
Boardroom revolution
In this post-truth world, activist CEOs should support the common good in business and 
society, and drive the change that disillusioned workers want to see, says Robert Phillips

face it, no nation that was risk averse would have voted for 
either Brexit or Trump. 

Some are calling this ‘the post-truth age’; others ‘the new 
normal’ or the ‘interregnum’, where the old is not yet dead and 
the new has still to be born. Nomenclature matters little. ‘To 
live in freedom,’ commented the 19th-century French political 
scientist Alexis de Tocqueville, ‘one must grow used to a life full 
of agitation, change and danger.’ This is the world as it is now 
– seen as much in a workplace where people are threatened by 
automation, zero-hours contracts and loss of voice, as it is in the 
corridors of old political power.

Activism on the part of senior business leaders – sparked into 
life from Silicon Valley in the aftermath of Trump’s election as US 
president – is long overdue. Too many CEOs have been silent 
for too long on issues from corporate misdemeanours (carbon 
emissions, harassment, bribery – take your pick) and executive 
pay, to climate change and slave labour, hoping the status quo 

The only good thing about Brexit,’ a politician friend 
remarked recently, ‘is that it finally woke everyone 
from their slumber.’ The same could be said of the 

chaotic insurgency of Donald Trump. We have quickly 
realised that the settlement on which we once relied is 
broken and the status quo is not the answer. 

This principle applies to business as well as politics – though 
some still believe business activism can be contained. I argue 
otherwise: contagion is inevitable. Citizens are angry and their 
voices have gone unheard, as workers as well as voters. 

In his book The Second Curve, the management guru 
Charles Handy points out that, in any corporation, 80% of 
the workers are disengaged and don’t care, while 25% of 
the 80% would actively sabotage the organisation they work 
for. No longer can any leader rely on the dull, controlling 
managerialism of the recent past, and a corresponding 
corporate and political obsession with ‘risk mitigation’. Let’s 

If any CEO still 
believes that they 

are in control, 
that belief lies 
shattered. Old 

hierarchies 
continue to 

crumble and fall

will preserve them. Like their political 
counterparts, they have relied on spin 
(PR or the ghastly CSR – corporate 
social responsibility) to save them. It 
can’t and it won’t. 

Out of control
A failure to become active now – to 
act with the radical honesty and 
transparency that shuns spin altogether 
– may well lead to sudden insurrections 
in the workplace, too. If any CEO still 
believes that they are in control, in 
reality that belief lies shattered. No 
one is in control any longer – even if 
you have the words ‘chief executive’ 
on your business card. Old hierarchies 
continue to crumble and fall.

The message of the anti-capitalist Occupy movement 
early this decade should have served as the wake-up call to 
the business world. ‘We are the 99%’ fired a warning shot of 
disaffection (‘a cry of anger by people who felt they had been 
abandoned by their leaders’, as the physicist and cosmologist 
Stephen Hawking later put it) that was soon to multiply inside 
and beyond corporations and ultimately manifest in votes for 
Brexit and Trump. 

Activist business leadership at that point – or public 
leadership with a commitment to genuine accountability and 
public value – would have enabled CEOs to escape from 
their boardroom bunkers and PR-led echo chambers; listen to 
dissenting voices inside and outside their organisations; undo 
the hierarchies that were the source of their power; establish 
new networks among co-workers and wider stakeholders 
that supported the many, not the few; show humanity and 
vulnerability; and create new models of shared or common value 
that placed people and planet alongside profit. This is what CEO 
activism looks like in practice. Ironically, in a world where every 
leader and commentator seems to seek the holy grail of trust, 
measures such as these would have surely helped earn that trust.

Beige and bland
In this new world, it is no longer maverick but essential that 
business leaders escape the beige and the bland and have a 
definite point of view. Among the global corporates, Unilever’s 
Paul Polman is perhaps the best-known example, championing 
his Sustainable Living Plan. Similar endeavours are being pursued 
by KPMG in its Global Responsible Tax Project, the UK’s Royal 
Institution of Chartered Surveyors in its public interest programme, 
and the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development in its 
initiative The Future of Work Is Human. All put common good 
front and centre (in the interests of transparency, they are also  
clients of Jericho Chambers).

Enlightened, activist CEOs will still, naturally, behave partly 
out of economic self-interest, protecting their licence to 
operate. But business activism can go beyond this and create 

a licence to lead. Activist CEOs can 
support the common good in business 
and society – and drive the change 
disenfranchised and disengaged 
workers want to see. While there 
are legal and regulatory obligations 
placed on every organisation, there can 
be no hiding behind these. Nor can 
organisations blindly pursue the primacy 
of shareholder value, called out by the 
much-admired business leader Jack 
Welch as ‘the world’s dumbest idea’.

To put it another way, the economist 
Milton Friedman was wrong. The social 
responsibility of business is to not to 
maximise profit. There is a human, moral 
and ethical dimension to business. But 
understanding this is only part of the 

journey. Actively supporting the common good is the right thing 
to do. Human value trumps shareholder value in this new world, 
whatever mad indices the markets may sometimes show.

Activist leaders in 2017 face four immediate battlegrounds. 
First, they will have to fight for truth – and not be beguiled 
by the dangerous pursuit of ‘fake news’ that so delights the 
US president. They will need to take this fight to the frontline 
of Facebook, Twitter and Google which, despite their recent 
protestations, remain part of the problem, not the solution. 

Second, they need to put away their superhero capes 
and realise that this is no longer a battle they can fight alone. 
Activist leaders, supported by the connecting power of digital, 
will coalesce within new ecosystems of enlightened networks, 
finding like-minded partners and bringing together people and 
organisations to fight for the common good on real societal 
issues – from healthcare to education, affordability and housing 
to climate change. This will demonstrate a radical departure from 
the lipstick-on-a-pig approaches of conventional CSR.

Third, activist leaders in business will champion human 
potential. The motto should be ‘citizens – or people – first’. They 
will need to challenge the false orthodoxy of measurement (we 
measure ‘everything … except that which makes life worthwhile’, 
as Senator Robert Kennedy put it half a century ago), and resist 
the lure of buying ‘purpose’ from slick advertising agencies. 

Finally, they will lead with courage – the courage to embrace 
the agitation, change and danger about which de Tocqueville 
wrote; the courage to speak with a ‘political’ voice; and the 
courage to listen to wise crowds of employees and stakeholders, 
embrace vulnerability and welcome dissent.

These are the new truths of the post-truth age. As George 
Orwell wrote: ‘In times of universal deceit, telling the truth is a 
revolutionary act.’ The counter-revolution can start now – and in 
the boardroom. ■

Robert Phillips is the author of Trust Me, PR Is Dead and 
co-founder of consultancy Jericho Chambers. He is a visiting 
professor at City, University of London’s Cass Business School
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