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More Praise for Ice Cream Social

“The pioneering experience of Ben & Jerry’s shows that corporate so-
cial responsibility can, thankfully, be contagious. Brad Edmondson 
takes us behind the scenes to tell this riveting and timely story.”
—United States Senator Patrick Leahy

“This book reveals the true ingredients that go into every pint of Ben 
& Jerry’s: GMO-free cream, fair-trade cane sugar, and a lot of blood, 
sweat, and tears.” 
—Eric Utne, founder, Utne Reader

“What once was radical is becoming mainstream. By earning B Corp 
certifi cation, Ben & Jerry’s has proven that you can sell without sell-
ing out and scale with integrity. Much of the global movement to re-
defi ne success in business stands on its shoulders, and much of what 
we know about better practices and better governance can be traced 
to lessons the company learned the hard way. Finally, this important 
story has been well and completely told.”
—Jay Coen Gilbert, cofounder, B Lab

“Brad Edmondson vividly conveys the passion, confl icts, and raw hu-
manity behind an iconic brand. He gives us an uncensored look at 
how smart, caring people poured their hearts and souls into making 
Ben & Jerry’s the standard-bearer for ‘caring capitalism.’ The story 
leaves the reader in awe of all they achieved, and it also imparts 
invaluable lessons by talking frankly about their failures. It puts on 
full display the contradictions and painful choices that eventually 
confront all successful mission-driven businesses. It’s a journey into 
uncharted territory.”
—Rink Dickinson, cofounder and copresident, and Rob Everts, 

copresident, Equal Exchange 

“The founders of Ben & Jerry’s put up a long and determined fi ght to 
keep their dream of a socially responsible company intact. Cutthroat 
capitalism doesn’t make it easy for entrepreneurs who want living 
wages for their employees, environmentally sustainable ingredients, 
and socially benefi cial business practices. Brad Edmondson gives us 
a fascinating look behind the scenes of a company as beloved as the 
ice cream it makes.”
—Barbara Ehrenreich, New York Times bestselling author and Founding 

Editor, Economic Hardship Reporting Project



“Ice Cream Social is a factory tour of the ups and downs and arounds 
of Ben & Jerry’s. We get an insider’s description of the struggle of 
two guys who strived through good times and bad to achieve their 
mission to make the world’s best ice cream, pursue social change, 
and treat both employees and shareholders fairly. Much of the time, 
they succeeded.”
—Madeleine M. Kunin, former governor of Vermont

“St. Albans Cooperative has been a proud partner of Ben & Jerry’s 
since the beginning. Through all of its organizational changes, it has 
remained committed to its core values, family dairy farms, and the 
cooperative. I am proud to be part of this story.”
—Ralph McNall, dairy farmer, St. Albans Cooperative Creamery

“When Calvert fi rst heard about Ben & Jerry’s, we wondered whether 
our mission of social investing could even include a company that 
sold ice cream treats. This book shows how the founders convinced 
us. For decades, they have been a stellar example of walking the 
talk.”
—Wayne Silby, Founding Chair, Calvert Funds, and cofounder, Social 

Venture Network 

“A fascinating business morality tale . . . Edmondson offers an enter-
taining and enlightening account of the highs and lows that can be 
encountered in the quest to give capitalism a soul.”
—Lynn A. Stout, Distinguished Professor of Corporate & Business Law, 

Cornell University Law School



Ice Cream Social



This page intentionally left blank 



Ice Cream Social
The Struggle for  

the Soul of  
Ben & Jerry’s

Brad Edmondson
Foreword by Annie Leonard

Epilogue by Jeff Furman, Chairman,  
Ben & Jerry’s Board of Directors



Ice Cream Social
Copyright © 2014 by Brad Edmondson
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distrib-
uted, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying,
recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior writ-
ten permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted
by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed
“Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc.
235 Montgomery Street, Suite 650
San Francisco, California 94104-2916
Tel: (415) 288-0260, Fax: (415) 362-2512
www.bkconnection.com

Ordering information for print editions
Quantity sales. Special discounts are available on quantity purchases by cor-
porations, associations, and others. For details, contact the “Special Sales
Department” at the Berrett-Koehler address above.
Individual sales. Berrett-Koehler publications are available through most
bookstores. They can also be ordered directly from Berrett-Koehler: Tel:
(800) 929-2929; Fax: (802) 864-7626; www.bkconnection.com
Orders for college textbook/course adoption use. Please contact Berrett-
Koehler: Tel: (800) 929-2929; Fax: (802) 864-7626.
Orders by U.S. trade bookstores and wholesalers. Please contact Ingram
Publisher Services, Tel: (800) 509-4887; Fax: (800) 838-1149; E-mail:
customer .service@ingram publisher services .com; or visit  www .ingram
publisher services .com/ Ordering for details about electronic ordering.

