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ABSTRACT 

Purpose: This paper investigates whether Russian firms with better ESG rankings are more likely to 

have business leaders who speak out and raise concerns about a dramatic social shock – the Russia-Ukraine 

war. 

Design/methodology/approach: Using a sample of Russian listed firms, a cross-sectional 

Heckprobit model is used to investigate the association between a firm’s ESG ranking and Russian business 

leaders’ sociopolitical activism, controlling for the potential selection bias that might result from the rating 

agency’s decision to cover specific firms. 

Findings: This study shows that a firm’s better ESG rankings are associated with a greater likelihood 

of business leaders speaking out and raising concerns about the Russia-Ukraine war, even after controlling 

for occidental board representation, state ownership, and potential selection bias. This finding is mainly 

driven by the environmental and social dimensions of a firm’s ESG ranking rather than the governance 

dimension. 

Originality: This study advances the understanding of business leaders’ activism on controversial 

social, political and environmental issues. It theorizes and provides evidence that an extreme institutional 

context, such as the Russian context during the Russia-Ukraine war, can trigger stakeholder-enlarged 

stewardship behaviors. The study also provides useful insights for business leaders, investors and other 

corporate stakeholders who rely on a firm’s ESG ranking to assess actual responsible corporate behavior. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Business leaders have historically refrained from engaging in controversial societal issues. In the last 

decade, however, a surge in corporate sociopolitical activism has been observed, wherein business leaders’ 

active participation as societal actors in public debates over social, political, and environmental issues is 

attracting increasing attention within the business community (Chatterji and Toffel, 2018; Pasirayi et al., 

2023). Prominent business media have also placed significant emphasis on this corporate and social 
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phenomenon. In the United States, for example, it was reported that several CEOs who took a public stance 

‘against intolerance and extremism’ and stepped down from the United States President’s business advisory 

councils after what they viewed as an equivocal response to important social issues (race and immigration) 

from President Trump (CNBC, 2017). In China, the Wall Street Journal (2015) reported that a small number 

of business leaders publicly took stands on China’s one-child policy. This form of activism may also be 

framed as individual stances (Hambrick and Wowak, 2021). In Europe, a case in point is provided by 

Siemens AG’s CEO, who publicly spoke out against the Italian government for the imprisonment of an 

activist engaged in the rescue of refugees in the Mediterranean Sea (Die Welt, 2019).  

Not only is this increasingly salient global phenomenon attracting the attention of the business 

community and prominent media, but it is also significant in revealing the growing intersection between 

corporate governance and society. Given its relevance, corporate sociopolitical activism has also attracted 

the interest of the academic community (Appels, 2023; Bedendo and Siming, 2021; Branicki et al., 2021; 

Chatterji and Toffel, 2019; Hambrick and Wowak, 2021; Olkkonen and Morsing, 2023; Pasirayi et al., 

2023). Due to the recency of the topic, the literature is mostly anecdotal (e.g., Chatterji and Toffel, 2018), 

experimental (e.g., Appels, 2023; Burbano, 2021), or conceptual in nature (e.g., Hambrick and Wowak, 

2021). A limited number of empirical studies have either inductively explored the underlying activities that 

maintain CEO activism over time (Olkkonen and Morsing, 2023; Pasirayi et al., 2023) or documented the 

impact of corporate sociopolitical activism on a firm’s political and consumer attitudes (Chatterji and 

Toffel, 2019; Hou and Poliquin, 2023), shareholders’ reactions (Bedendo and Siming, 2021; McKean and 

King, 2024; Pasirayi et al., 2023), and employees’ behavior (Wowak et al., 2022). It is becoming 

increasingly evident that business leaders, in their role as stewards of their organizations (Hernandez, 2012), 

may speak out on controversial societal issues to reflect the views of the firm’s broader organizational 

membership (McKean and King, 2024) and its ‘organizational consciousness’ (Pruzan, 2001) aiming to 

influence the well-being of society. However, as studies have generally focused on the United States (see, 

for a review, Rumstadt and Kanbach, 2022), there is a lack of understanding of how different institutional 
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conditions affect sociopolitical activism, i.e., they are more (or less) conducive than others to tolerating (or 

even encouraging) this phenomenon (Hambrick and Wowak, 2021). 

Theoretically, we hinge on a stakeholder-enlarged view of stewardship theory (e.g., Davis et al., 

1997; Donaldson, 2008; Francoeur et al., 2017; Hernandez, 2012; Jones, 2014) that explicitly recognizes 

the institutional and organizational context where the firms under analysis and their business leaders are 

embedded. As extreme institutional environments have significant potential to enable us to better 

understand how they operate (e.g., Cumming, 2022), we theorize through the context of the public 

responses of business leaders of Russian firms to a significant social shock, the 2022 Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. We develop our hypotheses on the idea that a firm has an ‘organizational consciousness’ (Pruzan, 

2001), which comprises values, virtues, and vision and can be reflected by its environmental, social, and 

governance (ESG) orientation (in particular, the environmental and social components). Business leaders 

can serve as stewards of their organizations, seeking long-term welfare for them and their stakeholders 

rather than merely their individual self-interest (Hernandez, 2012; Kavadis and Thomsen, 2023). As 

business leaders’ sociopolitical activism is ‘a quintessential form of symbolic action’ (Karns et al., 2011; 

Wowak et al., 2022: 554), it is likely to reflect the views of the firm’s broader organizational membership 

(McKean and King, 2024), and, we theorize, it should be consistent with a firm’s ESG ranking because 

both may represent publicly observable socially responsible behaviors. 

