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but that seems like a big missed opportunity.
If you’re serious about international devel-
opment, you’ve got to read Easterly—his 
earlier books (including The Elusive Quest for 
Growth, which is excellent), his blog posts, 
his ongoing debate with the advocates of 
Big Aid. But you can leave this book off  your 
must-read list. ■

An Insider’s Tale
REVIEW BY DAVID J. VOGEL

W
hat’s it like to join a multinational 
corporation with the goal of 
helping it behave more respon-
sibly? Corporate employees who 

fall into this category come from a variety of 
backgrounds. Often they have previous ex-
perience in civic or nonprofi t organizations. 
They are attracted by the opportunity to use 
the considerable resources of a private-sector 
organization to leverage their expertise and 
their social commitment. These advocates of 
corporate social responsibility are all around 
us: Almost every major corporation has one 
or more of them on its payroll.

Yet for all the evident interest in CSR, 
especially among MBA students, remark-
ably few accounts cover the experiences 
of those who work that fi eld. The Evolution 
of a Corporate Idealist, by Christine Bader, 
is a brief, well-written book that fi lls this 
important gap.

When Bader was an MBA candidate at 
the Yale School of Management, she at-
tended a speech by John Browne, then the 
CEO of BP (formerly British Petroleum). In-
spired by what he said, Bader went to work 
for the company, fi rst as a summer intern in 
London and then as an employee. In a post-
ing to Indonesia, she worked to ameliorate 
the social and environmental impacts of a 
new energy project. She subsequently helped 
to enhance worker and community safety 
for a chemical joint venture in China. Then 
she moved to BP’s London headquarters, 
where she was able to devote part of her time 
to working on a UN human rights initiative. 

“I fell in love with BP,” Bader writes. “And 
BP loved me back. . . . I was living the cliché 
of doing well and doing good.”

In 2008, she left BP to work full time on 
the UN initiative. Two years later, the Deep-
water Horizon oil rig exploded in the Gulf of 
Mexico, and BP, which was leasing the rig, 
bore responsibility for the cleanup. The acci-
dent—and BP’s response to it—broke Bader’s 
heart. She began to wonder if her nine-year 
love aff air with BP had been “a sham,” she 
 recalls. Yet she ends her account on a rela-
tively optimistic note. As the book’s title sug-
gests, she remains a “corporate  idealist,” even 
as her understanding of business-world reali-
ties has undergone an “evolution.” Through-
out the book, she recounts the mixed but 
generally positive experiences of CSR leaders 
in other corporations.

The most fascinating parts of the book 
deal with Bader’s experiences in Indonesia 
and China. These sections graphically reveal 
the practical diffi  culties faced by a corporate 
idealist who tries to aff ect corporate poli-
cies on the ground. Like her counterparts 
in other fi rms, she came to absorb a vital 
lesson: “Corporate Idealists often have to 
operate without a road map.” They also have 
to take satisfaction in what they are able to 
accomplish, despite the compromises that 
they must make along the way.

An important skill that Bader had to 
learn—and it is impressive to watch how this 
skill evolved—was the ability to talk to the 
executives at BP whose support she needed 
in order to embed social and environmental 
concerns in the company’s business opera-
tions. Some executives shared her commit-
ment; others were skeptical. She needed to 
persuade the latter group that acting more 
responsibly was in their best interest and in 
the fi rm’s best interest. Her strategy was to 
emphasize not so much the benefi ts of act-
ing more responsibly (which is hard to do, 
because CSR activities can lead to delays 
and higher costs), but the risks of not doing 
so. Her account reveals the extent to which 
strong interpersonal skills are critical to ad-
vocating social change within a corporation. 
It also demonstrates the extent to which risk 

avoidance remains one of the most eff ective 
drivers of CSR commitment.

An equally important challenge was to 
fi gure out how to act “responsibly” in a dif-
fi cult host-country environment. In Papua 
New Guinea, BP was planning to build a large 
liquefi ed-natural-gas plant. Commendably, 
the company aimed to do so in a way that 
respected the well-being of the indigenous 
community, and it put considerable resources 
into community development. Beyond BP’s 
control, however, were decisions made by 
the Indonesian government about how to 
use the substantial revenues that the project 
would generate. 

In one revealing anecdote, Bader dis-
cusses BP’s eff ort to persuade its construc-
tion partner in China to improve workplace 
safety. BP leaders warned a manager at the 
construction company that a major accident 
at a BP work site would lead to unfavorable 
publicity. “But we wouldn’t let the media 
know what’s happened,” the manager con-
fi dently assured them.

Among big multinationals, BP stands 
out: Few fi rms have managed to be both so 
roundly applauded and so thoroughly vil-
ified. Bader came to understand that the 
fi rm’s shortcomings don’t obviate the value 
of the considerable accomplishments that she 
helped to enable at BP. Many fi rms have both 
CSR achievements and limitations. The chal-
lenge for corporate idealists is to continue 
pushing for greater achievement without 
letting the limitations discourage them. This 
engaging book off ers useful if sobering les-
sons on how to meet that challenge. ■
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