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Employees are demanding that managers engage on topics like climate

change and racial equity — and leaders need to be ready to respond.
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Leaders have been encouraging employees to speak up for
years — after all, a healthy organization needs people willing
to point out problems and share their ideas for
improvement. But having invited dialogue, many managers
are now finding that they are getting more than they
bargained for.

Increasingly, employees are starting challenging
conversations with management: “So, what’s our policy on
Black Lives Matter, gender equity, and climate change? Or
human rights in our supply chain?”

Some leaders have responded by saying that their
organization is apolitical; handing off some hard-to-avoid
issues to a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) program; or
keeping to business as usual.

But this course is being challenged — and with it the
leadership agenda. We are entering an age of employee
activism that may well upend our assumptions about power
within organizations. Over half of the 1,500 employees we
surveyed said they usually or always speak up to influence
organizational action on wider societal or environmental
issues. In a 2019 survey by the global law firm Herbert Smith
Freehills, over 80% of companies predicted a rise in
workforce activism. 1 Meanwhile, questions about an

organization’s purpose and its potential impact on social
inequity and other issues will become more vital concerns
for future workers, according to a recent report drawing on
discussions with 40 chief human resources officers of global
companies. 2

All of this signals a seismic challenge, because leaders are
rarely equipped to respond to issues outside the traditional
business management frame. Their unskilled reactions can
lead to dire consequences for themselves, their
organizations, and ultimately society and the environment.

Our research has examined who speaks up in organizations
and who doesn’t, who gets heard, and whose voices are
silenced. 3 Over the past two years, we’ve focused on

employee activism, which we define as “voices of difference,
on issues of wider social and environmental concern, that
seek to influence company action and that challenge existing
patterns of power.”

In this article, we’ll explain why the issue of employee
activism needs to become a higher priority for management,
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provide a taxonomy of leaders’ responses, and offer advice
on how to engage proactively with employees and other
stakeholders on the issues that matter to them.

Bringing Our Values to Work

A confluence of factors suggests that we’re in a new moment
when it comes to employee voice in the workplace. Social
media and online activist platforms, such as the U.K.’s
Organise, expose organizational action and inaction in high-
profile ways that corporate public relations efforts cannot
control. Social and economic pressure to advance diversity
in workplaces is bringing in a broader range of voices that
challenge the status quo. Millennials, now the largest
generation in the workforce, hold a persistent interest in how
businesses can effect (or hinder) positive change and are the
most likely generation to engage in employee activism. 4

(And they’re confident: 70% of U.S. millennials surveyed
agreed that “employees can make an even greater impact on
our world than the leaders who run organizations.”)

Finally, the perceived lack of action by institutions such as
governments and trade unions to address issues of social
importance has put increased focus on corporations to act.
The 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer found that 86% of
respondents expect CEOs to publicly speak out on societal
issues — while 68% think CEOs should actively step in when
government fails to do so. 5

It’s risky for leaders to ignore these increased expectations,
in part because employees have shown that they are willing
to leave their jobs when organizational stances do not reflect
their values. In 2020, Brian Armstrong, CEO of the
cryptocurrency trading platform Coinbase, wrote in a blog
post, “I want Coinbase to be laser focused on achieving its
mission. … We don’t engage here when issues are unrelated
to our core mission.” 6 He suggested that employees who

wished to be at an “activism focused” company might be
better off elsewhere. In response, 60 people, about 5% of
Coinbase’s staff, accepted an exit package.

A similar scenario played out at Basecamp. In April 2021,
CEO Jason Fried wrote to employees that there would be
“no more societal and political discussions on our company
Basecamp account,” stating, “It’s become too much. It’s a

major distraction.” 7 This prompted an enormous backlash,

and roughly a third of Basecamp’s employees promptly quit.
A few days later, Fried blogged, “We started with policy
changes that felt simple, reasonable, and principled, and it
blew things up internally in ways we never anticipated.”

Leaders are finding that if they ignore social issues, or
acknowledge them without demonstrating authentic
commitment, they face reputational risks. For example, in
2018 Google employees staged a coordinated global walkout
over how the company had handled cases of sexual
harassment, with workers in Tokyo, Singapore, Dublin,
London, Berlin, Zurich, New York, and Mountain View,
California, all leaving their offices to rally outside at 11 a.m.
local time on the appointed day. And workers at the
humanitarian agency International Rescue Committee went
to The Guardian newspaper in 2021 to accuse the
nongovernmental organization’s leadership of being “deeply
committed to coloniality and white supremacy culture
through their lack of commitment to real, tangible change.”

