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Taking a stance on controversial or polarizing sociopolitical topics has become an increasingly
difficult aspect of corporate communication. Stakeholders expect companies to position them-
selves, yet they are increasingly taking different, sometimes polarized stances themselves.
Practitioners are grappling with the question of whether, when, and how to communicate a
stance. However, what constitutes as “taking a stance” remains unclear in both research and
practice. Terms such as corporate advocacy and activism are often used interchangeably,
and the boundaries to fields like communicating corporate identity or values are blurred. This
article seeks to clarify the phenomenon of taking a stance in corporate communication and
highlight what it means for communication practice.
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CORPORATE STANCE
COMMUNICATION: KEY CONCEPTS
AND CHARACTERISTICS

The phenomenon of a company communicating its >  Controversial or polarizing sociopolitical topics
stance concerns the question of whether, how, and to what  are defined as those that currently elicit diverse viewpoints
extent corporate communication addresses controversial or ~ and intense, sometimes polarized public debate within
polarizing sociopolitical topics, and communicates a stance  society. Present-day examples of such topics include diver-

towards them (e.g., Dhanesh, 2025). sity and LGBTQIA+ issues, environmental issues, and topics

> Corporate communication is understood as goal-  related to political elections (e.g., Denner et al., 2025).
oriented and systematically planned, implemented, and con- Corporate stance communication is used here in a
trolled communications that are often institutionalized, for ~ broad sense to grasp the phenomenon as comprehensively
example, in the form of a working group or department. as possible and encompass related concepts.
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It refers to the part of corporate communication that
addresses controversial or polarizing sociopolitical topics
and develops and communicates a stance on them.

A stance can be understood as an internal viewpoint
on a particular topic that is based on (corporate) values, in-
volves an evaluation and self-positioning (e.g. against or in
favour of the object of stance), and can be communicated
externally (e.g., Du Bois, 2007).

RESEARCHING STANCE
COMMUNICATION

To understand and distinguish stance communi-
cation, and to identify and characterize the similarities
and differences of the concepts used to capture it, a
systematic literature review in the form of a scoping
review was conducted. The literature search spanned
four databases - Communication & Mass Media Com-
plete, OLC Medien- und Kommunikationswissenschaften
[media and communication studies], Springer Link, and
Web of Science - using search strings related to cor-
porate advocacy and activism and their manifestations
such as CEQ and brand activism, as well as stance com-
munication in German, with title, abstract, and keyword
fields searched where applicable. After applying formal
and content-related selection criteria and conducting
additional snowball sampling, 73 publications were
analyzed thematically.

In public relations research and practice, the question
of whether, how, and to what extent a corporation commu-
nicates a stance on controversial or polarizing sociopolitical
topics is discussed under several concepts. The two most
prominent are corporate activism and advocacy, often
further specified for the corporate context (e.g., corporate
social/political advocacy, CEQ activism, brand activism).
While these concepts share a common focus on the phe-
nomenon named, they also have differences. To thoroughly
analyze these differences and, consequently, the under-
lying phenomenon, the following dimensions can be used
(see also Bojanic, 2023; McKeever et al., 2023; Weber
et al., 2023).
> Goal orientation: What goals are being pursued? Are

they exclusively organization-centered (e.g., reputation,
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image) or also externally orientated? If externally orien-
tated, do they tend to support or challenge the existing
societal system (e.g., economic or political)?

Degree of activity: Is the communication more active
or passive?

Tone of voice: Is the communication more positive or
negative (e.g., adversarial or confrontational)?
Attributed risk: Are the risks to the company con-
sidered to be high or low?

Dimensions of corporate stance communication

: : Degree of | Tone of | Attributed
Goal orientation - : :
activity voice risk

challenging
7 system
also externally active  negative high
oriented
. support
system
organization- passive  positive low

centered

Source: Helena Stehle & Julia Lihrmann

Corporate activism

Corporate activism can be understood as “a company’s
willingness to take a stand on social, political, economic,
and environmental issues to create societal change by
influencing the attitudes and behaviors of actors in its
institutional environment” (Eilert & Nappier Cherup,2020,
p.461).

