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The notion of sustainability has become fashionable in the rhetoric concerning 
businesses’ responsibility towards society. Sustainability is usually couched in so-
cial and ecological terms and means to secure the conditions of existence of so-
ciety and nature.1 In seeking such lasting positive impact in both spheres, the 
connection of sustainability to the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) is evident. 
 
It remains unclear, however, whether CSR measures really strengthen the social 
and ecological fabric in a coherent and systematic way or whether they rather 
amount to scattered, non-targeted efforts. Here we come to the crucial question: 
Does corporate responsibility have strategic focus? A robust link to the com-
pany’s business model? For this to be the case one has to engage in corporate 
responsibility with one’s key resources and strengths in mind. In striving for sus-
tainability, it is paramount for a company to leverage its general and specific as-
sets. Only that way, it can yield the best possible outcome along the two axes of 
economic and non-economic (for instance, social and ecological) success. 
 
In order to make a convincing business case for a corporation’s sustainability ac-
tivities, however, we suggest that it dedicate its resources not primarily to social 
and ecological, but to political purposes. The approach towards sustainability 
needs to undergo this shift both in terms of conceptual design and practical ap-
plication. What is needed is not Corporate Social Responsibility; rather, it is Cor-
porate Political Responsibility (CPR) (compare Bohnen, 2017). 
 
Why is that? Let us remind us of the long-term perspective that the notion of sus-
tainability assumes. In this sense, sustainability is connected to the notion of in-
vestment. Investment typically carries a narrow economic meaning – for instance, 
companies invest in human resources, technology, R&D or buildings. Yet, there is 
something more to it. Businesses should consider investing in the non-economic 
fundament, the permanent premise of their economic success. This fundament is 
political in essence: e.g. stable democratic institutions, the rule of law, an en-
gaged civil society, open public debate, an educated workforce and modern in-
frastructure. After all, companies benefit from a functioning community and state. 
In conditions of crisis, instability and insecurity, no business can flourish. 
 
Trump, Brexit, AfD and failed free trade agreements are but a few prominent ex-
amples that have shaken the liberal consensus on the general favorability of open 
societies and a globalist mindset. This has major impact on businesses as well. 
For instance, the integrity of the EU with its single market is a pillar of successful 
trade. In the same vein, companies lacked the communicative muscle during the 
                                                
1 See for instance the Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) criteria. 
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TTIP negotiations to make their case and influence the public debate. A surge of 
populism and anti-immigrant resentment, in turn, undercuts companies’ efforts to 
attract the best talent, regardless of their background. 
 
The material benefit of investments in political sustainability can be illustrated by 
way of their analogy to the so-called “green” investments in a healthy ecological 
and social business environment. The growing success of green investments is 
due to the fact that they reduce ecological or social risk and thus the destruction 
of economic value. For instance, Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim (2014) found evi-
dence that highly sustainable companies financially outperformed their competi-
tors and showed lower volatility. Where social and ecological stability reigns, re-
turn on investment increases (see also Klemm, 2017). By the same token, we 
contend that corporate endeavors for political sustainability preempt risks, curb 
volatility and thus unlock economic potential. More than anything else, it is “the 
political” which provides and guarantees the basic and indispensable order of 
the public realm. Issues of political structure lie at the heart of human interaction, 
thus framing social and ecological endeavors. 
 
This suggests that there is a business case for sustainability in terms of strength-
ening the political underpinnings of economic prosperity. What we are driving to-
wards with the CPR concept is thus a win-win-constellation between businesses 
and the state: Companies that join political actors in providing public goods and 
governance structures are not merely altruistic or do something good in order to 
have a good conscience; rather, by acting sustainably they secure their own lon-
gevity. 
 
It becomes clear that companies must sharpen their political profile. This starts by 
recognizing that they already are political actors: As employers, tax payers and 
innovators, they affect the structures of the communities in which they operate. 
They exert political influence through the growing number of business associa-
tions or their representative offices and direct contacts. Now, the CPR concept 
lays out how companies can further develop and practice a political stance. We 
call the corresponding process of operationalization ‘political branding’. 
 
Based on the professional identification of the rudimentary political elements al-
ready inherent in a brand, it sets out to consolidate these loose elements and 
mold them into a coherent whole. It refers to the concrete steps a company can 
take to build and manage its political brand. The goal is for brands to become an 
active force in the public realm – to society’s and their own benefit. Thus, by 
broadening the related concepts of sustainability and investment in political 
terms, we place them where they ought to be: in the public arena. CSR is not 
enough – only CPR does justice to the fact that the challenges ahead are political. 
 
