Introduction:


There is compelling evidence that suggests corporations benefit from the implementation of corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices into their operations.  The Business for Social Responsibility (BSR) is a young nonprofit consulting organization which is serving the corporate community’s growing incentive to become savvy in the ways of CSR.  It is the objective of this paper to locate BSR in the contemporary corporate landscape and understand why this organization continues to attract and retain a growing pool of the world’s most influential businesses.  Before theorizing the relationship of BSR to big business, this paper offers a description of BSR and outlines its programs and objectives.  The research used for this report is buttressed by an interview conducted with an employee of BSR’s Membership Department who asked to remain unnamed.  The interview was conducted by phone on April 12, 2000.


For the purpose of this paper, the definition of corporate social responsibility will be that which is offered by BSR:

CSR...refers to business decision-making linked to ethical values, compliance with legal requirements, and respect for people, communities, and the environment....CSR is defined as a operating a business in a manner that meets or exceeds the ethical, legal, commercial and public expectations that society has for business.
 

Business for Social Responsibility:

The Business for Social Responsibility (BSR) is a non-profit consulting entity that seeks to assist businesses of all sects and sizes become more commercially successful through the strategic use of socially responsible business practices.  Founded in 1992, BSR has grown tremendously and currently has over 1,400 companies that are members of, or are affiliated with BSR.  In exchange for a membership fee that is based on companies’ annual revenues, members of BSR gain access to a host of products and services that address a full range of corporate social responsibility (CSR) issues, including community economic development, the environment, ethics, human rights, and the workplace.  Businesses pursue BSR with the expectation that CSR will help them make better informed business decisions, build company loyalty, enhance corporate and brand reputation, and contribute substantially to long term profitability.
   


BSR’s mission is “to be the leading global resource providing members with innovative products and services that help companies be commercially successful in ways that demonstrate respect for ethical values, people, communities and the environment.”  BSR works closely with its sister organization, the BSR Education Fund (BSREF) which is a non-profit charitable organization catering to the broader business community and the general public through research and educational programs about responsible business practices.  BSREF’s Global Business Responsibility Resource Center maintains a constantly updated comprehensive data base on traditional and emerging areas of corporate social responsibility.
 


Business for Social Responsibility and the BSR Education Fund have a combined operating budget of $6 million.  Interestingly, only twenty percent of BSR’s revenues come from member companies.  The remainder is funded by voluntary contributions from member companies, fees for products and services, and grants from corporate and private foundations.  The US Agency for International Development and the US Environmental Protection Agency contribute additional funding.
   


BSR’s member corporation include a diverse range of businesses which vary tremendously in size and industry.  BSR has many smaller businesses which have built a reputation around having a commitment to social responsibility like Stonyfield Farm Yogurt and Tom’s of Maine, as well as enormous corporations which are renowned for  corporate irresponsibility like General Motors, Exxon, and Wal-Mart Stores.  BSR will not take positions on public policy issues, nor will it endorse or oppose specific legislation, referenda or candidates.  This policy is essential for BSR as they do not want to exclude any potential member companies on account of policies they may maintain that may appear to be inconsistent with BSR’s mission.  In fact, BSR takes special interest in disreputable companies as BSR’s services are designed to be highly effective in assisting socially irresponsible corporations.
   


Annual membership fees of BSR are relatively inexpensive.  Companies with less than $100,000 in annual revenues need only pay $150 for a year long membership.  Fees are based on a sliding scale and more elaborate services are available at no additional charge to larger companies that have higher membership rates.  Companies which have an annual revenue which exceeds $20 billion pay the highest rate, but at only $25,000 annually, these companies’ fee is minuscule for the financial level at which they operate.
 


Specifically tailored consulting services are available to member companies at an annual dues level of $4,000 or more (annual revenues of $100 million to $500 million).  This consulting resource is flexible and can be used to address particular issues, needs, or opportunities.  This services is available to members that pay less than $4,000 in annual dues for an additional fee.  Consulting services are recommended for members that wish to bring about substantial changes in specific areas operations.  Examples of projects well-suited to individual consultation include restructuring of elaborate production systems, international employee management, and strategic design of working environments.
 


BSR offers its members companies a wide range of resources designed to assist companies in the process of becoming more socially responsible.  The most fundamental resource BSR provides is simply knowledge and data on issues relating to corporate responsibility.  This information is available to member companies in a variety of different contexts.  The BSR Information Center is available through BSR’s web site and provides up-to-date data on corporate social responsibility issues including the latest information on leadership companies’ policies and practices, standards, metrics, trends, and research.  Additionally, a bimonthly newsletter, The BSR Update gives members an overview of popular leadership practices and emerging trends in the world of corporate responsibility.  The BSR News Monitor buttresses the newsletter by giving members access to a weekly e-mail summary of news items related to corporate responsibility.  Finally, BSR provides members with guidebooks, research papers, and newsletters on relevant CSR issues including summaries of leadership practices and trend analysis on topics such as domestic partner benefits, minority purchasing relationships, philanthropy and supplier environmental guidelines, and country-specific human rights reports.
  



