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[SCRIPT]

Big business in America. A brutal, dog-eats-dog world.

Titans of industry in cutthroat competition. 

The only goal is making money. As much of it as possible. And 
there are no lines they’re not willing to cross to get there.

That’s the story we’ve been telling ourselves for a long time 
anyway. And, sure, it’s true of some companies at some times.

But today? I don’t know. You don’t see a lot of top hats and 
canes anymore. I mean, have you noticed how much of American 
business today is just … guys in oddly casual clothing telling 
you how much good they’re doing? How their companies are making 
the world a better place?

Y’know, unless there’s a little extra money to be made by having 
… flexible principles.

That never hurt anyone. Right?

The trend of CEOs dressing down may have begun in Silicon Valley, 
but, like so many trends, it didn’t stop there. Over the years, 
an increasing number of industries have adapted tech’s informal 
sensibilities. And the COVID pandemic may have been the final 
nail in the coffin for formal business wear. In 2021, as workers 
began returning to Wall Street — long regarded as the sector of 
the economy with the most conservative fashion sensibilities — the 
New York Times reported that casual clothing had become the new 
normal. Not everything had changed, however. The Times noted that 
“Many of the sneakers, shirts, watches and other more laid-back 
accessories spotted in Lower Manhattan last week cost several 
hundred dollars or more.”
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[OPENING SEQUENCE]

We are living in a golden age of corporate responsibility — at 
least if you’re going by the press releases.

Today, many major corporations spend just as much time telling 
you about the good they do in the world as they do pitching you 
the products they want to buy.

And there’s good reason for that. Consumer surveys show that the 
public’s desire to buy products from ethical companies is at an 
all-time high.i

The key word is “desire.” That doesn’t necessarily translate 
to action. For one thing, poll respondents often fall prey to 
social desirability bias: the tendency to give pollsters whichever 
answer seems like it will be viewed most favorably by others. For 
another, consumers often make different decisions when faced 
with real-world considerations (a phenomenon known in economics 
as the difference between “stated preferences” and “revealed 
preferences”). For instance, a 2019 Harvard Business Review article 
revealed that while 65% of respondents said they wanted to buy 
brands that advocated sustainability, only 26% actually did so.

All of which sounds great, but … what happens when you start 
asking follow-up questions?

Like, which issues is it most important for a company to be 
ethical about? How can we tell if they’re actually being ethical? 
And … are we all just getting strung along here?

Let’s consider some of the evidence.

Maybe you’re passionate about social justice. So is the NBA. 
The league has actively encouraged its athletes to speak out on 
social issues.ii So much so, in fact, that it even allowed players 
to replace the names on their jerseys with activist slogans.iii

This step, taken in the wake of George Floyd’s murder, led 
most players to adopt civil rights messages like “Black Lives 
Matter,” “I Can’t Breathe,” and “Say Their Names.” There 
were a few exceptions, however. A handful of players, for 
example, chose “education reform.” Perhaps most puzzling 
to the public was the decision by three players to use the 
phrase “group economics,” a term that they subsequently 
explained referred to “groups of people who pool their 
resources to accomplish something they otherwise might not 
be able to as individuals.”

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Social-desirability_bias
https://freakonomics.com/2010/04/preferences-revealed/
https://hbr.org/2019/07/the-elusive-green-consumer
https://andscape.com/features/social-justice-messages-each-nba-player-is-wearing-on-his-jersey/
https://www.gq.com/story/nba-group-economics-explainer
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But that concern with social justice doesn’t seem to extend to, 
for instance, China’s human rights issues. Perhaps because the 
Chinese arm of the NBA was valued at $5 billion in 2019.iv 

That’s when a Houston Rockets executive simply tweeted “Fight for 
Freedom, Stand with Hong Kong.” A tweet that quickly got deleted. 
And led to an official apology from the NBA — the Mandarin 
version of which was a little more groveling than the English 
version.v Because, as the NBA’s commissioner later admitted, the 
tweet cost them “hundreds of millions of dollars.”vi

Now, maybe the tweet legitimately offended the Chinese people, 
but it’d be hard to know — since Twitter is banned in China.vii

Maybe you’re passionate about empowering women. So were the folks 
at State Street, the financial services firm that erected the 
“fearless girl” statue in New York, staring down the famous Wall 
Street bull. Upon its installation, the sculpture was hailed in 
some quarters as a feminist triumph…viii