Berrett-Koehler and the BK logo are registered trademarks of Berrett-Koehler
Publishers, Inc.

First Edition
Paperback print edition ISBN 978-1-60994-813-9
PDF e-book ISBN 978-1-60994-814-6
IDPF e-book ISBN 978-1-60994-815-3

2013-1

Cover design by Irene Morris Design. Project management and interior
design by VJB/Scribe. Copyeditor: John Pierce. Proofreader: Don Roberts.
Indexer: George Draffan.

www.bkconnection.com
www.bkconnection.com
www.ingrampublisherservices.com/Ordering
www.ingrampublisherservices.com/Ordering


v

1978

1981

1988

Contents

Foreword by Annie Leonard   ix
Prologue  xi
Main Characters  xv

One

“We’re Completely Insane,  
and We Need Your Help!”    1
Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield never planned to 
become business icons when they opened an ice cream 
shop in Burlington, Vermont, in 1978. Neither did their 
friend Jeff Furman, who was a key player from the 
beginning. Twenty-two years later, Ben and Jerry resigned 
from the board of directors when the company was sold 
to Unilever for $326 million. But Jeff stayed to fight for a 
new vision of business that links the owners’ prosperity 
to employees, communities, and the environment. 

Two

A New Kind of Start-up    14
The growth train started rolling when Ben & Jerry’s sold 
its first pints in 1981. As growth accelerated, Ben and Jeff 
seized the opportunity to build a different kind of busi-
ness. The board of directors used trial and error to invent 
a mission that gave equal emphasis to three goals —  
great ice cream, social purpose, and profit. When it 
worked, the world started to notice. 

Three

Progressive Sweatshop    34
Between 1988 and 1990, an admiring media profiled Ben 
& Jerry’s as a “socially responsible business.” But inte-
grating the social mission into daily operations proved 
a complicated struggle. The company’s pioneering 
attempts to pursue a three-part mission made history, 
but the ride was anything but smooth.



vi	 Ice Cream Social

Four

Staffing the Social Mission    52
Between 1990 and 1992, skilled managers started imple-
menting the three-part mission in strategic ways. The 
company’s most important contributions during this 
period were the annual reports that introduced social 
auditing to American businesses.

Five

Money Starts Talking    69
1993 was the year it all went wrong. A decade of rapid 
growth ended six months after Ben & Jerry’s broke 
ground on an expensive new ice cream plant. As a man-
agement crisis deepened, the board abandoned the com-
pany’s celebrated salary ratio in 1994 and decided to look 
for a CEO with mainstream corporate experience. 

Six

Yo, I’m Not Your CEO    96
Between 1994 and 1996, the social mission became more 
integrated into operations as social audits sharpened 
the company’s focus on measurable results. But the first 
attempt to find a “professional” CEO failed, and in des-
peration, the board made a quick decision that proved 
disastrous.

Seven

The Gulf Was So Wide    115
In January 1997, a new CEO started focusing on maxi-
mizing value for the shareholders of Ben & Jerry’s, which 
made the company an attractive target for a takeover. As 
the CEO groomed the company for a sale, the board did 
not face the growing risk.

1990

1993

1994

1997



	 Contents� vii

Eight

Leading with Progressive Values    126
In the late 1990s, Ben & Jerry’s made several important 
social mission advances, including an effective campaign 
against bovine growth hormone, a statement of Lead-
ing by Progressive Values, improved rules for values-led 
sourcing, and taking the three-part mission overseas.

Nine

Unacceptable Choices     138
By the late 1990s, consolidation in the ice cream industry 
made it difficult for Ben & Jerry’s to continue as an inde-
pendent company, even though most board members 
did not want to sell. Ben became estranged, board meet-
ings resembled legal depositions, and it often seemed that 
investment bankers were calling the shots. 

Ten

The Sale Agreements    157
Unilever wanted Ben & Jerry’s badly, and its top execu-
tives were willing to keep the social mission if that would 
clinch the deal. In 2000, after a long struggle, Ben & Jer-
ry’s sold, but only after Unilever signed sale agreements 
that created an independent board with legal author-
ity to protect the social mission and product quality in 
perpetuity. 

Eleven

A Thousand Cuts    181
The three-part mission went on a long detour after Ben & 
Jerry’s was sold in 2000. Unilever assigned the company 
to a manager who cut costs aggressively and violated the 
sale agreements in increasingly blatant ways, and it took 
seven years for the board to mount a counterattack. 

2000

Late 
1990s



viii	 Ice Cream Social

Twelve

Counterattack     207
In 2008, the activist spirit of Ben & Jerry’s reignited as the 
board pushed Unilever to take the sale agreements seri-
ously. While they negotiated, they also prepared a law-
suit and a public relations campaign. They almost went 
through with it, too.

