cupoe| AN UNFILTERED

CoRPORATE LOOK AT WHAT'S
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July 2025 brought a wave of reckoning, recalibration and resilience across the corporate
communications landscape. From high-profile executive scandals to shifting narratives around DEI,
ESG, leadership and Al, the month underscored how communicators must constantly adaptto a
polarized and fast-moving world. As companies grapple with political pushback on DEl and ESG,
redefine leadership through emotional intelligence, and navigate viral moments in real time, a new
mandate is emerging: communication that is not only strategic and credible, but also deeply human.
Therise of Human Experience (HX) as a counterbalance to Al disruption signals a future where
authenticity, empathy and trust are paramount — and where communications teams are at the heart
of driving alignment, resilience and cultural clarity.

Below are key themes that dominated corporate communications news in July 2025.

WITH DEI UNDER FIRE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN,
A NEW ERA OF WORKPLACE INCLUSION IS EMERGING

In July, conversations around diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) were marked by a growing tension
between progress and pushback. ESG Dive highlighted a notable retreat from DEl commitments by
some corporations, with reports of companies scaling back programs under political pressure,
particularly following the Trump administration’s renewed anti-DEI stance (which Reuters reported
on). Signaling a broader cultural and political shift, the U.S. Federal Communications Commission
(FCC) has aligned with anti-DEIl efforts, as reported by The New York Times, and SHRM rebranded
its Inclusion Conference, as reported by HR Dive. Paramount and T-Mobile were also among those
making headlines in the Los Angeles Times and USA Today for eliminating or distancing
themselves from DEl initiatives.

However, other stories from Fast Company and AAP emphasized the enduring importance and
evolution of DEI. Thought leaders at Forbes and Harvard Business Review suggested framing
every DEl initiative through the lens of how it genuinely improves lives and boosting workforce
diversity by adopting high-performance management techniques in lieu of formal DEI programs.
Overall, the month’s coverage reflected a polarized landscape — where DEl is both under scrutiny
and being reimagined to meet the complexities of today’s workplace.

Bottom line: Despite the headwinds, the overall tone from advocates and practitioners was one of
resilience and adaptation, suggesting that while DEI is under scrutiny, it remains a vital and evolving
force in the workplace. As political and cultural pressures lead some companies to scale back DEI
initiatives, chief communication officers must navigate a more polarized environment, balancing
authenticity with reputational risk.
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https://www.esgdive.com/news/1-in-5-companies-slashed-dei-since-trump-election/756318/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Newsletter%20Weekly%20Roundup:%20ESG%20Dive:%20Daily%20Dive%2008-02-2025&utm_term=ESG%20Dive%20Weekender
https://www.reuters.com/legal/government/trump-administration-memo-asks-federal-fund-recipients-restrict-dei-2025-07-30/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/11/business/tmobile-fcc-dei-corporate-america.html
https://www.hrdive.com/news/shrm-rebrands-inclusion-conference/751845/
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/business/story/2025-07-23/david-ellisons-skydance-tells-fcc-it-wont-promote-diversity-programs-at-paramount
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2025/07/09/why-tmobile-ended-dei/84523745007/
https://www.fastcompany.com/91352723/why-workplaces-should-be-doubling-down-on-dei-dei-work
https://aapnews.aap.com.au/news/employers-urged-to-double-down-on-workplace-diversity
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2025/07/24/5-lessons-to-guide-the-next-generation-of-dei-leaders/
https://hbr.org/2025/07/achieve-dei-goals-without-dei-programs?ab=HP-latest-text-1

NAVIGATING ESG/SUSTAINABILITY'S SHIFTING
LANDSCAPE DEMANDS STRATEGIC DISCRETION

Not unlike the DEI space, the ESG and sustainability landscape was shaped by a complex mix of
progress, backlash and strategic recalibration in July. Bloomberg reports that the EU and China
pledged climate cooperation, contrasting with the U.S., where anti-ESG legislation gained traction in
several states. (A total of 106 bills opposing ESG were introduced in state legislatures this year,
according to ESG Dive.) However, some companies like Estée Lauder doubled down on ESG
commitments amid global pullback, as reported by Sustainability Magazine, while others quietly
increased sustainability investments without publicizing them, reflecting a shift toward more cautious
and strategic communication. (Fast Company calls this “greenhushing.”) HR Dive highlighted that
nearly half of workers consider quitting over ethical concerns, signaling that corporate values and
transparency remain critical to talent retention. Meanwhile, scrutiny intensified around net-zero
claims and voluntary packaging goals, with Gartner suggesting such targets may be phased out in
favor of enforceable standards.

