Democracy and the Virus: A Series of Reflections

The Athens Democracy Forum has asked some of our speakers for their thoughts on how the
current crisis is impacting democracy, and the lessons to be learned. We will be posting their
responses to a series of questions on a rolling basis in coming weeks.

How Business Can Help Democracy Flourish

By Aron Cramer

Is there a place for deliberative democracy in times of crisis, or is it simply too much of a
luxury?

What role can and should big tech play in helping “flatten the curve”? Are there any risks
inherent in this approach?

The coronavirus is leading us to rethink all of our institutions. The 30 years since the fall of the
Berlin Wall have been shaped by market-focused solutions to myriad social, economic and
environmental questions. The post-pandemic era will be different, both because of the impacts of
the virus and structural changes that were already underway, which were eroding faith in existing
models.

Business has both a massive stake in what comes next, and important perspectives and assets to
offer in shaping a just and sustainable world in which democracy can flourish. It is essential that
business both meet the moment and build the future.

First, business must rise to the occasion and contribute to economic and social recovery.
Mobilization of capital, production and protection of employment is essential to maintaining
stability at the height of the crisis. It is also crucial to ensure that we do not rollback physical
distancing too rapidly, to maintain progress.



Next, the rebuilding process needs to focus on strengthening our democratic systems and
processes.

Some of this is relatively comfortable for business, like advocating for rule of law, and standing
up for the open societies that are also essential to maintaining open markets and global trade.
Some of what’s needed, however, will call on business to demonstrate new forms of leadership.

Three specific points are essential. First, business should contribute to redefining the social
contracts that need to be rebuilt to meet 21%-century needs and realities. Second, business will
need to accept that government will likely maintain a larger role in the economy in the years
ahead. Third, business will need to lend its voice to oppose anti-democratic movements, both in
companies’ home countries and important markets elsewhere. This may seem too political for
some, but it is about protecting the institutions that enable business — and all of us — to thrive.

The 2020s were already shaping up to be a challenging pivot point in history. The private sector
cannot be a bystander to change; it has much to offer to the protection of democracy. And much
to lose if democracy is eroded.

Aron Cramer is the president and CEO of BSR, a nonprofit organization that works with
businesses and other partners to “build a just and sustainable world.”