Thirteen

Pursuing Linked Prosperity    233
In 2010, Ben & Jerry’s made peace with Unilever, and the 
three-part mission roared back to life. A talented CEO 
and profits from international expansion made it easy to 
set audacious goals. While things are far from perfect, the 
company has recommitted to its struggle to change the 
world while also making great ice cream profitably.

Epilogue by Jeff Furman    253
What does it all mean? In this epilogue, the man known 
as “the ampersand in Ben & Jerry’s” reflects on four 
decades of trying to advance the three-part mission and 
linked prosperity, and on the eternal struggle to remem-
ber people’s names. 

Reflection by Anuradha Mittal    263
Why the most important question for moving forward on 
linked prosperity is “How can we be more unreasonable?”

Notes  265
Sources and Further Reading  268
Photo Credits  270
Index  271
About the Author  277

2008

2010



ix

Foreword 

When I heard the title of Brad Edmondson’s book, my 
first thought was, “the soul of Ben & Jerry’s?” Ben & 

Jerry’s is a corporation. It doesn’t have a soul. The US Supreme 
Court may not be able to fully distinguish between corpora-
tions and people, but I can. Corporations aren’t people, and 
they don’t have souls.

Then I read the book. And it became clear that the people 
in the Ben & Jerry’s story definitely have souls. The founders, 
workers, board of directors, and ice cream lovers everywhere 
pour their souls into this company. 

Some businesses require their owners and workers to 
check their souls, their consciences, and their values at the 
door. The story of Ben & Jerry’s is a story of what happens 
if people are allowed, even encouraged, to bring their con-
sciences to work with them. In today’s soulless corporate 
culture, how can such a business exist? What would it even 
look like? How could it remain true to its values? And if an 
ice cream company can do it, why not every company?

Ben & Jerry’s, like a few other remarkable American com-
panies, shows that another way of doing business is possible. 
The company has consistently walked the talk on environ-
mental and social issues. It stands for something important, 
delivers on its promises, and provides a good product, cre-
ating a win-win-win. This book tells the story of a beloved 
company moving forward on principles that respect people 
and the planet — and in doing so, gives us a taste of how busi-
ness could be. 

Brad Edmondson takes us inside the beginnings of Ben & 
Jerry’s, charting the origins of its social mission and its rise to 
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become an American icon beloved by hippies, yuppies, kids, 
and CEOs alike. But then the plot thickens, as this small Ver-
mont outfit with roots in the counterculture gets bigger and 
struggles to keep its identity — its soul — in the world of multi
national brands. 

Although there has been extensive media coverage of the 
sale of Ben & Jerry’s to Unilever, this book is the first to tell 
the whole story: how the company fought to keep its three-
part mission intact after the sale, how those principles were 
compromised in the decade following the sale, and how the 
two parties have ultimately learned to work together to pre-
serve the brand’s vitality and integrity.

Just as Ben & Jerry’s is no ordinary business, this is no ordi-
nary business book. It’s fast-paced, it has compelling, fully 
realized characters, and the narrative is gripping. The chap-
ters about the Unilever takeover were my favorites. I knew 
the ending, and I still couldn’t put the book down. That made 
it difficult to eat my Cherry Garcia at the same time.

Annie Leonard 
Berkeley, California, June 2013

Annie Leonard is founder of the Story of Stuff Project  
(www.storyofstuff.org), which makes videos and other  
educational material on the effects of corporate globalization,  
waste, and consumerism.

www.storyofstuff.org
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Prologue

I met Jeff Furman in 1998, when he offered to rent me a 
corner of the large room he said was his office. I knew 

that Jeff had degrees in accounting and law and that he also 
had something to do with Ben & Jerry’s, but I didn’t know 
exactly what that was. Perhaps Jeff worked for a local not-
for-profit group that hires teenagers, which operated the 
ice cream shop directly below the office and had its papers 
and junk taking up most of the room. Or maybe he worked 
for the Ithaca Skate Park — one afternoon I had to pick my 
way past a group of teenagers who were politely holding 
a meeting, some of them balancing on skateboards while 
they talked. It was a chaotic but friendly place, and everyone 
around Jeff was doing something interesting. 

Jeff used the office mostly to change clothes before he 
went for his daily run. He had a small desk in one corner, 
mounded over with dusty papers, and balanced on top of 
the mound was a spectacularly grimy, sticky telephone. The 
phone looked like it belonged in a dairy barn. A lot of people 
used it, and many of them worked downstairs, where they 
handled ice cream. Every so often Jeff would come in and 
talk on that phone for a while, and then he’d leave. 

