression table. In Model B1, a test of the proportional hazards assumption
indicates that the assumption is valid. However, in Model B2, a test of the proportional
hazards assumption results in a modest χ2 statistic (χ2 = 14.16; Prob > χ2 = 0.012), and I
must reject the null hypotheses of hazard rates not being constant between companies across
time. Upon further examination, it appears to be the log lobbying expenditure variable that
violates the proportional hazards assumption. Because of this, Model B3 excludes the log
lobbying expenditure variable from the analysis. And indeed, the results are similar between
B2 and B3.

In each model, the hazard ratio and standard error for the CEO liberalism variable are
similar. The hazard ratio for CEO liberalism is statistically significant and can be interpreted
as follows: The likelihood of a company engaging in its first liberal activism event increases
by 40% as the liberalism of a CEO increases by one standard deviation. CEO liberalism
therefore has a modest, but meaningful, effect on the likelihood that a corporation engages
with social issues. The additional covariates, presented in Models B2 and B3, are also
statistically significant. Average industry-level liberal activism has a strong correlation with
the risk of failure as does company market share. Lobbying expenditure and profitability
have smaller, less meaningful effects on the risk of failure. Notedly, the model fit χ2 values
are much larger for Models B2 and B3 than they are for Model B1. Adding in the additional
covariates provides for a meaningful improvement in model fit.

14 The decision to use exact discrete ties has no considerable effect on the results of the Cox models
presented in this section. Using Breslow ties results in comparable results but hazard ratios are slightly
smaller for each covariate. However, there is no strong theoretical justification to assume an ordering to ties
and treat time as continuous, as one does when using Breslow ties.
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TABLE B.1. Cox survival models: Companies with more liberal CEOs engage
in their first liberal activism event sooner.

(B1) (B2) (B3)
No Gender No Gender No Gender
Activism Activism Activism

CEO liberalism (CF score × -1) 1.393* 1.404* 1.362*
(0.160) (0.175) (0.164)

Average industry-level activism 2.125* 2.289*
(0.331) (0.326)

Lobbying expenditure (log) 1.152*
(0.026)

Market share 6.291* 8.672*
(2.488) (3.234)

Profit (% change) 1.012* 1.011*
(0.006) (0.005)

Observations 2,375 2,375 2,375
Companies 360 360 360
Failures 157 157 157
Model fit LR χ2 8.08* 128.76* 67.17*
Proportional hazards test χ2 0.31 14.61* 1.51

Standard errors are presented in parentheses below hazard ratios. The exact partial method is used to
estimate times, which assumes that time is discrete. Proportional hazards test assesses for a non-zero slope
of Schoenfeld residuals regressed on time. Note: * p < 0.05 (one-tailed)

In sum, companies are more likely to engage with the liberal side of social issues when
they have liberal CEOs, when they are in industries where other companies are active, and
when they command a larger share of their industry. While these results certainly show
evidence in support of my theory of CEO-driven activism, they also indicate that there is a
market-based component to the decision to engage with social issues. Companies are more
likely to engage with social issues if other firms within their industry are also doing so;
companies don’t want to be the only one within their industry that is active nor the only
one in their industry that is not active on social issues. Simultaneously, companies are also
more likely to engage with social issues when they command more of the market share within
their industry. For example, Amazon can be as active as it would like to be, because the
company has no major competitors.
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APPENDIX C. ADJUSTING FOR CEO CHARACTERISTICS

The primary analyses did not include any CEO-level variables. It’s possible that CEO
ideology is confounding some other characteristic of the CEO that leads them to engage their
firm in activism. This appendix presents the results of a model–similar to Model 3–that adds
in CEO-level demographic variables.

I include the following variables in this robustness check: (1) whether the CEO is from
a marginalized community, (2) CEO age, and (3) whether the CEO has a graduate degree.
The marginalized community dummy variable takes the value of one if the CEO is
non-white, Hispanic, female, and/or LGBT. Few CEOs are from marginalized communities,
so I generated a composite variable. Only eight percent of CEOs are either non-white or
Hispanic, female, or LGBT. To determine the CEO’s race, I searched the internet for lists
of Black, Middle Eastern or Asian, and Hispanic corporate executives. I also searched for
pictures of the CEO and used surnames to give me clues about their race but would then
verify my assumption about the CEO’s race by reading online articles about the CEO. I
was able to affirmatively identity the race of every CEO. CEO gender was obtained through
the Compustat Execucomp database (Standard & Poor’s/Compustat 2018a). I determined
whether the executive was LGBT by searching for lists of LGBT corporate executives. (If
I did not find any information on the executive’s sexual orientation or gender identity, I
assumed that they were cisgendered and heterosexual.)

