
 
Reset: Rethinking political spending, whistle 
blowing from home, air travel virus tests 

by Kevin J. DelaneyJanuary 13, 2021 

Thanks for reading our briefing about what companies are doing to 
navigate the continued reality of remote work, to reopen safely, and 
to reset their practices for the long-run.  

Focus on Political Spending by Businesses 

A growing number of American businesses have reassessed their 
political spending following last week’s attempt by lawmakers to 
overturn election results and the attack on the Capitol incited by 
President Trump. Some of them will no longer give to the 147 
legislators who voted against certifying the results, and others are 
pausing their political spending more broadly.  

It’s an important opportunity to revisit the idea of corporate political 
spending altogether. Should companies be giving money to politicians 
at all? And if they do so, what are the principles they should follow? 
For answers, I spoke with Bruce Freed, president and co-founder of 
the Center for Political Accountability. Through that non-partisan 
nonprofit, Freed has for almost two decades been pushing for greater 
transparency and internal oversight of corporate political spending. 
Here are excerpts from our conversation, edited for space and clarity: 



What do you make of the announcements by companies that 
they’re pausing their political spending? 

The question is, is it for the moment, or does it really signify a real 
change in behavior? We have to see what they do in six months. What 
do they do next year? Next year is a seminal year because the House 
and one-third of the Senate are up again [for reelection.] 2022 is a 
year where you’re going to have many state legislatures, you’re going 
to have governorships and attorney generals positions up for election. 
So we have to see, is this just a reaction of the moment? Does it mean 
a fundamental change? 

Should companies be spending on politicians and political 
groups at all? 

They have to really at this point weigh the risks of that—because the 
risks have gone up exponentially. Their bottom line risks, their 
reputational risks—that’s what drives companies. You do have a 
greater emphasis placed today by companies on their position in 
society and how they’re viewed. And I do think that there are some 
executives and maybe even some trade association executives that 
have been so horrified by what they see that they’re beginning to ask 
some fundamental questions about what their role should be in the 
political process. What is their stake? What are their responsibilities 
and obligations? Some of them will be looking at that much more 
closely and going beyond giving the contribution to get access. What 
are the consequences of that beyond just the access? Do you really 
want the access to that?  

By virtue of their size and by virtue of their importance in the 
economy, companies will be listened to when legislation is being 
considered. And when regulations are being considered, they’re going 
to have the ear of regulators. They’re going to have the ear of members 
of Congress and their staff. They have the ear of the administration, 
even if they don’t have political spending. IBM has not engaged in 
political spending. And you know what? It hasn’t hurt IBM.  



If I’m evaluating political spending at my company, or I’m 
starting from scratch, what are the first principles you 
would suggest? 

The first question you ask is should we engage in spending? If they 
decide to, they really need to look at their ethical considerations. 
That’s important today because people are looking at companies much 
more carefully. And also because of the power of companies today—
with the demise of unions, you really don’t have the type of checks you 
had in the past. So that places a greater responsibility on them. 
Companies talk increasingly about societal obligations and 
responsibilities, and that also includes the environment. 

If I’m the CEO, I have a responsibility for the success of my 
company. And if there is a politician or a political group that 
is pursuing legislation favorable to my business success—
how deep in their voting record do you expect me to go to 
review their views on every question rather than supporting 
them for this area that’s clearly good for the success of my 
company? 

That question came up years ago when we were dealing with Merck. 
Merck back in 2004 contributed to a state judicial race in Mississippi. 
They gave to a candidate who supported tort reform and they got the 
advice from local counsel. The candidate who they gave to was white, 
and was running against an incumbent state Supreme Court justice 
who was Black. The candidate they gave to was running ads where he 
was pictured with white people around him, with the tagline ‘He’s one 
of us.’ That hit the media. And Merck made a decision after that not to 
give to state judicial races.  

Companies really have to take a look at the broader consequences—
because if they give to a candidate for one reason, they can’t 
disaggregate the other things that the candidate is associated with. 
Essentially you’re giving to a package and you’re associated with that 
package. 



For more, you can read “A Board Member’s Guide to 
Political Spending,” which Freed coauthored and the “CPA-
Wharton Zicklin Model Code of Conduct for Corporate 
Political Spending” from Oct. 2020. You can also look up the 
political spending disclosed by specific companies.  
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