I was alone in that room one day, wandering around the 
way writers do, when I noticed that Jeff had taped, right 
above his telephone, a quote from Dostoevsky’s Notes from 
Underground: “I admit that twice two makes four is an excel-
lent thing, but if we are to give everything its due, twice 
two makes five is sometimes a very charming thing too.” 
After that, I couldn’t stand it anymore, so I asked Jeff what 
kind of accountant he was. He smiled and said that he was 
training to be an alter kocker, which is a Yiddish term for a 
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foul-tempered, forgetful old troublemaker. We started hang-
ing out in coffee shops, and over the next fifteen years, he 
gradually answered my question. 

Jeff is an interesting guy, but I learned that he was pro-
tecting something even more interesting. He is the co-creator 
and guardian of the social mission of Ben & Jerry’s, and a 
stubborn advocate for a vision of business the company calls 
“linked prosperity.” This is the simple but radical idea that 
when the company benefits, everything it touches should 
also benefit, including employees, suppliers, customers, com-
munities, and the environment. One day, Jeff suggested that 
I write a magazine article about linked prosperity at Ben & 
Jerry’s. This book is the result.

The journey of linked prosperity spans four decades, has 
a cast of thousands, and contains as much human drama 
and unexpected plot twists as anything by Dostoevsky. I 
spent a solid year learning about it, interviewing more than 
three dozen people and digesting several hundred pounds 
of company reports and internal documents. (If a source is 
not attributed in this book, it comes either from these per-
sonal interviews or company documents.) It was all I could 
do just to tell the story, dear reader, so please do not expect a 
typical business book with a lot of easily summarized “take-
aways.” This is a story about inspiring, fallible people and 
their shared quest to attain a goal they know they will never 
reach. They fail and struggle, and sometimes they think they 
have failed even when they have succeeded. They are also 
extremely funny, and they make a product few can resist. 

If we are to give everything its due, the story of linked 
prosperity is a very charming thing. But it is also a very com-
plicated and provocative thing. It raises so many big, fascinat-
ing ideas that beg for discussion: What is fair compensation? 
When publicly traded businesses invest in social change, 
how do you define success? If you liberate a hen from her 
cage, is she happier, and what is that worth? And so on. To 
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encourage those discussions in informal groups, I have pre-
pared a study guide with free documents and links at www 
.bradedmondson.com. 

I was welcomed by almost everyone I approached while 
writing this book, with the notable exceptions of Ben Cohen 
and Jerry Greenfield, who said they didn’t want to relive the 
past (see “human drama,” above). That was okay, because 
this book isn’t really about them, or Jeff, or any other per-
son. It is about the extraordinary organization a small group 
of committed people helped create and how they managed, 
almost despite themselves, to preserve their vision for future 
generations.

Jeff was patient, honest, and unfailingly helpful during the 
long process of writing and revising this book. I am equally 
indebted to his spouse, Sara Hess (favorite flavor: Liz Lemon 
Frozen Yogurt), who read and commented on each chapter 
with the wisdom of someone who was paying attention as 
she watched the whole thing happen. Twenty percent of the 
book’s royalties are going to a not-for-profit organization Jeff 
and Sara maintain to support community organizations, and 
that doesn’t begin to repay the debt of gratitude I feel toward 
them. 

This book is an entirely independent effort. It is not 
endorsed and was not financially supported by either Ben 
& Jerry’s or Unilever. So I am especially grateful to the peo-
ple of Ben & Jerry’s who remained engaged through months 
of writing and fact-checking, especially Chuck Lacy, Liz 
Bankowski, Howard Fuguet, Lisa Wernhoff, Michael Gran-
ing, Debra Heintz, Rob Michalak, and Jostein Solheim. 
Everyone I spoke with was cooperative and generous with 
their time and attention. As I kept pushing and probing, their 
genuineness convinced me that their commitment to linked 
prosperity is also genuine. 

I am fortunate to have large groups of friends who 
supported, encouraged, and challenged me in ways too 

www.bradedmondson.com
www.bradedmondson.com
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numerous to mention. I would particularly like to thank Jon 
Crispin for the author photo; the staff of the Finger Lakes 
Land Trust for being nice to the writer who works upstairs; 
Nancy Wells, Henry Tepper, Fred Connor, and Stephanie 
Sechler, for their friendship and encouragement; my children, 
Will and Emma, whose intelligence and work ethic give me 
something to aspire to; and my wife, Tania Werbizky, for 
always believing in me and never giving up.

I could not have written this book without Tania, or with-
out Jack Greer, David and Sharon Schuman, James McCon
key, John Marcham, S.K. List, Cheryl Russell, Robert Wilson, 
and many other editors and teachers who insisted that I go 
back, again and again, until I got the story. This book is ded-
icated to all of them. 

Brad Edmondson 
Ithaca, New York 
July 2013
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1

One

“We’re Completely Insane, 
and We Need Your Help!”

Jennifer Henderson can’t forget the day in 1988 that she 
met Ben Cohen, Jerry Greenfield, and Jeff Furman. “Ben 

and Jerry were famous, and I was a young community orga-
nizer, so I was excited,” she said. “They were starting a new 
organization, and they wanted a bunch of people to get on 
board.

