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INTRODUCTION

AN INCREASINGLY
POLITICIZED WORLD
AND ITS IMPACT ON CORPORATIONS

We’re living in a highly politicized world of red brands vs. blue brands, with 
far reaching impacts beyond the borders of the United States. As that trend 
continues, there is more  pressure on businesses to speak out on a range of 
issues. 

Employees are looking for their employers to make their stance known, 
increasingly turning to employee activism. 

- A 2019 survey by the global law firm Herbert Smith Freehills found over 
80% of companies predicted a rise in workforce activism.

Customers care about the political and social stance of the brands they do 
business with, and make decisions accordingly. 

- An FT Moral Money poll found that 46% of pressure to speak out is coming 
from consumers.

Governments are taking direct action against brands based on their public 
statements and actions (e.g. removal of Disney’s special tax district).

Investors are weighing company statements and political spending as part 
of their decision-making.

https://www.herbertsmithfreehills.com/latest-thinking/the-new-world-of-work-report-warns-of-an-unprecedented-rise-in-workplace-activism-v2
https://www.ft.com/content/5ceffa36-899a-4457-919f-b70902162f64
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INTRODUCTION

KNOWING WHEN TO 
ENGAGE
WHY, WHAT AND HOW 
There are a multitude of factors that need to be considered when deciding 
why, when and how to engage, all with multiple audience implications. At 
the same time, unexpected issues and circumstances are seemingly 
around every corner. 

Creating an approach, rooted in company values, strategy and culture, 
allows your organization to weigh the risks and benefits of taking a stance 
or to remain out of the conversation. Yet, the variety of factors involved in 
making that decision are easier said than done. Taking a stand  - or not - on 
any number of social issues is not clear cut and certainly not a 
one-size-fits-all approach.

That’s why Hot Paper Lantern created this guide, and our distinct approach, 
called READY NOW. Our intent is to help you prepare now and to provide 
the tools, guides and frameworks to be ready when the need arises.



A HOLISTIC COMMUNICATIONS MODEL
THE PATH AHEAD
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TO BE READY NOW
Like you, we know that the communications function needs to assume a leadership role in creating and managing a holistic, systemic planning and 
assessment approach to help their organizations work through the web of considerations surrounding socio-political issues and corporate response. We 
are the stewards of our internal and external stakeholders, we act as the message keepers and makers, and we know how to navigate the nuance and 
impact of our words and actions. 

The reality is that the universe of considerations is complex and can be cumbersome to navigate, falling across various functional and leadership roles. 
By having an eagle eye view of the big picture, along with a strategic understanding of the many nuances, communications leaders will offer immense 
value and solidify their place at the table. That’s why we’ve distilled that universe into our READY NOW approach. This model and guide will help you to 
create a clear, customizable action plan for what have been, and will continue to be, some of the most challenging moments of our times.

Our READY NOW communications model includes three core pillars: 

Understand leadership 
perspectives & readiness

Listen to the various employee
 & external stakeholder 

inputs & sentiment

Connect the multitude
of factors influencing

the organization



ESG
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LEADERSHIP

-   Purpose, vision, values, strategy
-   Team dynamics
-   Litmus test on issues

EMPLOYEES EXTERNAL FACTORS

-   Demographic beliefs, wants &                                   
   needs

-   Listening nodes
-   Input and influence

-   Forecasting & industry 
   assessment: political,   
   economic, social, sustainability

-   Stakeholder input
-   Threats

Diversity, Equity  & 
Inclusion

Global
Representatives

External 
CommunicationsCommunity

Legal Communities

Customers Suppliers

Government

COMMUNICATIONS
Process Spokesperson                 Content

UNDERSTAND LISTEN      CONNECT



LEADERSHIP
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UNDERSTAND
DECISION-MAKING 
MINDSET
The C-suite mindset and belief system can be the most 
influential factor impacting corporate response to social and 
political issues. Understanding that mentality first will help 
create an effective decision-making process. 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
- What is the CEO and overall C-suite decision-making style?
- Who and what influences the decision?
- What issues are key to company strategy, purpose, vision 

and values?
- What is the team’s proclivity for involvement in and action 

around socio-political issue response?
- What topics/scenarios are the most/least likely to elicit a 

response or action? 
- What have been the most and least successful experiences 

of this team related to socio-political response?