Empirically, we test our theoretical predictions in the Russian institutional context during the Russia-

Ukraine conflict for several reasons. This war has led to an upsurge of occidental business leaders’ activism 

(Pietsch, 2022). Occidental business leaders, however, acted in a friendly environment where governments 

defended Ukraine (United Nations General Assembly, 2022). Russian institutional conditions (Crotty, 

2016; Dyck et al., 2008; Grosman et al., 2016), on the other hand, are not conducive to encouraging or even 

tolerating business leaders’ sociopolitical activism because they exacerbate the risk of government 

retaliation against speaking out. While prior US-based literature has shown that CEO activism on 

sociopolitically controversial issues risks a backlash from investors (Pasirayi et al., 2023) and, to some 

extent, politicians (Chatterji and Toffel, 2018), in Russia, business leaders who show public disagreement 
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with political leadership put their firms, their individual social status, and even their lives at risk (e.g., 

Kramer, 2016). Thus, business leaders’ activism is supposedly very costly in Russia, where severe 

repressions from government authorities have been observed (Petrauskaite, 2022). However, since the start 

of the war on 24 February 2022, Russian firms listed on the Moscow Stock Exchange (MOEX) have faced 

the dramatic consequences of the war occurring right in their ‘backyards’. This tragic event – considered 

an unlawful act by the majority of countries represented in the United Nations General Assembly (2022)– 

put those Russian firms’ claims of being socially responsible and their business leaders (e.g., top managers, 

significant owners) to a real litmus test. It could trigger their organizational consciousness and spark their 

business leaders’ propensity to speak out despite adverse institutional conditions. We thus investigate 

whether business leaders of Russian listed firms with better ESG rankings are more likely to publicly speak 

out and raise concerns about the Russia-Ukraine war. 

II. INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT 

Russia’s specific institutional conditions are likely to discourage activism on politically controversial 

issues for several reasons. Russia is ranked 113 (out of 142 countries) in the World Justice Project (2024) 

Rule of Law Index, reflecting its low legal enforcement (Dyck et al., 2008; McCarthy and Puffer, 2008). 

An inefficient and unfair judicial system, with courts considered corruptible, places laws at risk of not being 

fully respected and legal actions not taken against violations (Grosman et al., 2019; Worldbank, 2013). 

Property rights in Russia are not fully safeguarded, with the government interfering in the economic life of 

corporations (Aray et al., 2021; Grosman et al., 2019). In terms of freedom of expression, association and 

media, Russia is on the ‘red list’, which indicates bad press freedom situations (Reporters Without Borders, 

2024). Media independence is negatively affected by the strong influence of the government, which can 

manifest through censorship (Fifka and Pobizhan, 2014; Human Rights Watch, 2022). The corporate sector 

is mainly controlled by few business groups characterized by the presence of a controlling shareholder 

(Grosman et al., 2019; Worldbank, 2013) – either the state or ‘oligarchs’ – i.e. wealthy businessmen who 
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obtain their assets from privatization processes (García-Gómez et al., 2023; Grosman et al., 2016). The 

state’s influence on the economy through the direct and indirect control of major corporations (Grosman et 

al., 2016; McCarthy and Puffer, 2008) also creates social pressure on Russian business leaders to align their 

strategic choices with those of the government (Frye and Iwasaki, 2011; Grosman et al., 2016). ESG 

initiatives have generally taken a strategic approach, often aimed at affecting the state’s perception and 

access to its resources (e.g., Crotty, 2016; Fifka and Pobizhan, 2014). These initiatives are generally 

voluntary because much of what is considered compliance (tax paying, worker safety standards) in Western 

countries is considered ESG in Russia (Crotty, 2016). 

III. HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 

Organizations do not operate in a vacuum (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), and business leaders’ 

behaviours are affected by their institutional context, with certain institutional contexts being more 

conducive to tolerating business leaders’ public concerns on environmental, political or social issues 

(Hambrick and Wowak, 2021). Although some institutional pressures unfold slowly over time, they can 

also be suddenly affected by external events that bring about a sudden shift in field norms (Gupta et al., 

2022). The Russian invasion of Ukraine, which is considered an irresponsible attack against a sovereign 

state worldwide (United Nations General Assembly, 2022), can represent such a dramatic and sudden shift 

(Pajuste and Toniolo, 2022). 

In such an extreme scenario, we argue, where Russian firms face the significant social tragedy of war 

taking place in their ‘backyards’, a stewardship role within organizations can emerge. This role has its 

theoretical roots in the prevalence of long-term shared welfare over the pursuit of self-interest and in 

improving the social context within which people are embedded (De Ruyter et al., 2009; Hernandez, 2012). 

