
F I N D  Y O U R  P O W E R

CORPORATE
ACCOUNTABILITY

This activity is meant to help you see opportunities for holding

business profiteers accountable at the local level.

Corporate accountability is a lot easier to talk about than to achieve. But

corporate accountability isn't only about thousands of people banding

together across the country to go after the likes of McDonald's,

Amazon, Walmart, or other corporate profiteers at the national and

global level. Corporate accountability also involves holding smaller

businesses (and their owners) accountable for the role they play in

creating or exploiting injustice, and changing the rules to make it

unprofitable for them to do so. There are often leverage points for

getting them to make different decisions that don't exist with bigger

corporations—such as their need to maintain a good profile in a given

community.

The practices of small business owners and managers can have a huge

impact in our lives. For example, small businesses still employ about

half of all people working in the private sector in the United States,

which means unchecked issues like hiring discrimination or cheating

employees out of health insurance can have a major impact on large

numbers of people. Raising the floor for what's acceptable at the local

business level is critical.
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And raising the ceiling for what's possible at the local business level

can be equally influential: When local businesses decide to protect

undocumented workers and their families from attacks by the

government, or to be proactive about good environmental practices or

collaborating with Black-owned and other suppliers traditionally shut

out of the market, they help create momentum for changing the rules at

larger corporations.

Your voice, whether your own individual voice or the voices of people

across your community that you are able to organize, can make a big

difference. But how do you know when a business is doing something

wrong that must be changed?

There are many ways to bring local business practices into the light:

You can find out if businesses or their owners are making

contributions to politicians that hurt people and support right-wing

policies through the nonpartisan, nonprofit research group Open

Secrets (opensecrets.org). You can refuse to do business with them

and rally others to do so.

Some local businesses (like gyms or diners) are constantly playing

Fox News, helping the right wing spread its lies. You can demand

they stop doing that.

Local businesses can be stealing wages in many different ways from

their employees. You can check with local unions, local government

offices for labor and worker protections, and other news and

advocacy sources that may have investigated them. Sometimes

holding them accountable legally can take far longer than mounting

a local public campaign capable of pressuring them to change.
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Local businesses can practice blatant discrimination against

potential employees, current employees, or customers. (Think about

the local pharmacies refusing to fill prescriptions for reproductive

medicine or a bakery refusing to bake a cake for a same-sex

wedding ceremony.) You can refuse to do business with them and

rally others to do the same.

A corporation like Amazon owns all of its local distribution

warehouses, but you can still support local efforts led by workers of

those warehouses to unionize or fight for improvements in working

conditions.

In other cases, local franchises or business partners of larger

corporations doing wrong may be susceptible to influence from local

community members (e.g., local contractors building a private

prison for GEO Group).

By looking at businesses proactively through these lenses (and others),

you can connect the dots between the big social issues you care about

and the practices of specific businesses in your area that you may be

able to influence—or, at least, make sure to no longer support. The right

wing plays this game very well, and there is no reason you can't do it,

too.

When you identify a local business with practices you want to change,

consider different ways you can help increase the pressure on them,

with the aim of making what they're doing unprofitable:

Drawing attention they can't avoid by putting it on the radar for local

news media outlets and social media influencers with a big reach

locally and a commitment to turn up the pressure.

Raising money and rallying people to attend demonstrations in

support of workers or others hurt by these businesses to fight back.
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Organizing people to stop shopping there or doing business with

them, including getting any groups you are part of to stop doing

business with them.

Reporting them to local, state, or national government agencies that

can open up investigations, fine them, or pressure them to change in

other ways.

Businesses depend on people looking the other way. Refusing to play

along can be more powerful than you think in forcing them to change.
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