We understand that many business owners and managers find it difficult to define 
themselves as political actors. Getting involved in politics is seen as an unsightly 
business taking place in the capital. But this is a missed opportunity, because 
saying what you want means preventing distrust. Openly declaring that you are 
acting politically is the stronger position. It gives you the chance to stay in touch 
with society’s expectations towards brands. And these expectations are both 
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powerful and high: the internet has given people access to a wide range of infor-
mation, putting them in a position where it is easier than ever to scrutinize and 
comment on a brand’s behavior. In this sense, the internet has had an emancipa-
tory function for customers and citizens. Especially millennials are looking for 
dedication to purpose beyond mere shareholder value. Thus in order to increase 
reputation and legitimacy, overt, transparent and consistent political communica-
tion is key. If yesterday’s motto in public affairs was “awareness creates value”, 
today’s motto is “value creates awareness”. 
 
In asking companies to become more political, we are aiming for a broader notion 
of the political. It designates not just party politics but everything that concerns 
the provision of public goods and being part of a public conversation of where 
society should be headed. Today’s challenges – be it digitalization, climate 
change, infrastructure improvements or immigration – are too comprehensive to 
be addressed by single actors alone. Civil society, for example, plays a key role. 
The influx of immigrants would have been impossible to handle without the active 
engagement of ordinary citizens. Immigration shows that the political challenges 
are increasingly international by nature, going beyond the reach of national gov-
ernments. It is more and more unrealistic that governments can navigate through 
these challenges and handle the distribution of public goods on their own.  
 
Since the capabilities of a state are limited, it needs to refocus on its core compe-
tency of steering through prudent regulation and final arbitration. The state is re-
sponsible for defining the rules within which societal actors can operate – as well 
as for controlling and enforcing the adherence to these rules. It is not responsible 
for a wide array of services that threaten to overburden it to the detriment of more 
fundamental tasks. Hence, the state’s effectiveness is dependent on allocating its 
resources wisely. The aim must be to properly fulfil its primary responsibility for 
social order. The provision of public services, in turn, should be seen as a com-
mon endeavor. 
 
This means that, concerning public goods, a multi-actor approach is called for, 
marking a shift from government to governance. Bringing together major stake-
holders of society allows for devising strategies of ‘Public Change Management’ 
that carry innovation into the public space. For this collaboration, formats such as 
design thinking might be useful to spark creative problem-solving. 
 
Against this background, companies should step up and bring in their vast re-
sources. Many companies have enormous financial, communicative and 
knowledge-based assets which they can use responsibly both for their own inter-
ests as well as for the common good. This not only holds true on the local level, 
but also on the international stage. Responsible corporate involvement could con-
tribute to greater political stability.  
 
Specifically, we envisage four CPR fields of action, each potentially expanding 
across a company’s entire value chain. This suggestion does not lay claim to be 
an exhaustive list of how companies can engage in the public realm; rather, it is 
meant as an orientation in putting CPR into practice:  
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1. Responsible lobbying: If ethical standards, governance and compliance 
rules are a credible foundation for corporate action, then it is possible to 
view lobbying activities as part of a company’s CPR. Being transparent, 
clear and consistent about one’s interests and directing them towards the 
common good is the backbone of a responsible cooperation with authori-
ties and civil society actors regarding regulation. If companies bring their 
expertise to bear in an open manner, lobbying stands a chance of losing 
its somewhat shady character. Done in a responsible way, lobbying fosters 
better regulatory decisions which results in an adequate supply of public 
goods and thus a higher quality of location (compare Wedell, 2013 as well 
as Breitbarth, 2012 and 2015). 

 
2. Positioning via themes and dialogs: Every major company should maintain 

analytical capacities in order to assess what political conditions are likely 
to have an impact on its business. A think tank in the sense of a CEO plan-
ning staff as well as a new strategic role for the supervisory board could 
provide fresh ideas internally and position the company as an innovative 
player externally. It is absolutely crucial that companies become more out-
spoken vis-à-vis the general public about fundamental political virtues and 
goods. This helps to strengthen the basis for businesses to prosper and 
thus the country’s level of well-being. 

 
3. Projects of political participation: Companies should lead or sponsor con-

crete projects that promote political participation. This can take the form of 
community organizing, an explicit care for a vibrant political culture in the 
regions where a company is located. They could, for example, support lo-
cal dialog platforms where various social groups discuss pressing political 
issues with politicians and share their suggestions for improvement. 

 
4. Providing public goods: Companies should help the state in providing 

public goods. For society’s and their own sake, they can use their re-
sources to strengthen the governance infrastructure. One example are 
company kindergartens. They improve the compatibility of family and work 
and contribute to early childhood education. This not only promotes loyalty 
and productivity among employees, but also alleviates a pressing sociopo-
litical problem many communities are facing. 