Stewardship theory acknowledges that business leaders’ motives and actions, going beyond economic 

interests or self-fulfilment, are likely to be in line with the long-term objectives and values of the firm with 

the aim of protecting its mission and long-term welfare (Davis et al., 1997; Hernandez, 2012; Karns et al., 
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2011; Kavadis and Thomsen, 2023). More specifically, in its stakeholder-enlarged view (Donaldson, 2008; 

Francoeur et al., 2017; Jones, 2014), stewardship theory can help explain business leaders’ commitment 

and intrinsic motivation toward not only corporate shareholders but also other stakeholders (Karns et al., 

2011), such as local communities and the natural environment. In companies with a stronger ESG 

orientation, business leaders are more prone to react to external social and environmental shifts by 

communicating, for their organizations, certain values (e.g., in the case of the Russia-Ukraine war, the 

importance of the value of ‘peace’). Organizational social consciousness and responsibility can work as 

‘intensifiers’ (Hannah et al., 2009) in driving leaders’ adaptive responses to the public concerns raised by 

conflict. The extreme context of the war could encourage Russian business leaders to communicate their 

organizational consciousness and CSR values (Pruzan, 2001), acting as role models for external 

stakeholders (Hernandez, 2008) and showing their greater responsibility (Ferdous et al., 2023). In this 

context, speaking out is unlikely to reflect low moral intensity (Branicki et al., 2021); rather, it can reflect 

the ESG attributes of the whole organization (Branicki et al., 2021; Kang and Kirmani, 2024). Hence, we 

expect that: 

Hypothesis 1: Firms characterized by a stronger ESG orientation are more likely to have a business 

leader who publicly speaks out and raises concerns about the Russia-Ukraine war. 

Collectivistic, pro-organizational purposes (i.e., those that place the long-term welfare of the 

organization and its stakeholders ahead of individual self-interests) can have different dimensions difficult 

to balance and integrate (Hernandez, 2008) with the risk that managers do not have a single-valued objective 

and are unaccountable for long-term value creation (Jensen, 2002). Linking stewardship with the construct 

‘ESG’, stewardship behaviours can be affected by an (E) environmental dimension (e.g., aimed at reducing 

GHG emissions), an (S) social dimension (e.g., aimed at helping local communities) and a (G) governance 

dimension (e.g., aimed at protecting minority shareholders’ interests) (Gabler et al., 2023). The 

environmental dimension, for instance, affects the ethical responsibility to protect the planet (Gabler et al., 

2023; Jones, 2014). The social dimension aims to address social welfare and the long-term benefits to 
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society (Caldwell and Karri, 2005). Among the three dimensions, governance is the closest to the ‘business’ 

case, as an effective system of corporate governance aims to ensure that the firm generates returns for its 

suppliers of finance (Shleifer and Vishny, 1997). 

The Russia-Ukraine war caused direct, wide-ranging, humanitarian costs (Beaumont, 2022) and 

exacerbated global environmental risks (Cumming, 2022).  Russian firms that are more committed to the 

social and environmental dimensions of their activities may be expected to be more concerned about the 

war. Meanwhile, the ‘business case’ for a business leader speaking out is unclear. Speaking out on the 

Russia-Ukraine war could have long-term, positive consequences (e.g., in terms of reputation and 

shareholder value, Pajuste and Toniolo, 2022) to the extent that this activism is able to influence the Russian 

government. However, in Russia, this action can be costly and controversial because a business is asked to 

align its strategic choices with those of the government (Crotty, 2016) and can negatively impact the 

relationships between business elites and the state (Frye and Iwasaki, 2011; Grosman et al., 2016; Titov, 

2022). 

Therefore, while the role played by the ‘G’ dimension remains unclear, it is likely that business 

leaders’ sociopolitical activism is primarily driven by the ‘E’ and ‘S’ dimensions of a firm’s ESG 

orientation, as these dimensions represent stronger situational mechanisms affecting stewardship-based 

speaking-out. Thus, we expect that: 
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Hypothesis 2: Environmental and social orientations are more consequential for a business leader 

who publicly speaks out and raises concerns about the Russia-Ukraine war than is the governance 

orientation. 

IV. SAMPLE AND METHODOLOGY 

Sample selection 

We start the sample selection process with all firms in Datastream which are listed at Moscow Stock 

Exchange (MOEX). These are 1,683 entities. Of those we retain those with stock trading data (average 

monthly trading volume and market value of equity) available as of 23 February 2022. The final sample 

comprises 227 firms. Among these, 71 are covered by RAEX (Rating-Agentur Expert RA GmbH)’s ESG 

ranking, developed by a Frankfurt-based rating agency specializing in credit and ESG rankings of Russian 

firms. RAEX is a European Securities and Markets Authority-accredited (ESMA, 2022) spin-off of the 

Moscow-based EXPERT RA JSC credit rating agency, which ‘is the leading national rating agency in 

Russia’ (Expert RA, 2010) and is one of the seven rating agencies approved by the Russian Ministry of 

Finance. We use RAEX’s ESG rankings because it provides the most widespread coverage of Russian firms 

[1] and the Russian market requires local expertise. 

We use the sample of 71 firms covered by RAEX for hypothesis testing and the entire sample of 227 

firms to control for RAEX’s selection to cover firms. 

