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Takeaways: “Reflecting Forward – A 
View from the Inner Circle” 
June 30, 2020 Roundtable Discussion 
 
On June 30, 2020, Paul, Weiss hosted almost 50 senior Legal, Compliance, and Sustainability executives, 
directors and academic leaders in a closed-door roundtable discussion via Zoom to discuss how 
companies are adapting to the rapidly expanding ESG challenges. The Crises of 2020 have exposed 
vulnerabilities in how companies convert Black Lives Matter, gender equity, human rights and other 
“S”ocial aspirations to action while bolstering an organization’s resiliency and corporate governance. 
The guiding theme for our discussion was how companies can strengthen their organizational purpose 
while still meeting business performance and other requirements, and stakeholder demands.  
 
The event kicked off with brief introductory remarks from Dave Curran, Chief Sustainability and ESG 
Officer at Paul, Weiss. He was joined by Brad Karp, Paul, Weiss’s Chairman and three former senior 
government officials (now Paul, Weiss partners): Jeh Johnson, Loretta Lynch, and Kannon Shanmugam. 
(These discussions are off-the-record, meaning only those interested in receiving attribution for their 
comments are named in this Takeaway.) 
 
The conversation focused on the path forward from crises and how corporations must become 
proactive – rather than reactive – in the face of the next major crisis. Stakeholders increasingly demand 
that companies align with their social justice commitments and make sure that they are no longer 
“check-the-box.” Key takeaways identified in the discussion are addressed below. 
 
Key Takeaways 
• Organizations must develop a broader societal mission. Millennials voice concerns about social 

issues, such as D&I and ESG, more than previous generations. It is a guiding force in their decisions 
as both consumers and employees. Organizations that meet these expectations have a competitive 
advantage to attract potential hires and generate revenue.  

• There is a rise in conflation between a company’s social consciousness and their profits, and 
companies who align themselves with ESG issues are outperforming those who do not. 

• Corporations need to be mindful of their purpose and who they are meant to serve. Tying ESG 
initiatives to operational objectives and “what the company does best” is in the interest of their 
shareholders. To consider the long-term interest of your shareholders, employee interest must be a 
top focus. 
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• There is a disconnect between what companies are already doing to achieve social justice and what 
consumers believe they are doing. Public perception is everything, and companies already moving 
in a progressive direction need to make their actions known on a public level.  

• The conversation on ESG has shifted from “what” to “how.” Clients are already interested in ESG 
concerns; they are relying on their advisors to educate them and help them implement and measure 
ESG practices.  

• While companies are asked to think in the long term, they are forced to make decisions in the short 
term as crises arise. A shift is needed away from reactionary measures to proactive measures, 
especially in the rise of hyper-regulation. 

• Statistics and data are driving decision-making. Companies with an increased desire for data must 
consider the kinds of voluntary disclosures they need – and are willing – to make. Organizations will 
be judged on the quality of their KPIs, the milestones achieved and the rate of change. 

• If there is an Administration change come November, organizations must be prepared for what is 
likely to be the largest regulatory shift of our lifetime, with increased demands for ESG disclosures at 
both the state and federal level.  

• If you believe that the current unrest in our society is only related to police brutality, you are not 
listening to your stakeholders.  
 

Tuesday’s roundtable was the first of a series we plan to host on these topics. We hope you are able to join 
us for future events, where we will discuss how:  
 Boards and management need to pressure-test their preparedness planning to build in true 

organizational resiliency (check-the-box compliance doesn’t work) 
 Companies must strengthen their governance, legal and operational infrastructure to accommodate 

the new world order brought about by major social movements 
 Legal departments, boards and their outside advisors need to play a leading role in matching 

purpose to action and working across functions to improve ESG progress and engagement 
 Companies need to ensure that mission-critical initiatives have genuine and continuous support 

from the company, including: C-Suite ownership and budget, cross-functional engagement and 
documentation “showing their work” 

 Companies can get ahead of inevitable investigations, litigation and adverse reputational outcomes 
before they are judged through a critical look-back lens 

 
We aim to answer questions such as: 
• When the next major crisis inevitably arises, how can organizations be more resilient against risk, 

both material and reputational? 
• How are organizations power-testing adherence to public commitments such as BLM, gender and 

racial pay equity, LGBTQ+ representation and protections, etc.?  
• What responsibility do GCs, boards and investors hold to understand that the commitments of their 

organizations aren’t purely “legal?” Should they be consulted prior to the release of public 
statements? 

• How could social media be leveraged to continue to drive out bad company actors and actions? 
• Can companies truly embrace purpose over profits? 
• Moving forward, what are the practical implications of stakeholder governance for companies? 
• How might this election year influence the course of current public crises? What should companies 

be prepared for in this respect? 