…Which made it awkward that the company erected it in the middle 
of a federal investigation that eventually led to a multi-
million-dollar settlement for underpaying female employees, but … 
you know, details.ix

Maybe you’re passionate about gay rights. So is Amazon. In June 
of 2021, the company celebrated pride month by hoisting the pride 
flag above its Seattle headquarters.x And in June of 2022, they 
celebrated by…  

That praise was far from universal. 
In fact, the “fearless girl statue” 
inspired its fair share of criticism, 
even from those who sympathized with 
its ostensible purpose. The New York 
Times ran a piece headlined “The False 
Feminism of ‘Fearless Girl.’” A Chicago 
Tribune column referred to it as “a 
sanitized version of feminism.” One 
other critic: Arturo di Modica, the 
sculptor of the Wall Street bull, who, 
while sympathetic to the underlying 
message, complained that “she’s there 
attacking the bull.”

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/16/nyregion/fearless-girl-statue-manhattan.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/16/nyregion/fearless-girl-statue-manhattan.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/opinion/commentary/ct-perspec-fearless-girl-faux-feminism-weinstein-1018-story.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/opinion/commentary/ct-perspec-fearless-girl-faux-feminism-weinstein-1018-story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/12/nyregion/charging-bull-sculpture-wall-street-fearless-girl.html
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Now, sure there are always going to be some companies who don’t 
quite live up to the values they proclaim. Which is why some 
people think we have to make much more sweeping changes to ensure 
good corporate citizenship.

That’s the idea behind the recent trend of ESG investing — which 
stands for environmental, social, and corporate governance.

ESG is supposed to inject investors with a new sense of 
responsibility, getting them to focus on sustainability and 
corporate citizenship in addition to the bottom line. Which seems 
reasonable, right? But here’s the bad news: So far, it hasn’t 
done much of either. 

An analysis of more than 20,000 mutual funds found that the ones 
with the most “sustainable investments” underperformed the ones 
with lower levels of sustainability.xiii Which is maybe ok. After 
all, the whole idea is that investors might accept a lower return 
if they think it will make the world a better place.

…removing LGBTQ products from their website in the United Arab 
Emiratesxi — where the State Department warns that homosexuality 
can be punished by execution.xii

Unfortunately, the UAE isn’t alone on this front. 
According to the Human Dignity Trust, homosexuality is 
subject to capital punishment in eight other nations as 
well: Afghanistan, Iran, Mauritania, Nigeria, Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia, Somalia, and Yemen.

This idea doesn’t always make sense even on its own 
terms. In 2022, California lawmakers backed off of 
a plan to divest the state’s public pension funds of $11.5 
billion worth of holdings in oil and gas companies (a proposal 
driven by concerns about climate change). While much of 
the concern stemmed from the fear that investing the 
money elsewhere would have generated lower returns, 
critics also pointed out that selling off the shares 
would leave the state with no leverage to influence the 
companies whose policies they wanted to change.

But … about that. Research from Columbia University and the 
London School of Economics actually found that the firms in ESG 
funds had worse track records for complying with environmental 
and labor laws than those in non-ESG ones.xiv

https://www.humandignitytrust.org/lgbt-the-law/map-of-criminalisation/?type_filter_submitted=&type_filter%5B%5D=death_pen_applies
https://www.sacbee.com/article262741417.html
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All of which points back to one point: It’s easy to say you’re in 
favor of some noble cause. And, look, if you’re a CEO, it also 
tends to be good for business. But actually following through on 
those principles … usually comes with sacrifices. And it’s not 
clear how many people are really willing to make them.

Are American businesses ready to leave money on the table to 
stand by their beliefs?

Are American consumers willing to pay more or endure more 
inconvenience to stand by theirs?

You can make reasonable arguments for either answer to those 
questions.

But it’s hard to make one for getting all of the benefits of 
having taken a stand … without bearing all the costs.

So, maybe we should all adjust our standards just a tad. 

Maybe businesses should only make pledges they can actually 
follow through on. 

Maybe consumers should be a little more skeptical of slick 
corporate marketing.

And maybe, just maybe … the CEOs could wear a tie every now and 
again? Is that really so much to ask? 
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