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KEY FINDINGS 

▪ Multinational firms associated with the assassinations of activists in developing countries have experienced large, 

negative abnormal returns for shareholders following the event.  

▪ Media publicity has played a critical role in generating negative abnormal returns for the companies associated with 

violent events. However, the impact on returns was less pronounced if media attention was diverted by competing 

concurrent news events. 

▪ Activist assassinations were positively related to the royalties paid by firms to domestic governments in developing 

countries. 

▪ Peru and the Philippines were among the deadliest countries identified for mining activists, while companies with 

headquarters in Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States were most frequently linked to media coverage of 

mining activist assassinations. 

INTRODUCTION 

Multinational mining companies, by necessity, are well practised in the art of managing conflict and controversy over their 

activities. In affluent countries with relatively strong systems of justice and accountability, the local operations of big miners 

are watched closely by activists and regulators alike, and a heavy price can be paid for breaches of environmental standards 

or human rights. 

But how accountable are mining giants for adverse events in developing countries? Historically, alleged abuses by – or 

associated with – multinationals in poorer countries have often passed without prosecution or conviction by local authorities.  

But that doesn’t necessarily mean abuses go entirely unpunished. In the absence of direct legal consequences, is it possible 

that multinationals can be held accountable indirectly by markets – through the effects of reputational damage on their 

operations and share values?  

This question is at the core of an investigation recently completed by Monash researchers David Kreitmeir and Paul Raschky, 

in collaboration with University of Oxford Nathan Lane.  The researchers focused on the consequences for stock values of 

multinational mining companies when – as has occurred with depressing frequency in some developing countries – mining-

focused environmental activists have been assassinated. 

The findings, detailed in this Research Brief, carry some arguably important messages and lessons for multinational companies 

operating in the developing world – not least about the latent power of markets to hold companies to account for local incidents 

that might otherwise pass without penalty.   
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Mining companies and human rights: Do markets punish multinationals for breaches?

1. BACKGROUND

While much has been said and written about how the
human rights spotlight impacts on nations, the researchers
for this project sought to explore how it affects multina-
tional companies operating in developing countries. They
focused on the mining sector for several reasons. First
and foremost, the sector has become one of the most
deadly for activists since the early 2000s, with hundreds
of assassinations linked to natural resource activity in
multiple developing countries.

Figure 1: Distribution of assassination events over time.

A second important reason that prompted the re-
searchers to focus on mining in the developed world is
that the industry is highly dependent on equity financ-
ing and foreign capital. This enabled the researchers to
connect publicly-traded multinational firms to relevant
events.

2. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The researchers used the event study methodology to
investigate the impact of media publicity surrounding the
assassinations of environmental activists opposing mining
company projects. They collected and coded news data
on a total of 354 activist assassinations in 31 countries
across the developing world from 1998 to 2019.

On the available data, Peru and the Philippines were
identified as the deadliest countries for mining activists,
and Latin America the most dangerous region. Many
of the events involved conflict surrounding mining con-
cessions and activities. Companies with headquarters in
Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States were
most frequently linked to media coverage of mining
activist assassinations identified by the researchers.

More than half of the assassinations – 227 out of
the 354 – were able to be linked to, or associated with,
at least one mining company. However, the authors em-
phasised that being “associated” with an assassination
did not mean a company played a role in organising or
participating in violence. “Rather, it is merely tied to the
event insofar as it, or its operations, are mentioned in
publicity surrounding the violence,” they wrote.

To gauge the possible impacts of activist assassina-
tions on companies’ stock values, the researchers col-
lected daily stock returns data for publicly-traded mining

firms associated with assassinations – as well as for other
non-associated companies operating within same country
during the year the event took place. They referred to
the associated companies as “treated”, and the others as
“control“ companies. Daily return data for 1998-2019,
and additional firm-level data, came from the Datastream
database.

The researchers examined how the stock prices for
companies featured in human rights reporting moved in
the days before and after an assassination. More precisely,
they examined the “cumulative abnormal returns” (CAR)
of the companies on the days surrounding an assassi-
nation, which capture the difference between the actual
returns and the return that would have been expected if
the assassination had not occurred.

3. FINDINGS

3.1 EFFECTS OF ASSASSINATIONS ON STOCK
PRICES

Figure 2 (below) shows the difference in cumulative
abnormal returns for firms named in media coverage of
assassinations (the “treatment group”) versus “control”
firms in the ten days before and after assassination events.

Figure 2: Effect of assassination events on mining com-
panies’ stock prices.

Relative to control firms, companies named in media
reporting had negative abnormal returns accumulating
through time following the assassination event. No dif-
ference was observed prior to the event.