CEO age was obtained through the Compustat Execucomp database. Few CEOs
are young, as 89% are Baby Boomers or older.

To determine the CEO’s education , I primarily relied upon Bloomberg executive
profiles (e.g., Jeff Besos) but also referenced Wikipedia and LinkedIn as alternative sources.
When trying to determine the education of a CEO, it is difficult to differentiate between
attending a school without graduating with a degree and graduating with a degree from that
school. Because of this, CEO education is simply a dummy variable for whether or not the
CEO has at least some graduate school education. The education variable is missing for
the few CEOs where I could not find any education information. I could identity education
for 732 of the 755 CEOs. Among CEOs without missing education information, 69% have
postgraduate degrees.

None of the CEO demographic variables have a strong correlation with each other or
with CEO liberalism (no correlation in a correlation matrix is above 0.2). The strongest cor-
relation is between the marginalized community variable and CEO liberalism (0.18). Model
C1 is a model of net liberal activism with a lagged outcome variable and all of the additional
covariates (but not CEO ideology). None of the CEO demographic characteristics have any
effect on corporate activism. Model C2 adds CEO liberalism into the model. Even after
controlling for CEO demographic characteristics, CEO ideology still has a statistically sig-
nificant effect on corporate activism, and the effect is comparable to Model 3. In conclusion,
CEO demographic characteristics have no correlation with corporate activism, but CEO
liberalism does.
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TABLE C.1. Two-way fixed effects models: Adjusting for CEO characteristics.

(C1) (C2)
Net Liberal Net Liberal

Activism Activism

Outcome variable (t− 1) 0.220* 0.231*
(0.039) (0.039)

CEO from marginalized community −0.014 −0.062
(0.077) (0.098)

CEO age −0.001 −0.002
(0.002) (0.003)

CEO has graduate degree 0.022 −0.013
(0.048) (0.069)

CEO liberalism (CF score × -1) 0.130*
(0.069)

Average industry-level activism 0.175* 0.187*
(0.047) (0.055)

Lobbying expenditure (log) 0.005* 0.004
(0.002) (0.002)

Market share 1.236* 1.390*
(0.575) (0.661)

Profit (% change) 0.001* 0.002*
(0.001) (0.000)

Constant −0.041 0.114
(0.165) (0.205)

Observations 3,535 2,947
Companies 400 361
R-squared 0.433 0.437

Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses below coefficients. All models include company and year
fixed effects with company-clustered standard errors that are robust to autocorrelation. Note: * p < 0.05
(one-tailed)
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APPENDIX D. EVALUATING FOR REVERSE CAUSATION

For there to be a causal effect of CEO liberalism on corporate activism, CEOs must
be selected for reasons unrelated to their ideology–or at least reasons unrelated to factors
that predict corporate activism. To determine whether CEO selection is endogenous to
activism, I perform a placebo test that evaluates for the presence of reverse causation. If
corporate activism causes companies to select more liberal CEOs, then the ideology of next
year’s CEO may be predicted by corporate activism in the current year. First, in Model D1,
I show that lagged CEO liberalism has an effect on current net liberal activism, in line with
my theory. Second, in Models D2 and D3, I show that current net liberal activism has no
effect on future CEO liberalism.

Model D1 is specified the same as Model 3 in the main body of the paper, with
the exception of the CEO liberalism variable which is lagged one year. As can be seen in
Table D.1, the results of D1 are comparable to those in Model 3, except the coefficient on
CEO liberalism is somewhat weaker–which makes sense given the fact that the CEO in the
previous year has less effect on present activism than does the CEO in the present year.

To model CEO liberalism as the outcome variable, I run two different two-way fixed
effects analyses where the key covariate of interest is net liberal activism (Models D2 and
D3). D3 adds in the additional covariates from the main analysis. The specification of the
models is as follows:

ideologyt+1 = activismt + companyFEs + yearFEs

ideologyt+1 = activismt + controlst + companyFEs + yearFEs

Table D.2 presents the results of these two models. In neither case does net liberal
activism predict CEO ideology in the next year. None of the additional covariates have any
effect on CEO liberalism either. The profit variable is statistically significant, but the effect
is not substantively meaningful, since a 100% increase in profit leads to a 0.001 increase in
CEO liberalism (a normalized variable).