Dependent variable 

SPEAKOUT is a firm-level dichotomous variable that equals 1 when at least one business leader 

(e.g., top manager, significant owner) of a given firm publicly spoke out and raised concerns about the 

Russia-Ukraine war (1), and 0 otherwise. We conducted a search for speaking-out war-related events of the 

227 firms using Google News and Factiva from the start of the war (February 24, 2022) to November 30, 

2023. For example, on 28 February 2022, Alexey Mordashov, Severstal’s chairperson and majority owner, 
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spoke: ‘It is necessary to do everything necessary so that a way out of this conflict is found in the very near 

future and the bloodshed stops in order to help the affected people restore normal life.’[2] 

Since whether a public statement of a business leader could be considered an act of speaking out is, 

to some extent, subject to personal judgment, two coders (one of the authors and one independent coder 

who was blinded to the research aim) independently performed the task. In the very few instances where 

one of the coders did not find a statement that the other found, the case was discussed, and a consensus was 

reached. 

Independent variables of interest 

ESG estimates a firm’s ESG performance, measured as the inverse ESG rank of a given firm in the 

December 2021 RAEX’s ESG ranking [3]. 

ES estimates a firm’s environmental and social (and G a firm’s governance) performance, measured 

as the average of the inverse of the environmental and social ranks (G the governance rank) of a given firm 

in the December 2021 RAEX’s ESG ranking. 

The December 2021 ranking was chosen to ensure that the anticipation of the war during the months 

of January and February (the troop deployment phase) did not impact the rankings.  

Control variables and regression design 

To address a selection bias that might result from RAEX’s decision to cover a specific firm, we ran 

a Heckprobit model. Specifically, if there are factors that determine both RAEX’s decision to cover a firm 

and the propensity of a business leader of that firm to speak out about the war, this could lead to biased 

coefficient estimates due to sample-induced endogeneity (Certo et al., 2016). In the selection equation, 

RAEX indicates whether a firm is covered by RAEX. In the outcome equation, we control for firm SIZE, 

state shareholding percentage (PCT_STATE), institutional ownership (PCT_INST) and insider ownership 

(PCT_INS), “occidentally oriented” nationality on the board (BD_PCT_OCC), board size (BD_SIZE), 

cumulative abnormal returns (CAR_INV10), free float (FLOAT), and industry (ENERGY and MATERIALS) 
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(data sources Capital IQ and Datastream). In the selection equation, we additionally include firm age 

(AGE), coverage by a sustainability data provider (TRUCOST), inclusion in the MOEX Responsibility 

Index (MOEX_RES), and trading volume (VOL): 

SPEAKOUTi = 0 + 1ESGi + 2SIZEi + 3PCT_STATEi + 4PCT_INSTi 

  + 5BD_PCT_OCCi + 6BD_SIZEi + 7CAR_INV10i + 8FLOATi 

  + 9ENERGYi + 10MATERIALSi + i (Outcome Equation) 

RAEXi = 0 + 1SIZEi + 2AGE + 3TRUCOSTi + 4MOEX_RESi + 5FLOATi + 6VOLi 

  + 7ENERGYi + 8MATERIALSi + ui (Selection Equation) 

To test H2, the ESG variable is replaced with its components ES (the average of the environmental 

and social rankings) and G (the governance ranking).  

Table 1 reports the variables’ definitions and sources. 

*** insert Table 1 about here *** 

V. RESULTS 

Despite the adverse institutional context, we found 12 firms with at least one business leader speaking 

out and raising concerns about the Russia-Ukraine war. Table 2 shows the complete list of news events, 

their main source, and the business leaders’ background information. Table 3 reports the descriptive 

statistics of the dependent and independent variables. 

*** insert Table 2 about here *** 

*** insert Table 3 about here *** 

Table 4 displays the Heckprobit estimation results [4]. The significant positive coefficients of SIZE, 

TRUCOST, and MOEX_RES indicate a well-specified selection model. In the outcome equation, ESG 

performance has a significantly positive coefficient. Hence, Hypothesis 1 is supported. Firms characterized 
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by a better ESG ranking are more likely to have at least one business leader who spoke out. Moreover, 

larger firms (SIZE) and those with a more widespread ownership structure (FLOAT) are more likely to have 

at least one business leader who spoke out. 

*** insert Table 4 about here *** 

Table 5 reports the results for the test of Hypothesis 2. The positive coefficient of ES and the chi-

square test of whether the coefficient of ES is significantly different from the coefficient of G support 

Hypothesis 2. The environmental and social dimensions are most reflective of business leaders speaking 

out and raising concerns over the Russia-Ukraine war. 

*** insert Table 5 about here *** 

VI.  ADDITIONAL TESTS 

We tested our dependent and independent variables of interest. We added the cases of Tinkoff Bank 

and RusHydro, for which categorization as having a business leader speaking out could have been 

justifiable, and excluded the Lenta case, for which the business leaders speaking out were editors of the 

media company. The results remain consistent. The SPEAKOUT variable was redefined into a categorical 

variable that captures whether a firm is a beneficiary of/accomplice of the Russia-Ukraine war. The ordered 

Heckprobit estimation provides consistent results. The results hold when we recast ESG rankings in quintile 

ranks. We substitute ESG rankings with Asset4 scores, and the results still hold apart from the significance 

of the difference in the coefficients on ES and G, as Asset4’s governance score is much more tilted toward 

CSR elements, while RAEX’s governance score is more shareholder oriented. 