The concept is often further specified for individuals
(e.g., CEO activism), brands (e.g., brand activism), and
specific topics (e.g., corporate sociopolitical activism). In
terms of goal orientation, corporate activism, as described
for example by McKeever et al. (2023), focuses on exter-
nally oriented goals that complement organization-centered
ones. The emphasis is on achieving broader, longer-lasting
change of an existing societal system. This includes, for
example, questioning prevailing beliefs and ideas.
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According to this concept, an activist actor operates
from outside the system in order to exert influence on it.

In terms of the degree of activity, activism is charac-
terized by direct, often energetic communicative actions.
These extend beyond traditional, established practices,
such as those stemming from lobbying and public affairs,
and can include civic engagement, for example, participat-
ing in or organizing demonstrations. Regarding the tone of
voice, activism can be adversarial and confrontational, and
thus negative in expression. A positive tone of voice is also
possible when companies, for instance, emphasize their
own ideas and present them in a positive light compared to
the prevailing ones that are being challenged.

Given these characteristics, corporate activism is typi-
cally associated with higherrisks for the organization, includ-
ing time and financial costs and potential erosion of rela-
tionship capital with representatives of the existing system.

Corporate advocacy

Corporate advocacy can be defined as “voicing or
showing explicit and public support for certain individuals,
groups, or ideals and values with the aim of convincing
and persuading others to do the same” (Wettstein & Baur,
2016, p. 200).

It can also be further specified, particularly by topic (e.g.,
corporate political advocacy). As described by, for example,
Zhao et al. (2024) and McKeever et al. (2023), corporate
advocacy also focuses on externally oriented goals. It aims
to maintain existing systems rather than challenge them. It
is oriented towards amplification and backing up prevailing
ideas. Advocacy does not involve exerting influence on a
system from outside. Rather, it operates within an existing
system. This may be the case when a corporation aligns with
or supports others that seek to advance a specific cause or
community (e.g., organizations, policies, or individual actors).

The degree of activity in communication is described as
more subtle and less active in corporate advocacy. Regard-
ing the tone of voice, advocacy is not automatically asso-
ciated with positive tonality, despite its system-supportive
nature. The tone of voice can be both positive and negative.
However, communication is described as more nuanced
and softer than in activism.

Correspondingly, corporate advocacy is generally
attributed with fewer costs and risks for the organization
than activism.
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Corporate stance communication

The analytical focus of the concepts above is primar-
ily on externally oriented goals. However, if one assumes
that communicating a stance on controversial or polarizing
sociopolitical topics should primarily serve corporate goals,
as is generally assumed in corporate communication, a
third concept emerges: corporate stance communication in
the narrow sense, or strategic corporate stance communi-
cation.

Reflecting Acharya et al. (2019), corporate stance
communication can be defined as the part of corporate
communication that addresses controversial or polarizing
sociopolitical topics and develops and communicates a
stance on them based on the company’s beliefs and values
to contribute to its goals (e.g., increasing intangible assets
like reputation or image). Corporate stance communication
in the narrow sense is characterized by striving for a direct
contribution to corporate value creation. Regarding the de-
gree of activity, this communication can be either active
or passive, but is generally considered more passive. It is
assumed that companies are more reserved when drawn
into discussions on controversial or polarized sociopolitical
topics, for example, to protect reputation. The tone of voice
can also be positive or negative. However, a positive tone is
more typical as such communication aims, for instance, to
maintain or build reputation.

Given, in particular, the lower level of activity and
strong internal focus, the risks attributed to companies
from stance communication are significantly lower than
those associated with corporate advocacy and, especially,
corporate activism.

Overall, the designation of the phenomenon in question
remains unclear, and terms and concepts are sometimes
used interchangeably (see, e.g., Zhao et al., 2024). This
highlights the importance of focusing on the characteristics
used to describe it, and of considering where a company
situates itself in relation to the four dimensions above.
Taken together, the three concepts discussed can be
mapped onto a spectrum consisting of the four dimensions.