For in-house communications officers, these developments underscore the need for nuanced,
credible, and employee-centric messaging. The rise of anti-ESG sentiment and regulatory
uncertainty calls for a recalibration of how sustainability is framed — less performative, more
integrated into core business strategy, says Time.

Bottom line: Communicators must balance transparency with strategic discretion, ensuring that ESG
narratives are backed by measurable action and resonate with both internal and external audiences.
Humanizing sustainability through employee stories and ethical leadership can help build trust,
especially as skepticism grows. Ultimately, the role of communications is evolving from advocacy to
stewardship — guiding organizations through a shifting landscape while maintaining authenticity and
stakeholder alignment.

CAUGHT ON CAMERA AND OFF GUARD,
THE ASTRONOMER CEO SCANDAL PROVIDES
A CAUTIONARY TALE FOR THE C-SUITE

In July 2025, Astronomer CEO Andy Byron and Chief People Officer Kristin Cabot became the center
of a viral controversy after being caught on a “kiss cam” at a Coldplay concert in July, reports
Newsweek. The moment, which appeared intimate and awkward, quickly spread across social
media, sparking speculation and memes. Both executives resigned within days, and the company
faced intense scrutiny — not just for the incident itself, but for its slow and limited response. Financial
Times reported that this delay allowed misinformation and Al-generated content to fill the gap,
amplifying the reputational damage.

The incident underscored the growing risks senior executives face in public settings, where personal
behavior can rapidly become a corporate liability. Forbes emphasized the importance of swift,
transparent crisis communication and the need for companies to have protocols in place for
unexpected reputational events. The involvement of a top HR leader added complexity, raising
questions about internal accountability and ethical leadership. While Astronomer’s interim CEO later
framed the media attention as a growth opportunity, even hiring Gwyneth Paltrow as a temporary
spokesperson (as reported by Euronews), the episode served as a cautionary tale about the
intersection of executive visibility, digital virality and corporate reputation.
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https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-07-24/eu-and-china-will-pledge-climate-leadership-role-as-us-retreats
https://www.esgdive.com/news/us-states-have-passed-11-anti-esg-bills-in-2025-pleiades-strategy/756457/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Newsletter+Weekly+Roundup%3A+ESG+Dive%3A+Daily+Dive+08-02-2025&utm_term=ESG+Dive+Weekender
https://www.fastcompany.com/91367824/big-companies-are-still-investing-in-sustainability-theyre-just-not-talking-about-it-as-much
https://www.hrdive.com/news/workers-have-considered-quitting-over-employers-ethics/753171/
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2025-07-23-gartner-predicts-75-percent-of-organizations-with-voluntary-sustainable-packaging-targets-will-align-instead-to-legislative-guidelines-by-2028
https://time.com/7305616/corporate-climate-action-big-picture/
https://www.newsweek.com/astronomer-ceo-embraces-employee-concert-2100254
https://www.ft.com/content/51dba646-abf8-4dd1-9a6c-884aeda47910
https://www.ft.com/content/51dba646-abf8-4dd1-9a6c-884aeda47910
https://www.forbes.com/sites/edwardsegal/2025/07/19/what-ceos-should-do-when-they-are-caught-in-public-having-an-affair/
https://www.euronews.com/culture/2025/07/28/how-to-handle-a-pr-crisis-astronomer-embraces-viral-coldplay-kiss-cam-scandal-with-gwyneth

Bottom line: The Astronomer incident serves as a stark reminder of the evolving demands of
reputation management in the digital age. The rapid spread of the kiss cam footage and the
company'’s delayed response revealed how quickly a narrative can spiral out of control when there’s
no immediate, coordinated communication strategy. Communication teams must be prepared —
anticipating viral moments, managing misinformation and guiding executives on how personal
behavior, even outside the workplace, can impact corporate perception.

EXECUTIVES ARE INCREASINGLY EXPECTED
TO BALANCE VULNERABILITY WITH AUTHORITY

Articles from Chief Executive and INSEAD Knowledge in July reflected a dynamic shift in
executive leadership, emphasizing emotional intelligence, authenticity and adaptability as core
competencies. Discussions around kindness, empathy and emotional recovery were seen in
Harvard Business Review and Inc. The evolving landscape also highlights the importance of
intuition, humility and the ability to manage stress and conflict effectively. These traits are no longer
peripheral but central to leadership effectiveness, especially in environments shaped by rapid
technological change and heightened public scrutiny.