“We met in a big room that had a thin wooden divider 
down the middle. They started talking, and pretty soon Ben 
got all excited. He was waving his arms and saying all kinds 
of things, like how he was going to prevent war by printing 
up a million bumper stickers. He was shouting and getting 
red in the face and I was thinking, this guy needs profes-
sional help. They all had long hair, Ben and Jeff had big wild 
beards, and they were wearing old T-shirts. Jerry was just sit-
ting there beaming. Jeff was very calm, like he knew some 
secret reason why this was actually going to work. It was not 
at all what I expected. 

“We took a break, and I went to the other side of the 
divider and called a girlfriend and told her that I had met 
these crazy people, and she just wouldn’t believe what they 
were like. I forgot that the divider was really thin, so every-
body could hear me. When I came back in, Ben rushed up 
to me and said, ‘Yes! You’re right! We’re completely insane, 
and we need your help!’ Then they took us down the street 



2	 Ice Cream Social

to where they had a store, and Ben scooped us all ice cream 
cones. He didn’t introduce himself to the people there or 
anything. He just walked behind the counter and started in, 
with everybody staring at him. 

“I thought about them all the way home. Jerry was really 
sweet. Jeff was smart and funny. Ben scared me, but he was 
also funny, and he said something I couldn’t get out of my 
mind. He said that businesses are the most powerful institu-
tions in the world, and they could become the world’s most 
powerful forces for social change. It seemed to me that they 
were on to something, so I signed up.”

Jennifer started consulting with Ben & Jerry’s just as they 
committed to a radical vision of business. She stayed with 
the company through an epic struggle, including a change 
of ownership, as it kept trying to live up to that vision. 
Although Ben & Jerry’s has been a wholly owned subsid-
iary of the world’s second-largest food company since 2000, 
it is still committed to a different way of doing business. This 
book is about that difference.

Jennifer has been on the board of directors of Ben & Jer-
ry’s for eighteen years. The company’s annual sales were 
$167 million when she showed up; now they are somewhere 
around $500 million, and the company has devoted custom-
ers on every continent except Antarctica. It is the kind of 
company that might consider setting up a shop there, too. 

A few years before Ben Cohen met Jennifer, he decided 
that scooping ice cream wasn’t enough. Ben and Jeff Furman 
led the company through several years of experimenting, 
sometimes painfully, with the idea that business could be a 
force for progressive social change as well as a machine for 
making money. Ben & Jerry’s became a leader in the move-
ment to make businesses more socially responsible, and 
the company pursued what it called a “double bottom line” 
while operating as a publicly traded company from 1984 
until 2000. They were among the first companies to adopt 
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Top: The first Ben & Jerry’s store in Burlington, Vermont, shortly after it 
opened on May 5, 1978. Bottom: The first Free Cone Day, May 1979.
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policies that are now widely known, such as paying a living 
wage, publishing audited reviews of social and environmen-
tal performance, and teaming up with not-for-profit organi-
zations, to name a few. 

Ben & Jerry’s took radical, crazy-sounding ideas and 
proved they could work. It made it easier for other compa-
nies to try these ideas. And behind all its efforts was one big 
idea the company called “linked prosperity.” As the company 
prospered, it said, all of the employees, suppliers, customers, 
and other living things that had contributed to its success 
should prosper as well. 

The company’s mission had three parts that were equal 
and interrelated. It wanted to make the world’s best ice 
cream, to pursue progressive social change, and to provide 
fair compensation to employees and shareholders alike. Ben 
& Jerry’s stuck to these principles as it became an interna-
tional brand with passionately dedicated customers. But the 
company eventually grew beyond the managerial abilities of 
its board, and after years of struggling, the board was forced 
to sell the company to Unilever. Ben walked away from the 
deal with $41 million. Jerry got $9.5 million. Jeff got about $1 
million. Yet Ben and Jerry have also said that losing control 
of their company was one of the worst experiences of their 
lives, and they still don’t want to talk about it. It’s a hard sub-
ject for Jeff, too.

The social mission did survive the sale, however. The 
founders and the board accepted Unilever’s offer only after 
negotiating a detailed agreement that guaranteed them 
a continuing role in the company and gave them legally 
enforceable powers. Under the agreement, Unilever is the 
sole shareholder of Ben & Jerry’s, and it controls the compa-
ny’s economic and operational decisions. But Ben & Jerry’s 
also has a separate board of directors that is not controlled by 
Unilever. This board elects its own members, and it exists in 
perpetuity. It acts as a watchdog and has the legal authority 
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to block proposals that lessen product quality or the social 
mission. As sales increase, investment in the social mission 
must also increase.