In short, leaders will need to get more comfortable learning
about — and taking positions on — issues that are beyond
the traditional workplace boundaries. And they will need to
become more skilled at developing considered responses to
employee concerns about social and environmental matters.

How Companies React to

Employee Activism

Company leaders often react intuitively when presented with
requests to pay attention to issues outside of what they see
as directly relevant to their operations. We see the following
six common responses when managers are confronted with
activist pressure.

1. N1. Noonnexiexissttenent (“t (“AAccttiivviism? Wsm? Whhaat act acttiivviism?sm?”)”) The company’s
leaders and board simply haven’t discussed activism or
activist issues. Leaders are baffled when asked about it.

2. S2. Suupppprresessiosion (“n (“EExpxpeel il it bt befefoorre ie it st spprreeadads.s.”)”) Leaders decide
that activist issues should be “left at the door” in order to
focus on the company’s mission. They may treat activists in
a way that leaves employees fearful of voicing concerns or
attending nonwork events associated with activist causes.
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3. F3. Facacadiadism (“sm (“LLetet’’s js juusst st saay ty thhe re rigighht tt thinhingg..”)”) Executives say
that issues matter to them and may make public
proclamations but don’t take action. Employees see this talk
as inauthentic (a facade) or hypocritical.

4. D4. Defefenensisivve ene engagaggememenent (“t (“WWhhaat do tt do thhe le laawwyyerers ss saay?y?”)”)
Leaders undertake the bare minimum of activities such as
training in DEI and reporting on diversity numbers. There is
limited engagement behind these activities.

5. Di5. Diaaloglogic enic engagaggememenent (“t (“LLetet’’s sis sit dot dowwn, tn, taallk, ak, annd led leaarrn.n.”)”)
Leaders recognize that their perspective is incomplete and
seek out different views and experiences from employees
throughout their organization. Decisions on social issues are
made collectively with employees.

6. S6. Sttimimuullaattining acg acttiivviism (“sm (“LLetet’’s bs be te thhe ace acttiivviisst.t.”)”) The
organization considers pushing for social and environmental
issues part of its mission. Employees are recruited and
promoted in part because of their activism and are
encouraged to take a stand. The organization might give
them time off to attend protests and even pay their bail if
they are arrested.

Organizational leaders may respond differently to different
issues, and among diverse stakeholders, individual responses
will vary. In one large global partnership, we found that even
within just the partner group, perceptions of their standard
organizational response fell into all six categories in our
taxonomy.

It is essential that leaders who want to become more
proactive in replying to employee activism pay attention to
what underlies their reaction. We use the acronym ACT IF
(authority, concern, theory of change, identity, and field)
to identify the key factors at play. (See “The ACT IF
Framework.”)

Importantly, when it comes to how leaders respond to
activism, our research shows that as they gain seniority, they
increasingly believe that others are willing and able to speak
up, even when others aren’t in fact doing so. And they also
are more likely to believe that they are engaging proactively:
When surveyed about their organization’s response to
employee activism, 75% of senior leaders said they have
actively engaged in activism or dialogue. In contrast, only

45% of junior respondents thought their organizations were
responding proactively.

Leaders can’t make big public statements or instigate
significant structural changes in response to every request
for action, but our research suggests that they do need to
engage with employees to determine which issues to grapple
with and what actions to take, and to make those choices
thoughtfully.

A Leader’s Playbook

Our research suggests that company leaders should take the
following actions to prepare for and respond proactively to
increasing pressures from employee activists.

TTaallk tk thrhroougugh ah assssumumppttioionns as annd jd judgudgmmenents ats abboouut act acttiivviism.sm.
We know that activism is a loaded word. We’ve asked
thousands of people these questions: “What comes to mind
when you hear the word activism? What images, ideas, or
sounds do you associate with it? What experiences have you
had that relate to activism at work, at home, or in your
community?” You as a leader need to start by asking these
same questions of yourself and your colleagues.

We know that people associate activism with everything
from commitment and courage to troublemaking and even
violence. In one board room we’ve worked in, an employee
who launched a discussion on Slack about the company’s
apathy to its carbon footprint was seen by some as a
troublemaker and by others as a trailblazer who could
educate them. As Ruchika Tulshyan, author of The Diversity
Advantage, put it, “What is ‘rebellion’ to one person is
another’s pursuit of basic human rights.”

Attitudes toward employees who raise uncomfortable
questions will color any discussion. Leaders need to examine
the assumptions they have about activism itself and about
employees who speak up, and check how these biases —
both positive and negative — affect their reactions.