 
In addition to the four fields of action, CPR can be extended to selected cross-
sectional areas. In these areas, every company can play its part. As was partially 
adumbrated above, they include the protection of European integrity, a vision for 
an inclusive and responsible approach towards digitalization, globalization and 
free trade, solutions in view of major demographic shifts and, to be highlighted 
here, political education and learning. It is essential for companies to cultivate 
amongst their employees a sensibility not for day-to-day political news but for 
overarching and business-critical political developments. Here a vocal CEO, a 
clear tone from the top, is necessary to establish the debate.  
 
In the beginning, CPR endeavors in the four fields of action and cross-sectional 
areas can be conceptualized and prepared in dedicated business units – as is 
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the case with most CSR or compliance units. Over time, however, CPR should be 
organized more ‘horizontally’, that is, closed silo-structures need to give way to 
CPR – or a CPR-spirit – permeating every unit. Only such a broad and open im-
plementation ensures that CPR is not sidelined but internalized throughout the 
company and becomes a matter of strategic importance – a prioritized organiza-
tional aim. As mentioned, especially the Board is asked to foster an awareness of 
how successful business interlinks with sound political institutions and how, there-
fore, the company is supporting the latter. 
 
Probably, the single most important CPR-requirement for companies is to pro-
mote and participate in an open, candid and fair public debate. Advances in so-
ciety are best achieved through a perpetual competition of a diverse range of 
ideas. This holds true particularly in view of a central paradigmatic struggle cur-
rently being waged: that between advocates of an open society and their often 
authoritarian counterparts favoring seclusion. Companies should do their part to 
make sure that the liberal paradigm prevails. If they fail to raise their voice, they 
miss a chance to fight for the quality of their location. A case in point is the Ger-
man state of Saxony in 2015 when extreme right-wing protesters against immi-
grants and asylum seekers ruined the reputation of the entire region. The busi-
ness community could have been more outspoken against the racist strands in 
the protests of the self-professed “Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of 
the Occident” (Pegida). It could have discussed the Pegida phenomenon with the 
Saxon workforce and communities. Instead, an opportunity was lost for busi-
nesses to highlight their vital interest in tolerance and diversity as a precondition 
of economic success in times of globalization. A positive example, on the other 
hand, is the American business leaders’ outright condemnation of the Neo-Nazi 
riots in Charlottesville in 2017, including an ardent critique of president Trump 
who only half-heartedly distanced himself from the racist outburst. 
 
Thus, companies need a communication strategy that enables them to respond to 
and actively manage the major political forces and trends surrounding them. It is 
a question of understanding and adapting to the fact that business does not take 
place outside or beyond politics, but is deeply embedded in its dynamics. In 
short: politics takes precedence. 
 
All that shows that a company which takes sustainability seriously – and many 
profess to do so as widespread commitment to the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) suggests – should not reduce it to its social and eco-
logical dimension. In fact, the SDGs’ nod to the political realm is pretty obvious. 
Take goal number 16, which reads “Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions.” Its 
targets include the following: 
 
• “Promote the rule of law at the national and international levels and ensure 

equal access to justice for all.” 
• “Substantially reduce corruption and bribery in all their forms.” 
• “Develop effective, accountable and transparent institutions at all levels.” 
• “Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-mak-

ing at all levels.” 
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• “Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in 
accordance with national legislation and international agreements.” 

• “Promote and enforce non-discriminatory laws and policies for sustainable de-
velopment.” (United Nations, 2015). 

 
In this list we find laid out the basics of a democratic state with robust institutions 
and a functioning justice system. It is very much the kind of state that any busi-
ness would wish to operate in. Yet, hardly any of them explicitly recognizes a po-
litical strand in sustainability or corporate responsibility – the terminology is in-
deed very indicative of this blind spot. 
 
For sure, politics can be a minefield dominated by power and shifting – some-
times converging, sometimes colliding – interests. It can appear inefficient and to 
move ahead rather slowly. Moreover, politics takes place in the limelight – one 
gets exposed. Many companies’ impulse to stay away from it is thus understand-
able. It is wrong nevertheless. For what is even more irritating than playing one’s 
part in politics is to be tossed around by it. Even if CPR means for companies to 
leave their comfort zone, the challenges of our modern, interdependent societies 
make abundantly clear: staying on the sideline of the political arena is not an op-
tion. 
 
Corporate Political Responsibility is an indispensable investment in a company’s 
long-term existence. The concept provides strong systemic, but also empirically 
supported arguments for the business case of sustainability. Turning themselves 
into political brands, companies can help to make sustainability a matter of public 
affairs. As a side effect, it would reorient the future of public affairs as a profes-
sion. 
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