The story of the company’s endless pursuit of linked pros-
perity offers answers to the questions Ben put in Jennifer’s 
mind: What would the world look like if businesses got seri-
ous about pursuing social and environmental justice? What 
if a business was directed toward several equally important 
goals, with profit being only one of them? And what would 
happen if social justice activists controlled the board of direc-
tors of a large, global enterprise? Could that work?

There’s a second, related question. It’s the question of leg-
acy. Thousands of business owners do value their employ-
ees, the natural environment, and the community at least 
as highly as their own bank accounts. But investing in these 
areas rarely produces an immediate financial return, and 
many investors see social investments as unnecessary costs. 
So how can socially responsible businesses retain their pro-
gressive values after the founding generations retire? Or, to 
put it another way, how can someone give up control of a 
successful enterprise without throwing away its purpose?

The Ampersand

In this story, the good guys and the bad guys are not always 
where you might expect them to be. For example, Ben 
Cohen and Jerry Greenfield are widely known as pioneers 
of socially responsible business. But the people who wrote 
the sale agreements that preserved Ben & Jerry’s as a socially 
responsible business were elite corporate lawyers, about as 
far from Vermont hippies as you can get. Several Unilever 
executives have become so enthusiastic about the drive for 
linked prosperity that they have said and done risky things 
to promote it. And the social mission’s most steadfast cham-
pion — the only person who consistently fought for it at every 
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stage of the story — describes himself as an activist first, and 
adds that he has little interest in being a business executive. 

Jeff Furman’s coworkers often describe him as “the amper-
sand in Ben & Jerry’s.” He became friends with Ben and Jerry 
years before they scooped their first cone. He helped them 
write the company’s first business plan in 1977 by borrowing 
a similar plan from a pizza joint and substituting the word 
“cone” whenever that plan used the word “slice.” He did a 
lot of different tasks for the company as it struggled to get 
going; he joined the company’s board in 1982, and he was a 
key contributor during its decade of rapid growth. He is still 
on the board in 2014, and since 2010 he has been its chair. 

Jeff really is a lawyer and an accountant, but not in an 
ordinary sense. One Unilever executive refers to him as “a 
lawyer in disguise.” He is a balding guy with a fringe of long 
hair that he tucks behind his ears. He smiles a lot, trims his 
beard only occasionally, wears a T-shirt every day — no mat-
ter how cold it is — and spends his time working with not-
for-profit groups and businesses that have progressive values. 
And he didn’t even meet Ben or Jerry until he was thirty. 

Jeff got a degree in accounting in 1965 and a degree in 
law in 1969, but as the 1970s began, he was not exactly on a 
career track. In fact, he couldn’t keep a job. He was a parole 
officer until he was given a gun and told to prevent a suspect 
from fleeing out the back door. He couldn’t even bring him-
self to load the thing. Boston University fired him for spread-
ing the word about an antiwar protest. What he did like was 
working for the Workers Defense League, representing blue-
collar folks and conscientious objectors. That experience 
gave him strong feelings of compassion for people who hold 
entry-level jobs. It was a big reason why he later suggested 
that Ben & Jerry’s adopt the policy of paying the company’s 
top employees no more than five times its starting salary, and 
it is why the company continues to pay a living wage to its 
employees today.
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Jeff met Ben Cohen at Highland Community, an inno-
vative school for twenty-five emotionally troubled teenag-
ers near the isolated mountain town of Paradox, New York. 
Jeff did administrative work, and Ben taught pottery. Naomi 
Tannen, the school’s founder and director, was a powerful 
influence on both of them. Jeff says that they were Naomi’s 
employees, not her students, but it could have gone either 
way. “She had a dream, and she pursued it relentlessly,” said 
Jeff. “She was also tolerant of eccentric people, as long as 
they were pointed in the right direction. I think Ben and I 
both learned a lot from her example.”

Jeff was raised in a Jewish family, and so was Ben; Jeff 
grew up in Queens, and Ben grew up on Long Island, less 
than twenty miles away; they both had been cab drivers; they 
both liked to laugh and do silly things; et cetera, et cetera. 
Hilarity ensued. Ben soon introduced Jeff to Jerry Greenfield, 
who had been Ben’s best friend since they struggled through 
the seventh grade together. Jerry was cut from the same 
cloth. The three men shared ideals that were formed in the 
1960s and tempered by Vietnam and Watergate. They were 
smart and creative but ambivalent toward government, sus-
picious of big business, painfully aware of injustice, and look-
ing for better ways to live. 