At the one end of the spectrum, corporate stance com-
munication (in the narrow sense) has a more organization-
centered goal orientation, is generally passive in nature,
and is considered to pose a lower risk for the company. At
the other end of the spectrum is corporate activism, which
has a stronger external orientation, challenges an existing
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Concepts of corporate stance communication

Goal orientation Degree of activity Attributed risk

challenging
7 system
Corporate activism also externally
oriented
. support
system

Corporate advocacy

Corporate stance
communication
(in the narrow sense)

organization-
centered

more more
active negative higher

more more lower
passive positive

Source: Helena Stehle & Julia Lihrmann

system and status quo, and has a higher degree of activity,
with an energetic, direct, execution-oriented character. This
approach is considered to pose the highest risk. All three
concepts can be expressed with either a negative or posi-
tive tone of voice.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CORPORATE
COMMUNICATION

The phenomenon of a company communicating its
stance can be defined and described more clearly using
the dimensions and concepts outlined above. While this
is an analytical, ideal-typical perspective and real-world
cases will show shades of grey, the approach provides a
useful framework for understanding and characterizing the
phenomenon further.

1. Reflecting and adjusting stance communication

In corporate communication practice the framework
can first be used to reflect on existing stance communi-
cation (in the broad sense) and, if necessary, adjust it
accordingly. When considering whether to communicate on
controversial or polarizing sociopolitical topics, companies
can use the dimensions above to inform their decision and
determine the approach. The question of the objectives,
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i.e., what a company wants to achieve, is particularly crucial
in this context.

2. Differentiating stance communication from
other related concepts and fields

Second, using the definitions and characterization above,
the phenomenon can be distinguished from others and their
associated fields of research and practice, and their differ-
ences and links can be highlighted.

For example, corporate value communication is a
related field. Values are often considered the core of cor-
porate culture and can be defined as “the weight which
corporate decision makers attach to alternative goals when
making their decisions” (Thomsen, 2004, p. 32). The focus
is on the organization’s fundamental value system, which is
developed through communication and then communicat-
ed using techniques such as storytelling (Ellerup Nielsen,
2016). Corporate value communication is distinguished by
being fundamental and ideally continuous, whereas stance
communication is situational and addresses a specific
sociopolitical topic in the present. Ideally, stance commu-
nication builds on value communication.

Corporate identity, defined as “the profile and values
communicated by an organization” (Cornelissen, 2023,
p. 7), and its communication and management are also
closely related. Similar to value communication, identity
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communication and management are often considered
fundamental and independent of specific topics.

Further connections and distinctions can be drawn to
specific, thematically defined fields of corporate communi-
cation, such as sustainability or DEI (diversity, equity, and
inclusion) communication. These fields focus on topics that
are not necessarily being discussed in a controversial or
polarized manner at present. Therefore, they may focus less
on communicating a specific stance and more on communi-
cating activities in the field or fundamental corporate values.

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

The article responds to the need of communication
managers to reflect on stance communication more deeply.
The analytical, ideal-typical distinctions described above
can support them to further develop and reflect on their
own corporate communication when an internal or external
need or desire arises to take a stance on controversial or
polarizing sociopolitical topics. The characterization dimen-
sions (goal orientation, degree of activity, tone of voice, and

REFERENCES

Acharya, K., Abebe, M. A., & Kroll, M. (2019). The influence of CEO political
outspokenness on stock market reaction and firm performance. Academy of
Management Proceedings, 2019 (1), Article 13959.

Bojanic, V. (2023). The positioning of CEOs as advocates and activists for
societal change: Reflecting media, receptive and strategic cornerstones. Journal
of Communication Management, 27(3), 398-413.

Ciszek, E., & Logan, N. (2018). Challenging the dialogic promise: How Ben &
Jerry’s support for Black Lives Matter fosters dissensus on social media. Journal
of Public Relations Research, 30(3), 115-127.

Cornelissen, J. (2023). Corporate communication: A guide to theory & practice
(7th ed.). Sage.

Denner, N., Koch, T., & Dahlke, J. (2025). Companies as critics, adapters, and
pioneers: Motives, strategies, and risks of corporate social advocacy. Internation-
al Journal of Strategic Communication, 19(4), 536-554.