FinFind od ouut wt whhaat rt reeaalllly my maatttterers ts to emo empploloyyeees.es. 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
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whose results are shared through graphs that have been
sanitized by HR.

A chief people officer in a global pharmaceutical
organization reflected that employee surveys “are only as
good as the questions asked — and in no way are they
primed toward activist issues. There isn’t a question saying,
‘Do you think we should take more of a stand on Black
Lives Matter?’” A CEO at a global retailer told us that her
team spends a lot of time with employees in their stores.
“They are there listening,” she said. “And listening means a
true willingness to change. You can’t delegate your listening
responsibility to pulse surveys.”

Seeking out difference and inviting challenge can be
accomplished in a number of ways. Reverse mentoring can
introduce executives to the experiences of others.
Onboarding and exit interviews can be used to gauge what
is on employees’ minds. Employee resource groups can also
help steer leaders. 8 A senior executive in health care told

us that, following some missteps in his response to Black
Lives Matter, he put in place a team of employees drawn
from across the business. They are on call to come together
whenever leadership needs to consider how to respond to
specific social issues.

It is vital to acknowledge that none of these information-
gathering activities will achieve anything unless leaders are
genuinely curious and have sufficient humility to set aside
the trappings of their status to learn from employees at every
level of the organization.

DDoonn’’t ct cllaaim tim thhaat tt thhe oe orrgaganizanizattioion in is as appoolilitticicaall.. In a 2019 staff
meeting, Wayfair’s cofounder, Steve Conine, told employees
that although he was opposed to migrant detention centers
at the U.S. border, Wayfair was “not a political entity” and
therefore should not take a stand against the mistreatment of
immigrants and their families (or decline to sell beds to be
used at those centers). About 500 Boston-based employees
promptly took to the streets in protest.

Those claiming to be apolitical may hope that such
statements read as a neutral stance, but in reality, inaction is
as much of a position as action. Leaders need to accept that
attempting to convey neutrality is no less risky than taking
a stand. It often reflects a leader’s lack of confidence in their

ability to manage conflict — or their discomfort with wading
into discussions in which they have no expertise.

A better path is to be honest about why you have not yet
taken a position on an issue — and signal that you want to
open an ongoing conversation with employees before you
determine how to respond, as our next point describes.

SShhaarre infe infoorrmmaattioion — an — annd ded decicisiosion-mn-maakkiningg.. Sharing
information with employee representatives and including
them in decision-making forums and processes is deeply
valuable in working through complex problems.

Like Wayfair, Salesforce also recently faced challenges from
employee activists regarding its work with the U.S. Border
Patrol. In response, it set up the Office of Ethical and
Humane Use of Technology. In a 2018 magazine interview,
CEO Marc Benioff explained that the company had created
“a structure and a vehicle to engage not only our employees,
but also key stakeholders, to have these discussions about
where is all this technology going.” He claimed that decisions
on thorny issues would thereafter be made “in concert” with
activist groups.

This seemingly simple advice to involve employees runs up
against one of the hardest management tropes to break:
Leaders and managers are expected to be in control; they’re
expected to demonstrate that they have a grip on
organizational performance and direction. And yet this is
a classic case where being in control is about letting go of
traditional rules. When it comes to activist issues and
concerns, what often is needed is space and time for answers
to emerge organically. Leaders should create a setting where
people can come to understand one another and feel secure
speaking from the heart about topics that have historically
been off the agenda.

IInnccllude acude acttiivviism asm as ps paarrt ot of yf yoour sur sttrarattegegic pic pllaan.n. Nearly half
of our interviewees pointed to the importance — for both
activists and their organizations — of including activist
issues in the company’s strategic plan.

U.S. ice cream manufacturer Ben & Jerry’s is clear on the
centrality of activist issues: It staffs a unique senior role, head
of global activism strategy, and holds weekly team meetings
to identify and discuss social justice issues. The company’s
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unequivocal stance on systemic racism enabled it to be
among the first and the most uncompromising companies
to call for former President Trump to disavow white
supremacists following the killing of George Floyd in 2020
— and for the U.S. Congress to pass a bill to study
reparations for slavery and to establish a national task force
to increase police accountability, and the Department of
Justice to reinvigorate its civil rights division. 9 You may

not decide to go as far as Ben & Jerry’s, but if you don’t start
the conversation until a crisis event arises, you risk being
unable to offer a timely, well-considered response.