We also conducted an event study analysis to determine whether capital markets’ perceived RAEX 

ranking changes as relevant. Prior to the Russia-Ukraine war, upgrades were associated with significant 5-

day cumulative average abnormal returns of +0.920%, while downgrades were perceived negatively at -

0.805%. These findings support the validity of our variables of interest. Finally, we challenge our 

assumption that speaking out is costly in terms of shareholder value. For 4 out of the 12 speaking-out events, 
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market data are available to calculate abnormal returns around their business leaders’ announcements 

(Aeroflot, Lenta, Polyus, and Yandex). Such events are associated with a loss in shareholder value of a 

magnitude of 3-4%. [5] 

We acknowledge that a business leader attitude might be a potential omitted variable in our main 

regression design. Therefore, we gathered additional individual-level variables: CEO age and CEO tenure; 

CEO visibility in ESG-related corporate news (number of the articles that mention both the surname of the 

CEO and the company name, using the database Factiva, in the three years before the start of the war), 

presence of CEO with at least one daughter (this feature was found to play an important role in orienting 

the leader attitude towards CSR (Cronqvist and Yu, 2017)). The main results hold.  

VII. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

By examining a sample of Russian firms listed on the Moscow Stock Exchange, we document that 

firms characterized by a better ESG ranking are more likely to have at least one business leader who publicly 

speaks out and raises concerns about the Russia-Ukraine war. This finding is mainly driven by a firm’s 

environmental and social dimension of ESG ranking rather than its governance dimension. 

Our findings make two important contributions to enhancing our understanding of the intersection 

of corporate governance and society. First, they contribute to business leaders’ activism theorizing by 

extending its empirical focus and, most importantly, its conceptual scope. Unlike prior literature, which 

mainly focused on CEO activism in the United States (e.g., Bedendo and Siming, 2021; Chatterji and Toffel, 

2018; Hou and Poliquin, 2023; Pasirayi et al., 2023), the choice to analyze Russia and its business leaders 

extends the geographical focus of the analysis and allows us to examine the behavior of prominent business 

leaders other than CEOs (e.g., significant owners), whose influential role is highly generalizable to the great 

majority of firms listed worldwide (García-Gómez et al., 2023), possibly with the exclusion of those 

headquartered in some important Anglo‐American countries (e.g., La Porta et al., 1999). Notably, this 

choice allows us to exploit Russia’s institutional and organizational conditions (e.g., low tolerance for 
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business leaders’ sociopolitical activism, concentrated ownership and control in listed firms) to extend our 

understanding of the conditions that influence a business leader’s propensity to speak out on sociopolitical 

controversial issues. This is particularly important, as while business leaders’ sociopolitical activism 

involves attempts to influence a country’s policy (Branicki et al., 2021; Chatterji and Toffel, 2019; Hillman 

et al., 2004; Olkkonen and Morsing, 2023), the causes advocated in this relatively uncharted social and 

corporate phenomenon (and the propensity to speak up) do not stem from their firm’s interests, in contrast 

to what has been suggested in the corporate political activity literature (e.g., Hillman et al., 2004; Rudy and 

Johnson, 2019). This study, therefore, extends our understanding by theorizing and providing novel 

evidence that a business leader’s propensity to speak up on sociopolitical controversial issues is consistent 

with a firm’s ESG ranking, as both represent publicly observable socially responsible behaviours. 

Second, by building upon the idea that extreme institutional environments offer a unique lens through 

which scholars can observe and understand corporate governance practices (e.g., Cumming et al., 2021; 

Cumming, 2022; Hällgren et al., 2017), this study also contributes to the development of an emerging 

stakeholder-enlarged stewardship conceptual framework that looks into the intersection of corporate 

governance and society (Francoeur et al., 2017; Hernandez, 2012). It theorizes through an extreme context, 

the one provided by Russia during the war, that despite the potential severe repressions from government 

authorities, certain business leaders seem to have served as stewards of a broader community by 

communicating their ‘pursuit of a cause’ (Hernandez, 2012): the importance of peace. This novel evidence 

helps identify organizational conditions that may trigger business leaders to exhibit stewardship behaviors 

toward a wider community, even in extremely unfavorable institutional conditions. Specifically, the 

documented importance of a firm’s ESG ranking to signal actual responsible business leaders’ behavior 

provides interesting insights into the more general question of whether ESG rankings are able to reflect a 

firm’s socially responsible behavior (Chatterji et al., 2009; Yang, 2022). 

This study provides useful insights for business leaders and corporate stakeholders, including 

investors. First, we recommend that investors and other corporate stakeholders consider a firm’s ESG 

ranking as a substantive signal when assessing actual, responsible corporate behavior. Specifically, the 
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social and environmental components of the ESG ranking seem to be effective signals that stakeholders can 

rely upon. Meanwhile, investors and other corporate stakeholders may have expectations, depending on the 

firm’s ESG ranking, of whether a business leader is likely to speak out on a given issue, and a business 

leader's silence might be interpreted as the lack of a firm’s responsible behavior. Second, we also 

recommend that business leaders reflect and seek advice (e.g., from the company’s board of directors and 

possibly the chief communications officer) before deciding to speak out on a potentially sociopolitical 

controversial issue, as media could perceive any publicly spoken-out view as reflecting the company’s 

view. 

