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COMPANY BRIEF Headquartered in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, Carlson (carlson.com) is a privately 
held, global hospitality and travel company 
that includes such brands as Radisson Blu and 
Radisson, Country Inns & Suites, Park Inn, Park 
Plaza, Hotel Missoni, TGI Fridays restaurants, and 
Carlson Wagonlit Travel, the global leader in busi-
ness travel management. Carlson operates in more 
than 160 countries. Its brands employ more than 
175,000 people.

How do you define effective corporate 
philanthropy?

Effective corporate philanthropy is evolving 
from strict fi nancial contributions to building re-
sponsible cultures and making choices for engage-
ment with some of today’s most pressing issues. 

Part of our success at Carlson has been that we 
are a private company with the intention of sustain-
ing through several generations of our family. Before 
the pundits started talking a lot about sustainability, 
we were focused on investments in our community 
that would build trust over the long term with our 
various stakeholders. From the beginning, we rec-
ognized the importance of being corporate citizens. 
At fi rst, we invested in our headquarters’ community 
and then, as we grew, we invested in the communi-
ties where we do business. But 9/11 was a wake-up 
call that some larger global issues could have a 
devastating impact on our company. This aware-
ness inspired us to be more strategic about how 
and where we engage, and to reach out to others 
who had different yet relevant expertise.

When my father, our founder, Curt Carlson, 
was at the helm of the company, I’m proud to say, 

he was also a founder of the well-known 
Minnesota 5% Club – corporations giv-
ing 5 percent of pre-tax income to charity, 
which Carlson does to this day.

Is it imperative that the com-
pany address issues that align with 
the business?

Philanthropy, as a contribution of 
funds alone, still has its place but historically 
has been less aligned with business objec-
tives. What we see now among leading 
corporations is a form of social entrepre-
neurship, which generates revenue from 
products and services that respond to social 

need by optimizing the organization’s competencies. 
At Carlson, combating human traffi cking be-

came a core focus, particularly the abhorrent ex-
ploitation of children for sexual purposes. When 
we learned that hotels across the world are often 
used as sites for these incidents, we developed 
training materials for our employees and shared 
them with our industry. We recruited other travel 
and hotel companies to join the fi ght, and found 
allies in the civil and public sectors. We quickly 
learned that our efforts could not be successful if 
we didn’t partner with law enforcement, with the 
NGO that provides an 800 number and with the 
courts that prosecute perpetrators, as well as the 
agencies that support and rehabilitate the victims. 

How important is it that the next gen-
eration of leaders understand the value in 
corporate philanthropy?

I believe it is increasingly a strategic imperative. 
I was gratifi ed and intrigued when I was asked by 
the Dean of the Carlson School of Management at the 
University of Minnesota to co-teach a class on corpo-
rate responsibility. It’s an issue that we haven’t incor-
porated well into national business school curricula.

Business can be a powerful force for good, and 
I’m more convinced than ever that it must be that 
force for good. Trust in business is being restored 
because many businesses are becoming more re-
sponsible. Leaders are trying to resist short-termism. 
Courses in strategy that include the evaluation of so-
cial investment and examples of successful initiatives 
would further institutionalize this practice. 

There are truly long-lived companies that 
have looked beyond quarterly capitalism. They 
recognize that this short-term focus can undermine 
their investment, hold back their growth and per-
haps even encourage activity that is destructive to 
the common good.

I am proud of the responsible business deci-
sions we have made at Carlson. But I share the 

view with these M.B.A. students that making these 
decisions isn’t always easy.

Tomorrow’s leaders need to consider the eco-
nomics of these decisions and the trade-offs. We are 
teaching that corporate philanthropy and engage-
ment must be approached with rigor, aligned with 
core competencies, approached as part of the strat-
egy, and quantifi ed as best as possible, knowing that 
results may be diffi cult to present value. 

Are graduates today seeking corporations 
that are engaged with the community?

The short answer is defi nitely yes. Given the 
demographics, the war for talent will only increase. 
We know that Millennials are networked and con-
nected. They are discerning employees and consum-
ers. They want to work for an employer that is trusted, 
transparent, and a respected corporate citizen. 

Increasingly, customers have the same ex-
pectations. Social networks are quick to hold 
businesses accountable for their supply chain, the 
quality of their products, their willingness to pull a 
defective product, the way they treat their employ-
ees, and whether they offer a great place to work. 

The pressure for transparency and the global 
social networks that these “next gens” enjoy help 
them to be more informed about the corporate cul-
tures they’d like to support with both their talent 
and dollars.

How important is it to have metrics in 
place to track impact?

Longer-term returns are harder to measure, so 
we more often focus our attention on the input.

For example, we know how many hotel 
personnel we train to be ambassadors in the fi ght 
against human traffi cking; but we can’t know how 
many incidents we may have prevented.

On the other hand, more corporate leaders are 
becoming aware that on some of the big global is-
sues, like climate change or water scarcity, business 
needs to play its part and be satisfi ed with measures 
at the macro level that indicate positive change. 

Bottom line: Responsible business initiatives 
often rely on the leadership and vision of the 
CEO. Opportunities to engage need to be priori-
tized within the strategy. The CEO must inspire 
allies, be it employees, customers, others in the 
industry or sometimes NGOs and governments. 
Partnering increases our chances for success ex-
ponentially in the face of these complex issues. 
This is a truly exciting time for enlightened busi-
ness leaders who are willing to use their power-
ful platform, not only to do well but to do good. 
Our children will be the benefi ciaries of these 
efforts.•
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