The business Ben, Jerry, and Jeff built sprang from these 
values. Selling ice cream wasn’t their real purpose. If it didn’t 
come from the heart, they weren’t interested. As the years 
went by and the business got bigger, they kept pushing for 
ways to make things more interesting, more political, and 
more fun. They went farther than they ever thought they 
would. Calvin Trillin wrote that Ben represented “one of the 
people who carried the style of the sixties into consumer busi-
nesses aimed at their contemporaries, and whose response to 
success is to express not gratitude for living in a land of oppor-
tunity but astonishment at a world so weird that people like 
themselves are considered respectable businessmen.”1
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For the first five years of their ice cream business, Ben 
and Jerry found themselves working a lot of eighty-hour 
weeks, a lifestyle neither of them enjoyed. The money was 
not that great, either. They briefly decided to sell the busi-
ness in 1982, when it might have been worth $500,000, and 
they asked Jeff to help with the legal and financial questions. 
Jerry moved away from Vermont then, but Ben changed his 
mind and decided not to sell. (Jeff persuaded Jerry to hold on 
to 10 percent of the company’s stock and stay on as a con-
sultant; Jerry returned to the board of directors in 1990 and 
stayed until the company was sold in 2000). And then the 
broker that Ben & Jerry’s had hired to sell the business sued 
for breach of contract and won $100,000. 

The moment the judgment was announced, Jeff ran down 
the street from the courtroom to Merchants Bank in Burling-
ton, Vermont. Ben and Jerry followed close behind, with the 
county sheriff literally on their heels. The guys persuaded 
the banker, a friend of theirs, to let them withdraw the entire 
contents of the company’s accounts and give it to them in 
cash. Then Jeff flew home to New York, where the court 
couldn’t get at the money, with $90,000 on his lap in a paper 
bag. When he got home, he dumped the money on the bed, 
turned to his girlfriend, Sara, and said, “Look what I found!” 
(Maybe he was trying to impress her; in any event, she later 
married him.) Jeff kept the money in a safe-deposit box until 
the lawsuit was settled, and then sent it back to Vermont. 
Ben and Jerry never doubted that he would.

Stories about the early years of Ben & Jerry’s are often 
funny because these guys did not do things the way normal 
businesspeople do. For example, Jeff shared his Ithaca office 
with several others, including me and the not-for-profit group 
that owned the ice cream shop downstairs. Jeff called it a 
“PartnerShop.” He came up with that idea when the board of 
Ben & Jerry’s asked him to manage the franchising of stores. 
Some of the stores were just normal franchises, where the 
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company licenses its logo, formulas, and other valuable prop-
erty to someone who uses them to make a profit. But Jeff 
also thought it would be cool to franchise some stores to 
not-for-profit organizations that give young people job expe-
rience. As a side benefit, Jeff’s Ithaca office occasionally filled 
up with teenagers who were trying to organize a skate park. 
It wasn’t part of a grand design. It was just Jeff’s way of using 
a creative twist to combine two of his interests. 

Another World Is Possible

One summer day in 1999, Jeff came into the office above 
the Ithaca store and made a call on his grimy telephone. I 
didn’t listen to his side of the conversation at first, but then 
I noticed that he seemed to be getting more serious, and he 
was using lawyerly words like “share price,” “suit,” “counter-
suit,” and “fly to Amsterdam.” He also stared at the ceiling 
after he hung up the phone, the way people do when they’ve 
heard upsetting news. He told me that things were not going 
well at Ben & Jerry’s, and that he couldn’t go into the details. 
Then he left.

Ben, Jerry, and Jeff did not want to sell their company. 
Although they still regarded a lot of their duties as chores, 
they also enjoyed their success. They were responsible for 
the jobs of about eight hundred people, many of whom they 
counted as friends. The business had come from their hearts. 
They struggled for a year and a half to find some viable alter-
native to giving up control, but they failed. They settled for 
Unilever.

In 1999, Ben & Jerry’s was rooted in the idea of linked 
prosperity. It was making progress in a campaign to reduce 
the environmental impact and increase the sustainability of 
its business at every stage of its operations, from reducing the 
nitrogen and phosphorus output at its dairy farms to elimi-
nating bleached paperboard in its containers. It was doing all 
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kinds of things to improve conditions in its factories and its 
suppliers’ farms, and it paid employees a carefully calibrated 
“living wage” that was well above the market rate. It was try-
ing to “lead with progressive values” in all phases of its busi-
ness, according to a statement the board adopted in 1997. 
Jeff feared that all of this might be lost, and the thought was 
agonizing.

Ben ended up having quadruple bypass heart surgery a 
few months after the sale went through; the stress of los-
ing his company might have had as much to do with his 
heart problem as had decades of taste-testing ice cream. Uni-
lever offered Ben and Jerry seats on the post-sale board of 
directors, but they never took them. Both men are techni-
cally employees of Unilever today, but they do not have job 
descriptions. And Ben can be sharply critical of Unilever — 
although, as the founders and brand icons, he and Jerry still 
have some influence on the company that bears their names.