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

1. Host a C-suite session to openly discuss decision making.
2. Create and align around a clear decision-making process. 
3. Develop an issues assessment tool factoring in strategy, 

vision and values.
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Knowing how to act, and on which social issues, is not 
obvious or easy for leaders today. Social fractures such as 

economic, technological and cultural inequality — and 
companies’ responses to them — can affect brand and 

reputation dramatically, making social fractures detrimental 
to business success.

Gartner, Feb 2022

“”
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https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2022-02-16-gartner-highlights-four-scenarios-on-how-executive-leaders-can-sense-and-respond-to-social-fractures


EMPLOYEES
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LISTEN WITH
INTENT
All too often, the decision-making team around these 
issues does not represent the broad demographics and 
viewpoints of the organization’s employees. Expanding 
your listening network will lead to more informed and 
impactful actions. 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
- What do you know about your various employee 

segments?
- What do they want, need, think and feel?
- How do you bring employee voice/sentiment into 

decision-making?
- How are you working with your employee resource 

groups?
- What experience has your organization had with 

employee activism?

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

1. Collect and analyze existing employee data. 
2. Identify a diverse set of voices and perspectives to inform 

decisions.
3. Quantify/validate inputs to avoid skewing information.

Employees won’t necessarily tell company leaders what they 
care about, especially if they don’t feel safe doing so. Insights 

need to come from more than an annual employee survey, 
which is too often shaped by what managers think they know 
and whose results are shared through graphs that have been 

sanitized by HR.
MIT Sloan Management Review, Jan 2022

“”
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https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/leading-in-an-age-of-employee-activism/


EMPLOYEES
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CONSIDER EXTERNAL
INFLUENCES
Certainly leaders and employees are critical to any 
response, but the network of inputs that needs to be 
considered is much broader. Creating a system that 
accesses the full stakeholder landscape is essential. 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
- What issues are happening in the federal and local 

governments where your employees are based?
- What legislation is pending that could impact your 

employees?
- What are you hearing from investors related to these 

issues?
- What customer data is available to inform decision 

makers?
- How do your partners and suppliers align with your 

perspective on these issues?

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

1. Identify internal resources who will represent each 
stakeholder group.

2. Develop a collective stakeholder and gap analysis.
3. Scenario plan around potential threats.

A Trafalgar poll in May shows that many consumers do care 
about the positions taken publicly by companies whose 

products and services they use. It indicated that 87 percent 
of likely voters say they are likely to stop doing business with 

a company that takes a political stand they disagree with.

“”

Newsweek, August 2022
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https://www.newsweek.com/2022/08/12/woke-businesses-face-right-wing-wrath-culture-war-capitalists-cash-1730249.html


EMPLOYEES
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CONNECT VARIABLES
FOR IMPACT
The power, value and importance of communications is 
best seen in the ability to see the big picture, understand 
the nuances, connect the dots and articulate the 
viewpoint. This can only be achieved with a strong, 
cohesive system in place. 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
- Where are there gaps and overlaps between various 

inputs?
- What precedents have been set with prior 

responses/actions?
- Can you sustainably support the precedent 

and consistently apply it?
- Who are the strongest and most trusted 

communicators on important topics?
- What are realistic actions your business can 

take and the implications of those actions?

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

1. Identify your core influencers and decision-makers.
2. Institute regular cross-functional planning/discussion meetings.
3. Create a repository of past statements, actions and outcomes.

The real challenge is bringing together the perspectives of 
everyone from the chief executive to the government 

affairs team, the communications department and the 
head of sustainability. “Companies have enough people 

and functions already,” Aron Cramer says. “What they don’t 
have is proper alignment.” 

“”

Financial Times, March 2022
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https://www.ft.com/content/5ceffa36-899a-4457-919f-b70902162f64


TAKING ACTION
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GETTING STARTED
As teams are challenged to do more with less, it is critical 
to have a core effort in place for preparedness and 
effectiveness. Our deeply experienced teams can help by 
implementing READY NOW  in its entirety or on a custom 
basis. Select services include:

● Audit existing practices and create an effective 
operational system

● Develop custom decision-making tools (e.g. 
scorecard, issues heat map, stakeholder analysis, 
matrix, decision tree, etc.)

● Establish listening programs
● Create messaging and engagement plans
● Host training sessions and simulations for 

executives and decision makers
● Forecast and map anticipated issues

For more support in any of the areas covered in this   
guide, or for an initial conversation, please contact        
Sara Whitman. 

mailto:swhitman@hotpaperlantern.com


SARA WHITMAN

LET’S CONNECT

swhitman@hotpaperlantern.com
212-931-6121

mailto:swhitman@hotpaperlantern.com

