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If, When, and How to Engage

The session began with Argenti summarizing 
the key questions facing companies today: 

1. How can companies communicate their 
value in an authentic and consistent way 
given increased polarity today?

2. How should organizations determine 
when and how to respond to geopolitical 
changes?

3. How should companies think about the 
cost-benefit calculations of their response 
strategy?

Each of the speakers in this session described 
their enterprise’s approach to deciding whether 
or not to engage on a social issue.

Argenti offered a quadrant that plots the risk 
of an action versus its alignment with stated 
values:

Examples
• Nike and Colin Kaepernick “Take a Stand” 

campaign: High risk, unaligned to values.  
• Chipotle bans guns in its restaurants: 

Unaligned to overall value of organization, 
but low risk. 

• Walmart gives its employees a raise: Low 
risk, totally aligned to values

Case Study: Starbucks
Hymes shared with the audience how 
Starbucks has always been guided by its 
mission statement, “To inspire and nurture the 
human spirit – one person, one cup and one 
neighborhood at a time.” In the wake of social 
activism in Ferguson, MO, the company took on 
the topic of race relations in a public, though 

Camille Hymes, VP, Mid-Atlantic, Starbucks

Gemma Allman, Global Lead, Public Policy & 
Advocacy, Exxon Mobil

Linda Rutherford, SVP, Chief Communications 
Officer, Southwest Airlines

Paul Argenti, Professor of Corporate 
Communications, Dartmouth Tuck School of 
Business (Moderator)



2

unsuccessful, campaign (#RaceTogether).

Finding itself on the defensive after two black 
men were asked to leave a Philadelphia, PA 
store, Starbucks focused internally in order to 
affect change at scale.

What did Starbucks do:

• Closed every U.S. store for employee 
training.

• Created a frank video about the uneasy 
retail experience that many people of color 
deal with.

• Encouraged “a sense of reflection. We serve 
over 100 million customers per week, and 
we got it wrong.”

• Recognized that certain well-meaning 
procedures were putting employees in 
the position of judging others, relying on 
unconscious biases. For example, codes 
on bathroom doors that customers had to 
request. 

• Instituted a program called “Safe and 
Welcoming,” to engender respect for every 
person visiting one of its locations.

Case Study: ExonMobil
Eighteen months ago, Allman and her team 
made a recommendation to the Exxon Board 
to take a proactive and public stand on a 
social issue.

“They didn’t come back with ‘no’,” Allman 
said. “They came back with ’why?’ We didn’t 
have any backup other than ‘we think it’s the 
right thing to do’.”

This response kicked off a process of research 
and analysis to look at “what worked, what 
didn’t work, and what were the safe spaces.”

Exxon began a review process that analyzed 
any emerging social issue through six lenses:

But getting to 100% agreement on any topic 
was still elusive. Fellow Page member and 
panelist Linda Rutherford advised Allman not 
to seek total buy-in, but rather to aggregate 
multiple perspectives across the enterprise and 
find out what topics garnered strong support. 

Levels of interest would be signified through 
traffic light colors of green (80% or more 
support), yellow, and red.

Exxon built an app to get real-time responses 
from stakeholders on whether to engage on 
different issues. Helps inform decision and 
gauge risk.
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Case Study: Southwest Airlines
Gonda explained that Chobani’s focus on 
Rutherford explained how Southwest Airlines 
instituted a new process for weighing and 
enacting responses to social issues following 
criticism for not taking a public stand on gay 
marriage rights.

“It was an opportunity for us to understand and 
that we needed to think things through more 
holistically.”

She created a social topics committee, including 
10 people from various functions across the 
business, with the goal of generating real-time 
responses to emerging issues. 

From there, Southwest continued to iterate its 
approach. 

“It still felt like the decision about when to 
engage was based on the loudest voice in the 
room,” Rutherford says.

Just as Rutherford had advised Allman at 
ExxonMobil to do, Southwest created a 
framework to gather collective input from 
a range of sources, to see what issues were 
gaining support.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

“Whatever your station in life, or how you look, 
that will not determine whether we will welcome 
you into our space.” 

- Camille Hymes

“ExxonMobil is an engineering-based 
company. Whatever we decide to do has to be 
measurable, and consistent.“

- Gemma Allman

“We still have a lot of “fussin’, cussin’ and 
discussin’” sessions. In the end, the CEO feels 
better because he’s getting collective input from 
different voices, all with skin in the game.”

- Linda Rutherford