Despite these contributions and implications, this study has some potential limitations that might 

provide avenues for future research. First, although the choice of focusing on a single country fosters 

internal validity and exploits the characteristics of the Russian institutional environment and extreme 

scenario provided by the Russia-Ukraine war, it might limit the extent to which these results are applicable 

outside this setting. Second, although the analyzed firms comprise the great majority of the Moscow Stock 

Exchange's market capitalization, our analysis, as with the body of literature on sociopolitical activism (e.g., 

Bedendo and Siming, 2021) and extreme contexts (e.g., Hällgren et al., 2017), is limited by the small sample 

size. Third, future research could investigate to what extent our results are generalizable to other 

institutional settings with very different characteristics and/or look at other manifestations of business 

leaders’ activism that allow for greater coverage. Fourth, as we analysed an institutional context with very 

few data available about business leader’s personal characteristics, we could not fully address the potential 

influence of the business leaderìs personal attitude or skills on the likelihood of speaking out. 

Notes 

1. Refinitiv’s Asset4 covers only 49 firms (vs. 71 covered by RAEX). 

2. https://www.forbes.ru/finansy/457447-usmanov-mordasov-peskov-es-rassiril-personal-nye-

sankcii-protiv-rossii 
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3. A value of 71 for ESG corresponds to the best performing firm, while a value of 1 corresponds to 

the worst performing firm in terms of ESG. RAEX’s methodology is explained in detail in RAEX 

(2019). 

4. The estimation is performed via joint maximum likelihood estimation of the outcome and selection 

equations. As R2 is unavailable with this approach, we report pseudo R2 values based on individual, 

untabulated probit estimations, which in our analysis show almost the same coefficient estimates 

and significance levels as the joint maximum likelihood estimation. 

5. All additional analyses are untabulated for brevity but available upon the authors. 
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Table 1 Variable sources and definitions 

Variable X Source(s) X Description 

SPEAKOUT  Google/ 

Factiva 
 Dummy variable indicating whether at least one business leader of a given firm publicly spoke out against or raised concerns about the war in Ukraine (1) or not (0) 

SIZE  Datastream  Natural logarithm of market capitalization in rubles as of 1 February 2022. Larger firms have a broader spectrum of stakeholders and resources (e.g., Aguinis and Glavas, 

2012; Zhang, 2006). Therefore, their business leaders may feel more compelled to speak out. 

PCT_STATE  Capital IQ  Percentage of shares owned in a given firm by the Russian state as of 1 February 2022. State-owned enterprises are less likely to publicly oppose the state’s policy 

(Grosman et al., 2019). Thus, their business leaders are less likely to speak out. 

PCT_INST  Capital IQ  
Percentage of shares owned in a given firm by institutional investors as of 1 February 2022. As prior literature (e.g., Oh et al., 2017) has demonstrated theoretically 

(e.g., based on incentive alignment and management entrenchment arguments) and empirically that they can be associated with ESG performance, they could influence 

the propensity of business leaders speaking out. 

PCT_INS  Capital IQ  Percentage of shares owned in a given firm by inside investors as of 1 February 2022. As prior literature (e.g., Lopatta et al., 2017) has documented that they can be 

associated with ESG performance, they could influence the propensity of business leaders’ speaking out. 

BD_PCT_OCC   
Capital IQ/ 

BoardEx 
 

Percentage of board members who have a ‘occidentally oriented.' A board member was considered occidentally oriented if s/he had the nationality of one of the 141 

countries that voted for an unconditional withdrawal of Russian military forces from the territory of Ukraine on 2 March 2022 (United Nations General Assembly, 

2022). BD_PCT_OCC should correlate positively with speaking out, as prior literature (e.g., Lau et al., 2016) has documented that foreign board membership is positively 

associated with CSR. 

BD_SIZE  Capital IQ  Number of board members in a given firm as of 1 February 2022. Board size is positively correlated with a firm’s ESG performance (e.g., Beji et al., 2021; Endrikat et 

al., 2021; Velte, 2017; Zubeltzu-Jaka et al., 2020). 

CAR_INV10  Datastream/ 

Eikon 
 

Cumulative abnormal return in the 10 trading days before the invasion, measured against a local 4-factor model for the Russian market. Business leaders seeing their 

firm’s share value declining due to the negative economic consequences of the invasion might be more likely to publicly raise concerns. CAR_INV10 should negatively 

correlate with SPEAKOUT, controlling for the alternative explanation that purely economic considerations are driving business leaders’ decision to speak out. 

FLOAT  Datastream/ 

Eikon 
 Ratio of free float to total market capitalization as of 1 February 2022, which we expect correlates positively with SPEAKOUT since a higher free float indicates a 

higher stock market orientation, implying a greater orientation towards the capitalist structure of Western economies (Govindan et al., 2021; Uyar et al., 2022). 