Moreover, the rise of Al and digital platforms is reshaping how executives communicate and lead
and leaving employees craving connection and credibility, says Bulldog Reporter. Leaders must
now “own the room” both in person and virtually, mastering impactful communication and
navigating complex reputational risks. Articles on transparency, belief systems and media traps
underscore the need for strategic messaging and alignment between words and actions, which
Fast Company wrote about.

Bottom line: This evolution demands that leaders not only be operationally competent but also
emotionally and socially attuned to their teams and stakeholders. As executive visibility grows,
communicators must help leaders craft narratives that resonate across diverse audiences while
maintaining authenticity and trust. In an era where leadership is scrutinized in real time, the chief
communication officer becomes a strategic partner in shaping perception, ensuring consistency
and amplifying the values that define the organization’s culture and purpose.

HUMAN EXPERIENCE (HX) OFFERING
A COUNTERBALANCE TO Al DISRUPTION

As Al becomes more embedded in daily operations, as reported by Glassdoor, companies are
doubling down on human-centric values to maintain trust and engagement. Pieces from HR
Executive and Forbes emphasize the importance of empathy, emotional intelligence and belonging
as counterbalances to technological disruption. This shift is driving a reimagining of the employee
experience — from HR to HX (Human Experience) — where communication is not just transactional
but deeply relational, fostering psychological safety and inclusion. WorkLife reports that in the rush
to embrace Al, many leaders underestimate the emotional impact of Al on teams.

Bottom line: As companies pivot from HR to HX, communications leaders play a pivotal role in
shaping narratives that reinforce empathy, belonging and emotional intelligence. Internal campaigns
should spotlight real employee stories, celebrate inclusive behaviors and promote psychological
safety. This shift also calls for more participatory communication models — think listening tours,
feedback loops and co-created content.
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https://chiefexecutive.net/the-need-for-wisdom-in-leadership/
https://knowledge.insead.edu/leadership-organisations/impactful-communication-leaders
https://hbr.org/2025/07/why-kindness-isnt-a-nice-to-have
https://www.inc.com/peter-economy/powerful-communication-secrets-of-truly-great-leaders/91210607
https://www.agilitypr.com/pr-news/content-media-relations/in-an-era-of-distrust-your-executives-are-your-brands-most-powerful-asset-heres-how-to-tap-their-creative-voices/?utm_campaign=Bulldog%20Reporter&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz--yxKQHG-_wFooHqCGMccfsWZS7u9SlJrWe7b_MGeMJWnjZIcnCtKletyOIrfTEYIOfsoTnam9QVGxno9k5x2m9p37RSIsWb1-GXK3R5umkxAJ4Emc&_hsmi=370736032&utm_content=370650865&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.fastcompany.com/91362409/leaders-heres-how-to-close-the-gap-between-your-words-and-actions
https://www.fastcompany.com/91362409/leaders-heres-how-to-close-the-gap-between-your-words-and-actions
https://www.glassdoor.com/blog/how-hr-leaders-can-navigate-the-ai-revolution-in-the-workplace/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Newsletter%20Weekly%20Roundup:%20HR%20Dive:%20Daily%20Dive%2008-02-2025&utm_term=HR%20Dive%20Weekender
https://hrexecutive.com/from-hr-to-hx-reimagining-human-experience-in-the-age-of-ai/?utm_source=omeda&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Newsletter-20250730&om_id=1110461339&om_eid=9785J5236356G1T&oly_enc_id=9785J5236356G1T
https://hrexecutive.com/from-hr-to-hx-reimagining-human-experience-in-the-age-of-ai/?utm_source=omeda&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Newsletter-20250730&om_id=1110461339&om_eid=9785J5236356G1T&oly_enc_id=9785J5236356G1T
https://www.forbes.com/sites/adriangostick/2025/07/08/employee-engagement-is-falling-these-5-manager-tactics-actually-work/
https://www.worklife.news/form/how-companies-are-doubling-down-on-humanity-to-win-with-ai/?utm_source=worklife&utm_medium=briefing&utm_content=072225&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Worklife%20Briefing%20072225&utm_content=Worklife%20Briefing%20072225+CID_6bb37c958d63a654f31ec1acc7814c34&utm_source=wldis&utm_term=How%20companies%20are%20blending%20AI%20adoption%20with%20strong%20human-centric%20cultures