Dhanesh, G. S. (2025). Communicating corporate social advocacy (CSA) in polarized
times: A Stoic turn from dancing to wrestling. Business Horizons, 68(5), 613-625.

Du Bois, J. W. (2007). The stance triangle. In R. Englebretson (Ed.), Stancetaking
in discourse: Subjectivity, evaluation, interaction (pp. 139-182). John Benjamins.

Eilert, M., & Nappier Cherup, A. (2020). The activist company: Examining a
company’s pursuit of societal change through corporate activism using an institu-
tional theoretical lens. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 39(4), 461-476.

Ellerup Nielsen, A. (2016). Value. In C. E. Carroll (Ed.), The SAGE encyclopedia
of corporate reputation (pp. 885-889). Sage.

24

attributed risk to the organization) can facilitate this pro-
cess. Distinguishing between similar phenomena and fields
helps clarify the focus in a given situation (e.g., whether the
task concerns the company’s fundamental values or taking
a stance on a controversial topic).

There is still much for research to explore in this area.
Most existing studies have focused either on the effects
of stance communication in a broad sense or on content
and discourse analyses (e.g., Sauter & Jungblut, 2024;
Ciszek & Logan, 2018). Future work could, for example, ask
communication managers about their motives and objec-
tives and address how they approach stance communica-
tion strategically and operationally. One may also ask how
these motives and objectives align with stakeholder expec-
tations, what the consequences are of meeting or violating
those expectations, and how this influences risk attribution.
This is particularly important when assuming that the hetero-
geneity of stakeholder expectations will continue to increase.

Finally, examining other fields of research can help fur-
ther analyze corporate stance communication. For example,
insights from linguistics or rhetorics could help clarify how
stance is expressed in practice (e.g., Fuoli, 2018).

Fuoli, M. (2018). Building a trustworthy corporate identity: A corpus-based
analysis of stance in annual and corporate social responsibility reports. Applied
Linguistics, 39(6), 846-885.

McKeever, B. W., McKeever, R., Choi, M., & Huang, S. (2023). From advocacy
to activism: A multi-dimensional scale of communicative, collective, and combat-
ive behaviors. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 100(3), 569-594.

Sauter, S., & Jungblut, M. (2024). It’s good for our reputation (?!)—The impact
of socio-political CEO communication on corporate reputation. International
Journal of Strategic Communication, 18(1), 19-37.

Thomsen, S. (2004). Corporate values and corporate governance. Corporate
Governance: The International Journal of Business in Society, 4(4), 29-46.

Weber, T. J., Joireman, J., Sprott, D. E., & Hydock, C. (2023). Differential
response to corporate political advocacy and corporate social responsibility:
Implications for political polarization and radicalization. Journal of Public Policy &
Marketing, 42(1), 74-93.

Wettstein, F., & Baur, D. (2016). “Why should we care about marriage equali-
ty?”: Political advocacy as a part of corporate responsibility. Journal of Business
Ethics, 138(2), 199-213.

Zhao, W., Lu, X., Jin, Y., & Van Der Meer, T. G. L. A. (2024). Pushing hands and
buttons: The effects of corporate social issue stance communication and online
comment (in)civility on publics’ responses. Public Relations Review, 50(4), Article
102488.



CORPORATE COMMUNICATION REVIEW

AUTHORS

DR. HELENA STEHLE is a professor at the JULIA LUHRMANN is a PhD candidate at
University of Minster, Germany. Her re- the University of Miinster, Germany. Her
search focuses on strategic and organiza- research areas are strategic and organiza-
tional communication, particularly stance, tional communication, especially internal
sustainability and energy communication, and internal communication, energy communication, and stance com-
communication. Email: helena.stehle@uni-muenster.de munication. Email: julia.luehrmann@uni-muenster.de

MORE INFORMATION

The systematic literature review presented in this article is part of an ongoing research project that also includes an interview and Q-sort study with communication
managers on the relevance, design, and challenges of corporate stance communication. The project is expected to be finalized by the end of 2025. Further information
can be found at https://bit.ly/sc-study-muenster and https://bit.ly/sc-study-aguk.
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