ENERGY  Capital IQ  Dummy variable indicating whether the firm belongs to energy sector (1) or not (0) 

MATERIALS  Capital IQ  Dummy variable indicating whether the firm belongs to raw materials sector (1) or not (0) 

RAEX  RAEX  Dummy variable indicating whether a firm is covered by RAEX (1) or not (0) 

AGE  Datastream/ 

Eikon 
 

A firms’ listing age measured as the natural logarithm of years since when the firm has been first covered by Datastream/Eikon, which is expected to correlate positively 

with RAEX since a longer period provides more reason and opportunity to establish coverage. Furthermore, prior research has shown that more mature firms invest 

more in CSR (Hasan and Habib, 2017; Withisuphakorn and Jiraporn, 2016) and are thus more likely to appear on the screens of ESG rating agencies. 

TRUCOST  Trucost  Dummy variable indicating whether a firm is covered by Trucost (1) or not (0). Coverage by Trucost is likely to proxy for the general availability and thus rateability 

of ESG information under the assumption that RAEX is more likely to cover a firm for which an external agency is already providing sustainability-related information.  

MOEX_RES  Moscow 

Stock Exchange 
 Dummy variable indicating whether a firm is constituent of the MOEX Responsibility and Transparency Index as of 23 February 2022 (1) or not (0). MOEX_RES is 

likely to correlate positively with RAEX’s decision to cover a firm. 

VOL   
Datastream/ 

Eikon 
  

Quarterly trading volume relative to market free float as of 1 February 2022, which—analogous to the empirical results showing that trading volume positively correlates 

with financial analyst coverage (Byard et al., 2018)—should correlate positively with coverage by RAEX. 
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Table 2 List of business leaders speaking out on the Russia-Ukraine war. 

Firm X 

Influential 

corporate 

person(s) 

X Position(s) X 

News 

date 

(year: 

2022) 

 

Source 

Aeroflot  Andrey Panov  Deputy CEO  12-Apr  https://www-ft-com.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/content/a2223583-bdaa-46c5-8c4b-97ae787555c0 

En+ 

Group 
  Oleg Deripaska   

Significant owner 

[45%] 
  27-Feb 

  https://t.me/olegderipaska/372 

https://www.standard.co.uk/business/en-rusal-2021-accouns-difficulties-oleg-deripaska-

b991733.html 

GAZ 

Group 
  Oleg Deripaska   Majority owner [62%]   27-Feb 

 
 https://t.me/olegderipaska/372 

LUKOI

L 
  

Board of 

Directors 
  

Board of 

Directors/minority 

owners [2%]   03-Mar 

 

 https://www.lukoil.com/PressCenter/Pressreleases/Pressrelease?rid=577636 

https://www.cnn.com/2022/04/21/business/lukoil-ceo-alekperov-resigns/index.html 
Vagit Alekperov 

CEO/Significant owner 

[30%] 

 

Lenta   

 

  Section Editors   09-May 

 

 https://meduza.io/en/feature/2022/05/09/lenta-ru-briefly-filled-with-anti-war-anti-putin-content 

Yegor Polyakov 

 

Alexandra 

Miroshnikova 

 

NLMK   Vladimir Lisin   
Chairperson/majority 

owner [80%] 
  07-Mar 

  https://www.reuters.com/world/russian-steel-billionaire-calls-lost-lives-ukraine-tragedy-2022-

03-07/ 

Polymet

al 
  Vitaly Nesis   

CEO/significant owner 

[15%] 
  02-Mar 

 
https://www.reuters.com/article/polymetal-intl-results-idINL1N2V50HV 

Polyus   Pavel Grachev   
CEO/minority owner 

[0.1%] 
  29-Mar 

  https://www.intelligenceonline.com/corporate-intelligence/2022/03/29/russian-gold-king-

grachev-tries-to-distance-himself-from-the-heirs-of-putin-s-entourage,109764028-art 

Rusal  

Oleg Deripaska 

 

Significant owner 

[25%] 
 27 Feb 

 

https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/russia-ukraine-latest-news-2022-04-08/card/russian-metals-

giant-s-chairman-calls-for-probe-into-alleged-war-crimes-1vNLv3CN8hHzNidOPNPB Bernard 

Zonneveld 
Chairperson 

 

Seversta

l 
  
Alexey 

Mordashov 
  
Chairperson/majority 

owner [77%] 
  28-Feb 

  https://www.forbes.ru/finansy/457447-usmanov-mordasov-peskov-es-rassiril-personal-nye-

sankcii-protiv-rossii 

Yandex   Elena Bunina   CEO   06-Apr 
  https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/tech-news/2022-04-06/ty-article/yandex-ceo-relocates-to-

israel-cannot-work-for-a-country-at-war/00000180-5bb7-d615-a9bf-dff7344d0000 

X5 

Retail 

Group 

 

Mikhail Fridman 

 

Member of Supervisory 

Board/significant owner 

[16%]  28-Feb 

 

https://www.x5.ru/en/Pages/Media/News/010322.aspx 

Stephan 

DuCharme 

Head of Supervisory 

Board 

 

1The detailed description of the news and references to online sources are untabulated for brevity but available upon the authors.

https://t.me/olegderipaska/372
https://www.lukoil.com/PressCenter/Pressreleases/Pressrelease?rid=577636
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Table 3 Descriptive statistics 

Variable Obs. Mean  Min.    Median.  Max. 