The pattern in Figure 2 is consistent with sensitive
information gradually diffusing through the market. On
the day of an assassination, little market reaction was
observed. The next day a “borderline significant” effect
of around -0.7 percentage points was recorded, followed
by a stable decline over the next four days, and then
“a steep and robustly significant” decline from day five
through day 10 after the event. “This cascade suggests
that market participants may first gather additional infor-
mation surrounding an event, before pricing the expected
reputational and legal costs for an ‘associated’ mining
company,” the researchers observed.
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By day 10 after an assassination, the abnormal returns
for exposed mining companies were between -2.2 to -
3.3 percentage points. The effect was also economically
significant. For companies named in publicity, the re-
searchers calculated that the median 10-day cumulative
loss in market capitalisation was over $100 million.

The researchers also expanded the event window to
20 days before and after to investigate the possibility
of pre-event trends, and to test for a potential reversal
in the estimated effect after day 10. In each case, the
results were consistent with their findings for the 10-day
windows – including an observed decrease in returns until
day 13 after the event “that seems to be permanent”.

The research design controlled for various factors that
could have influenced the results, or drive the negative
effects in the data. For example, they accounted for
contemporaneous political tumult in event countries, and
for general changes in market sentiment towards an event
country’s mining industry following violence.

Moreover, they compared treatment and control com-
panies with a similar comparative advantage for operating
in high-risk political environments. Additionally, they
controlled for firm characteristics that could influence the
observed effects. For instance, small or highly-leveraged
firms may be more dependent on specific mining projects,
and thus differentially impacted by violent events.

In summary, across different analyses and different
controls, a consistent message emerged from the data:
companies and projects named in assassination media
coverage faced a significant hit to their share prices in
the days after the event.

3.2 THE MEDIA’S CENTRAL ROLE

To test the importance of media coverage to their
findings, the researchers examined what happened when
stories about assassinations coincided with other big
news events. They found that the negative impact of
assassinations on share prices was diminished when the
event competed for media time and space with other big
news stories. Conversely, the share price impacts were
greatest during otherwise slow news periods. Similarly,
the researchers found that firms named in news coverage
paid a particularly heavy price relative to other companies
operating in the same region that were not named.

The researchers also found that news-sensitive in-
stitutional investors reacted more to media coverage of
violence against activists than others. Specifically, in-
vestors with event-based trading strategies, such as hedge
funds, were found to have divested their mining company
holdings more than other types of institutional investors
in the wake of assassination events.

3.3 INCENTIVES FOR VIOLENCE

If being associated with human rights abuse nega-
tively impacts a firm’s value, why do such events con-
tinue? The research provides some insights into the in-
centives for violence – and specifically, for those who
benefit from local mining operations.

While the researchers were careful to emphasise that
being “associated” with an assassination did not mean the

company was involved in organising it, they did highlight
the potential incentives for local players other than mining
companies to initiate such violence. Collecting data on
taxes and royalties paid by mining firms to domestic gov-
ernments, the researchers identified clear links between
violence and the importance of mining to local elites.
They found that the probability of assassinations was
positively related to how important a firm was for local
state revenue. “We believe this relationship is revealing
that local authorities may have an incentive to eliminate
opposition to lucrative mining projects,” they found. The
issue was potentially exacerbated by the limited control
that multinationals had over the “predatory behavior of
local affiliates – especially where local operations collude
with governments and paramilitary forces”.

4. CONCLUSION

The researchers found strong evidence that being
linked to human rights abuses – even merely appearing
in reporting around high-profile events – can significantly
influence a company’s stock market value. And the results
suggest that market participants may expect (reputation or
legal) costs to outweigh potential gains from conflict and
malfeasance.

The findings build on previous research into how firm
asset values are affected by conflict in the developing
world (including a 2017 study by Acemoglu et al. fo-
cusing on Egypt’s Arab Spring, which found returns fell
significantly on days of street protests for companies with
ties to the incumbent government, as investors adjusted
their expectations about their future rent-seeking ability).
More broadly, the results show how civil society and
media work together to promote accountability, and high-
light the critical role of international media and human
rights advocacy in governance in the developing world –
particularly in weakly-institutionalised democracies.

“Though preliminary, our findings hint that the pub-
licity strategies of human rights groups, which organ-
ise around and place a spotlight on such high-profile
episodes, may have some bite”, they wrote. “Even where
formal justice is rare, these strategies may nevertheless
have impact.”

“We believe this research highlights the importance
of considering the political role played by multination-
als. With this in mind, we find that the informational
strategies of civil society, such as ‘naming-and-shaming’,
can have material consequences for corporations caught
in the spotlight.”

3