Jeff, on the other hand, stayed on the board. He wanted 
to try to keep the company’s social mission alive. He had 
invested a great deal of time and effort in the social mission, 
and he felt responsible for the welfare of employees. In fact, 
the sale agreements had given him the power to sue Unile-
ver if it didn’t live up to its promise to pay a living wage. The 
agreements also empowered the board to block any changes 
in the product formula and to ensure that the company 
would continue to invest in social initiatives. Jeff couldn’t 
just walk away. 

In the years that followed the Summer of the Grimy Tele-
phone, Jeff and the other board members of Ben & Jerry’s 
struggled to find effective ways to pursue linked prosper-
ity within the strictures of a huge multinational corpora-
tion. They traveled a dangerous, twisting road. They didn’t 
always live up to their responsibilities, and the whole thing 
almost ended up in court. But after a decade of struggle, 
Ben & Jerry’s and Unilever found ways of working together. 



	 “We’re Completely Insane, and We Need Your Help!”� 11

Once again, the company is making an honest effort to walk 
the talk on the social mission. It is still taking risks few other 
companies would consider, and it still sets an example for 
other companies to emulate.

When Jeff became chair of the board of Ben & Jerry’s 
in 2010, he was also involved in supporting the US Social 
Forum, a national gathering of progressive groups held in 
Detroit in July that year. He decided it would be fun to per-
suade hundreds of people from all over the country to ride 
their bicycles to Detroit — the Motor City, after all — as a way 
of spreading the Social Forum’s message, “Another World Is 
Possible.” Jeff was a fit sixty-six-year-old then, still a runner, 
and although he did not have a lot of experience with bicy-
cles, he resolved to organize a delegation of riders to go from 
Ithaca to Detroit on a winding route of nearly five hundred 
miles. I offered to help him train and to ride with him part 
of the way. 

After the first day’s ride, we found ourselves in Seneca 
Falls, New York, population 6,700. We were two middle-aged 
guys on the loose, but we were also quite tired and sore. Most 
of the other riders were several decades younger than us. 
They were at a nearby campground, eating food cooked on a 
camp stove, singing around a campfire, and sleeping in tents; 
we were at a comfy motel in the village, looking forward to 
a hot shower, a decent restaurant, and an early night. After 
we finished dinner and called our wives, we had just enough 
energy left to stroll down Main Street, where we found the 
Women’s Rights National Historical Park.

The park commemorates a meeting that took place in 
1848. More than two hundred women and several men 
gathered in Seneca Falls to draft a Declaration of Sentiments. 
The document states that “all men and women are created 
equal” and calls for women to be given the right to vote, hold 
decent jobs, and own property. When women finally did get 
the right to vote, seventy-two years later, only one of the 
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people who signed the 1848 document was still alive and 
eligible to cast a ballot. Charlotte Woodward had been just 
eighteen when she went to Seneca Falls. But when the Nine-
teenth Amendment passed and she became eligible to regis-
ter, she was ninety years old and too sick to leave the house. 
So none of the 1848 attendees ever actually voted.

We sat on a bench in the evening light after reading the 
historical markers, enjoying the calm that comes after a hard 
workout. “Riding to the US Social Forum on a bicycle is sort 
of like running Ben & Jerry’s,” Jeff said. “It’s about looking 
for alternative ways to make the job more interesting, more 
political, and more fun. The company ran on that same kind 
of energy.”

There was a long pause. “That’s smart,” I said. “Change 
happens so slowly that you’d better figure out how to enjoy 
yourself while you’re fighting for it.” I was paraphrasing the 
columnist Molly Ivins, who wrote, “We have to have fun 
while trying to stave off the forces of darkness because we 
hardly ever win, so it’s the only fun we get to have. We find 
beer and imagination helpful.”2

Charlotte Woodward spent her whole life struggling for 
the right to vote, and when the day finally came, she couldn’t 
do it. But perhaps she was not all that bothered about miss-
ing her chance. After all, she wasn’t fighting for herself. She 
had been struggling for the rights of women all her life. Per-
haps she knew in 1910 what Dr. Martin Luther King said the 
night before he was killed in 1968: that it might take more 
than one lifetime for us to get to the mountaintop. 

Ben, Jerry, Jeff, and their colleagues made mistakes as 
they built their business, but they never gave up on their 
belief that another world is possible. They found that main-
taining a three-part mission takes constant effort when you 
are surrounded by businesses that focus on profits above 
everything else. To succeed, you must persuade everyone 
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in the organization to buy in and participate in the struggle. 
Because your expectations are higher, what looks like success 
to an outsider might feel like failure. There will always be a 
temptation to take the easy way. You can always get credit, 
pocket the money, and let things slide. That happened at Ben 
& Jerry’s more than once, and there’s no guarantee that it 
won’t happen again. 

What is certain is that the struggle to reconcile profits with 
social justice will never end. The Ben & Jerry’s story shows 
that the struggle can also be fun, when you’re doing it right. 
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