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In recent decades, toxic risks have tremendously grown, and their regulation has become a major 

concern for exposed communities and states. Facing uncertainty about these emerging risks, their 

management has become more complex, with implications we seldom are able to foresee (Boudia et al. 

2022). Yet, many of our current concerns over toxic exposure have a long history. Toxic producing 

industries have often successfully obstructed scientific and regulatory processes (Hess 2016), and many 

problems of industrially induced exposures have in turn been left unaddressed. Extant research shows 

how corporations and corporate lobbies influence policy preferences (Farrell 2016) and media visibility 

of environmental issues (Wetts 2020), but mechanisms through which preferences of a given 

organization are adopted by others are rarely studied. Moreover, while the influence of corporations on 

the culture of political institutions is increasingly recognized (Li 2023), ways in which their ideas are 

developed and diffused in research and policy remain unclear. So far, data accessibility and secrecy 

around corporate practices has limited our understanding of the pathways through which industrials 

coalesce and cohesively act to influence environmental regulations. 

 In this paper, I seek to answer three research questions: 1) How do corporate strategies of 

influence spill over between corporations? 2) How do they spill over between individual cases of toxic 

exposure, and 3) How do changes in policies and regulations impact corporate strategies of influence? 

By looking at spillover of communication strategies between corporate actors, I reveal the 

organizational sources of environmental ideas, and how those ideas then affect environmental research 

and policy.  



Extended abstract – SSHA 2026                                                                                      Gabriel Lévesque 

 2 

 To answer these questions, I make use of the groundbreaking Toxic Docs database. These data, 

hosted at the Columbia University School of Public Health, comprise millions of pages of previously 

classified corporate documents spanning the 20th century. They provide unprecedented insight into 

corporate behavior that is not distorted by public-facing strategies. Their size and time coverage (1900-

2009) make them especially suitable for computational analyses. I exploit the full database of 8 cases 

and make use of word embeddings to measure linguistic convergence through cosine similarity 

(Nussbaum n.d.). I use this measure as a proxy for shifting ideas and communication strategies, and 

model temporal changes throughout the 20th century. Using these methods significantly broadens the 

temporal and cross-sectional scope in our understanding of toxic substance controversies. I analyze 

both cases that are prominently studied (e.g., asbestos) and those are less often engaged with (e.g., 

PFAS). This allows for insight about the shifting strategies of industries in “old” and “new” exposures.  

 Three major findings emerge from the analyses. First, I find that corporate strategies around old 

toxics have provided the playbook for the defense of new toxics later on. Second, I find that early 

adopters of those strategies have been better able to sustain their business activities in a given industry 

and were more successful in jumping to new industries. Third, I find that change in policies and 

regulations provide the impetus for the selection of corporate strategies and for growing cohesion 

among corporate actors. Overall, I show that corporate ideas about environmental regulation spill over 

through time between organizations and between cases as well as organizations to strategically adapt to 

new policy settings. 

 This paper contributes to better understanding environment-society interactions in a long-term 

trajectory, which has drawn considerable interest in recent years (Derickson 2025; McNeill and Vrtis 

2017; Rea and Frickel 2023). This in turn provides historical context to some of our current exposures 

and shed light onto how environmental health problems develop. This paper also narrows the gap 

between the questions sociologists ask about social-environmental change and questions scholars in 

related fields (e.g., environmental and public health history) have traditionally asked. Recent scholarly 
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discussions on this question have centered on political and economic obstacles faced in enacting 

environmental solutions (Stokes 2020). Using novel corporate data of unprecedented scale and quality, 

this paper proposes a rigorous analysis of how those barriers are established, how they adapt in time to 

different policy and regulatory contexts, and how they are displaced. 
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