MMaattcch yh yoour wur woorrdds ws wiitth yh yoour acur acttioionns.s. Nike, which put itself
at the center of Black Lives Matter through a marketing
campaign featuring the Black football player and activist
Colin Kaepernick, came under fire in 2019 when records
showed that less than 10% of its executives holding the title
of vice president were Black. In fact, of the organizations that
published statements on Black Lives Matter, fewer than 1 in
10 reported initiating substantial changes that might move
the needle on racial equity internally. 10

Too often, there is a disconnect between what the most
senior leaders claim they want to see and the priorities
dictated to middle managers and used to measure and
evaluate them. In one case we observed, a CEO encouraged
managers to take time out to join in climate strikes but didn’t
cut them any slack when it came to the short-term results he
expected from them.

Moving beyond words means looking hard at structures and
processes. It requires challenging promotions if they go to
those who simply deliver the numbers regardless of whether
they’ve walked the talk on organizational purpose. For
example, we recently came across an Australian company
that publicly supported employees undertaking community
projects that served the organization’s stated mission, but
rewarded those who focused solely on the company’s profit
goals.

Supporting different voices needs to be designed into
organizational structures. It doesn’t just happen by accident
— and unsupported voices of difference can burn out, as
we came across in the exhaustion experienced by many
employee activists we interviewed.

CCuullttiivavatte a ce a cuulltturure oe of linf line me maannaaggememenent lit lissttenineningg.. Our
research on speaking truth to power found that it is the
immediate line manager relationship that determines, to a
large degree, whether employees feel listened to and cared
about. The companywide actions that keep senior executives
awake at night are important, but so are the small day-to-day
ones.

This means training line managers to facilitate, mediate, and,
above all, listen — and often to let go of the need to rush to
action, which is frequently superficial. Although sometimes
included in management training, this kind of personal
listening is often thought to be a nice-to-have skill that is
valued less than time management and giving (although not
receiving) feedback.

This kind of listening will be new territory for most
managers. A number of senior leaders have confided in us
that they are so worried about being clumsy in their
responses to employees that they’ve avoided engaging. “We
don’t suppress conversations — but we do avoid them,” the
chief human resources officer at a global retail organization
told us recently. “We tiptoe round things, scared to say the
wrong thing.” However, if managers learn to practice active
listening, they will discover that putting their focus on
understanding the speaker, reflecting back what they are
hearing, and expressing empathy can remove the pressure to
respond with an opinion or advice.

BBe pe prrepepaarreed fd foor far falllolouut wt whhen yen yoou dou donn’’t mt maakke ee evvereryyoonnee
hhaappppyy.. Handling employee activism is a new challenge but
a familiar kind of conundrum: how to engage with wicked
problems, which can’t be easily fixed and reflect underlying
tensions that need to be held rather than simply solved.
Issues may be rife with ambiguity, and the ultimate outcomes
of actions taken may be uncertain. Inevitably, some people
may feel that they have lost as much as others have won.
Some will feel that the organization has not gone far enough,
while others will be aghast at the action that has been taken.

As a leader, your job is to do the best you can to make
sure that people feel heard and that they understand how
and why a decision was made. There is also a paradox to
be navigated: Although decisions must be made, employees
must know that you are keeping an open mind. To do
otherwise would be unwise. When the activist agenda
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changes, so must the leadership agenda. Leaders must listen,
act, and explain — and then be prepared to do that again and
again.

Disregarding employee activists may be the equivalent of
ignoring the canary in the coal mine: It could be a sign that
managers can’t hear things that don’t fit with the established
agenda. Hearing difference and being curious are vital to
innovation and agility — and to hiring and retaining a new
generation of talent that demands to be heard.

Engaging with workforce activism has implications for every
level and type of organizational leader and manager. Serious
and sustained engagement with this issue has to be based on
a new set of assumptions about who has a voice in setting
organizational priorities — and how truth is spoken to
power.
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The Research
• The authors’ research on employee activism builds on a seven-year project examining the experience of speaking truth to power.

• They conducted 62 semistructured interviews with employee activists and company leaders from multiple sectors around the

world.

• Their work also draws from six cooperative inquiry groups and engagement with over 1,000 conference and workshop

participants, as well as a wide-ranging literature review, all conducted in 2020.

• The authors fielded a global survey between November 2020 and June 2021 of over 1,500 cross-sector and cross-hierarchical

employees from Europe, Asia, Australia, and North America. They also followed up with a further cooperative inquiry group of

activists and conducted 40 additional interviews, along with multiple conferences and workshops.

The ACT IF Framework
The ACT IF framework identifies the factors that affect personal and organizational responses to employee activism.
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