Manipulating the time series ordering of the data with lagged and leading values is
one way to increase certainty in claims of causality by demonstrating that reverse-causation
is not a concern. As has been shown in this appendix, net liberal activism has an effect on
CEO liberalism but there is no evidence that the reverse is true.

As a final test, Figure D.1 underscores that corporations that are more liberal on
social issues do not select more-liberal CEOs in the next year. In this way, there is no
selection bias or reverse causation. The data presented in the figure subsets the dataset to
only include companies that have selected a new CEO, and the CEO in the present year is
different from the CEO in the previous year. If companies are selecting CEOs based upon
their ideology–in a way that correlates with the social liberalism of the company–then net
liberal activism should be able to predict whether companies will select more or less liberal
CEOs. The first difference of CEO liberalism is presented on the y-axis while net liberal
activism (lagged one year and cluster mean centered) is presented on the x-axis. As Figure
D.1 makes clear, there is no relationship between corporate activism in the previous year
and the ideology of the CEO in the current year.
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TABLE D.1. Lagged CEO liberalism also predicts activism.

(D1) Net
liberal

Outcome variable (t− 1) 0.217*
(0.042)

CEO liberalism (t− 1) 0.092*
(0.051)

Average industry-level activism 0.192*
(0.053)

Lobbying expenditure (log) 0.004*
(0.002)

Market share 1.382*
(0.654)

Profit (% change) 0.002*
(0.000)

Constant −0.034
(0.108)

Observations 3,027
Companies 362
R-squared 0.434

Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses below coefficients. All models include company and year
fixed effects with company-clustered standard errors that are robust to autocorrelation. Note: * p < 0.05
(one-tailed)
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TABLE D.2. CEO liberalism cannot be predicted by activism.

(D2) CEO (D3) CEO
Liberalism (t+ 1) Liberalism (t+ 1)

Net liberal activism 0.024 0.024
(0.022) (0.022)

Average industry-level activism 0.002
(0.021)

Lobbying expenditure (log) 0.001
(0.003)

Market share −0.078
(0.274)

Profit (% change) 0.001*
(0.000)

Constant −0.399* −0.401*
(0.019) (0.051)

Observations 2,991 2,991
Companies 362 362
R-squared 0.012 0.010

Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses below coefficients. All models include company and year
fixed effects with company-clustered standard errors that are robust to autocorrelation. Note: * p < 0.05
(one-tailed)
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FIGURE D.1. Corporations that are more liberal on social issues do not select
more-liberal CEOs in the next year.
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Coef = -0.06; Robust SE = 0.09; R-sq = 0.00

Sample limited to years in which companies select a new CEO and the CEO in the present year is different
from the CEO in the previous year.
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APPENDIX E. RANDOM INTERCEPT MODELS

TABLE E.1. Firm characteristics strengthen the CEO-activism relationship.

(E1) (E2) (E3) (E4)
Net Liberal Net Liberal Net Liberal No Gender

Activism Activism Activism Activism

Level 2 variable Industry Gender Race Nativity
Firm characteristic 0.138 0.624* 1.279* 0.579

(0.103) (0.212) (0.560) (0.542)

Cross-level interaction
Firm characteristic × CEO liberalism 0.182 0.357 0.933 0.821

(0.134) (0.345) (0.685) (0.875)

Level 1 variables (de-meaned)

Outcome variable (t− 1) 0.229* 0.233* 0.231* 0.231*
(0.040) (0.040) (0.040) (0.039)

CEO liberalism (CF score × -1) 0.075 −0.006 −0.119 0.015
(0.074) (0.137) (0.173) (0.116)

Average industry-level activism 0.190* 0.186* 0.186* 0.185*
(0.055) (0.055) (0.055) (0.055)

Lobbying expenditure (log) 0.003 0.003 0.003 0.003
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Market share 1.441* 1.400* 1.400* 1.383*
(0.660) (0.662) (0.661) (0.661)

Profit (% change) 0.002* 0.002* 0.002* 0.002*
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Constant 0.291* 0.076 −0.014 0.238*
(0.042) (0.084) (0.139) (0.077)

Observations 2,991 2,973 2,973 2,973
Companies 362 360 360 360
Wald χ2 172.20 159.47 157.84 159.17
Prob(χ2) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses below coefficients. Models estimated via the maximum
likelihood method. All models include company random intercepts, year fixed effects, and company-clustered
standard errors that are robust to autocorrelation. Note: * p < 0.05 (one-tailed)
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