SPEAKOUT 71 0.169  0.000  0.000  1.000 

ESG 71 36.000  1.000  36.000  71.000 

ES 71 36.000  1.500  37.000  69.500 

G 71 36.000  1.000  36.000  71.000 

SIZE 227 9.530  2.837  9.348  15.874 

PCT_STA 71 10.323  0.000  0.000  88.180 

PCT_INST 71 14.793  0.000  7.560  99.500 

PCT_INS 71 9.152  0.000  0.070  79.770 

BD_PCT_OCC 71 0.029  0.000  0.010  0.233 

BD_SIZE 71 10.000  3.000  10.000  23.000 

CAR_INV10 71 -0.089  -0.543  -0.057  0.102 

FLOAT 227 39.174  0.500  25.000  100.000 

ENERGY 227 0.308  0.000  0.000  1.000 

MATERIALS 227 0.150  0.000  0.000  1.000 

RAEX 227 0.313  0.000  0.000  1.000 

AGE 227 2.437  -1.726  2.652  3.276 

TRUCOST 227 0.308  0.000  0.000  1.000 

MOEX_RES 227 0.132  0.000  0.000  1.000 

VOL 227 0.470  0.001  0.146  8.611 
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Table 4 Heckprobit estimation of speaking out and raising concerns about the invasion of ESG rankings  

Outcome equation   Selection equation 

 Hyp.  Exp. 
X Dependent variable: 

SPEAKOUT 

X  Exp. 
X Dependent variable: 

RAEX  X     
ESG 1  +  0.031 ***  SIZE +  0.502 *** 

     (0.011)      (0.104)  
SIZE   +  0.244 *  AGE +  0.014  

     (0.141)      (0.153)  
PCT_STATE   -  0.000   TRUECOST +  0.949 *** 

     (0.013)      (0.332)  
PCT_INST   ?  0.006   MOEX_RES +  7.302 *** 

     (0.008)      (0.351)  
PCT_INS   ?  0.001   FLOAT +  0.006  

     (0.009)      (0.006)  
BD_PCT_OCC   +  -2.505   VOL +  0.074  

     (4.617)      (0.083)  
BD_SIZE   +  -0.083   ENERGY ?  0.349  

     (0.066)      (0.386)  
CAR_INV10   -  0.596   MATERIALS ?  1.137 *** 

     (1.642)      (0.351)  
FLOAT   +  0.023 ***  Intercept   -6.756 *** 

     (0.006)      (1.258)  
ENERGY   ?  -1.234 *       
     (0.734)        
MATERIALS   ?  0.846        
     (0.519)        
Intercept     -5.781 ***       
     (1.750)        

Pseudo R2 (from separate estimation)     0.25   Pseudo R2 (from separate estimation)   0.64  

Number of observations:         71           227   

This table shows the results of the joint maximum likelihood estimation. The variables are defined in Table 3. Pseudo R2 values are obtained from 

separate probit regressions. Significance levels: 10 percent (*), 5 percent (**) and 1 percent (***). 
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Table 5 Heckprobit estimation of speaking out and raising concerns about invasion based on ES and G 

ranking scores 

Outcome equation   Selection equation 

 Hyp.  Exp. 
X Dependent variable: 

SPEAKOUT 

X  Exp. 
X Dependent variable: 

RAEX  X     
ES 1  +  0.067 ***  SIZE +  0.497 *** 

     (0.024)      (0.104)  
G   ?  -0.022   AGE +  0.023  

     (0.018)      (0.154)  
SIZE   +  0.249 *  TRUECOST +  0.939 *** 

     (0.150)      (0.335)  
PCT_STATE   -  -0.001   MOEX_RES +  8.113 *** 

     (0.015)      (0.338)  
PCT_INST   ?  0.013   FLOAT +  0.007  

     (0.010)      (0.006)  
PCT_INS   ?  0.002   VOL +  0.073  

     (0.009)      (0.085)  
BD_PCT_OCC   +  -8.788   ENERGY ?  0.342  

     (6.570)      (0.384)  
BD_SIZE   +  -0.092   MATERIALS ?  1.122 *** 

     (0.067)      (0.349)  
CAR_INV10   -  -0.351   Intercept   -6.720 *** 

     (1.615)      (1.260)  
FLOAT   +  0.017 **       
     (0.008)        
ENERGY   ?  -1.224        
     (0.777)        
MATERIALS   ?  0.579        
     (0.527)        
Intercept     -6.137 ***       
     (1.968)        

[coef. ES] minus [coef. G] 2  +  0.089 **       
2 for H0: [coef. ES] = [coef. G]     (4.896)        
Pseudo R2 (from separate estimation)     0.33   Pseudo R2 (from separate estimation)   0.64  

Number of observations:         71           227   

This table shows the results of the joint maximum likelihood estimation. Variables are defined in Table 31. Pseudo R2 values are obtained from 

separate probit regressions. Significance levels: 10 percent (*), 5 percent (**) and 1 percent (***). 

 