In conjunction with raw information and consulting services, BSR brings member companies together for training opportunities, workshops, and working groups.  These functions are designed not only to provide members with the knowledge and skills to effectively utilize socially responsible practices, but also to allow member companies to network with one another to share CSR experiences and address common challenges.  However, this is only one way BSR encourages networking among its members.  BSR also compiles and offers its members a comprehensive membership directory to encourage members to forge relationships within and across business communities.  Regional networks of BSR members are often established to further strengthen the relationship between the socially responsible businesses in a particular area.  Finally, BSR’s national conference is an ideal networking tool as it brings together representatives from all of member companies for a three-day event which addresses the most current and relevant issues in CSR.
 


An example of the type of project BSR is currently engaged with which aptly represents contemporary CSR is being implemented by the Xerox Corporation.  With BSR’s assistance, Xerox has created the “waster-free products from waste-free factories,” in which emissions and waste of all kinds are minimized or eliminated from its production processes.  In addition to environmental initiatives, Xerox has established the “LifeCycle Assistance Program,” which funds employee work-family in progressive areas which include child care, mortgage assistance, and extended household health care.  Each employee is given a “virtual” $10,000, which they may draw upon anytime during their employment with BSR in $2,000 increments.  In the human rights department, BSR assists corporations including Reebok International establish policies designed to operate factories in developing nations which exceed international human rights legislation.  A third example of BSR’s current initiatives can be seen in the policies being implemented by Natura Cosmeticos, a Brazilian cosmetic corporation.  Natura Cosmeticos has worked with BSR to create partnerships with schools, government organizations, and non-profits to enhance the quality of public education systems in the regions in which it operates.
  While no two members of BSR are involved with identical projects, these examples are illustrative of BSR’s CSR initiatives.


There is mounting evidence which suggests CSR initiatives have wide reaching benefits which positively influence corporate commercial success.  For example, a 1997 study conducted at Boston College found that excellent employee, customer, and community relations are more important than strong shareholder returns in earning corporations a place on Fortune magazine’s annual “Most Admired Company List.”  Another 1997 study conducted by Walker Research found that when price and value are comparable, 76 percent of consumers would switch brands or retailers to a company associated with a good cause.  A third study conducted by DePaul University concluded that companies with a defined corporate commitment to ethical principals attain greater levels of financial success than companies that do not.  There is little evidence to suggest that CSR has any negative impact on corporate earnings.
 


A great deal of BSR’s work is directed at working with Western corporations’ operations in developing world nations.   To accommodate this, BSR operates on a global scale and as part of its services to members, BSR conducts research and training activities designed to assist firms in addressing their global operations.  BSR is part of a growing global network of business organizations focusing on corporate social responsibility and has helped sustain these networks through trainings and workshops that are conducted in Europe, Asia, and Latin America.  BSR’s human right’s division is committed to addressing corporate operations from an international perspective and has great success in assisting American corporations improve their developing world operations.
  


BSR relies heavily on its prestigious board of directors which has representatives from many of the most influential and innovative corporations in the country.  The board is currently chaired by Arnold Hiatt who is also the Chairman of the Stride Rite Foundation and formerly the Chairman of the Stride Rite Corporation.  The twenty board members include top-ranking executives from the Sirius Business Corporation, The Timberland Company, BankBoston, and Ford Motor Company.  The board of directors is largely responsible for determining  BSR’s operations and development.

Analysis:


BSR is a unique nonprofit organization that helps businesses adopt socially responsible business that have become critical to commercial success in the current economic period of post-Fordism.  In response to the heightened competition under globalization, corporations are forced to respond to constant and rapid evolutions in almost every aspect of commerce including production, financing, and technology.  In order to compete in this fast-paced market, corporations have come to rely on sub-contracting and consultants in order to remain competitive.  BSR is a consulting entity that specializes in the production and management of CSR knowledge which has become critical to the financial vitality of competitive corporations.  The influence CSR has on bottom-line objectives of businesses is a function of the financial benefits for corporations that are able to maintain the appearance of a commitment to social responsibility.  The emphasis on the aesthetic value of CSR over the actual social impact of the CSR initiative reflects the existence of the postmodern condition in which images and representations constitute reality.  



One of the fundamental ways in which CSR facilitates commercial success is by discouraging government interference with corporations.  This is advantageous as government regulations of business practices are often inconvenient and unprofitable for corporations, in addition to diminishing their autonomy as corporate actors.
  Therefore, while it portrays itself as an ideologically guided nonprofit organization, in actuality BSR is closely allied with the corporate world and providing a service which is critical for corporations in their quest to accumulate wealth and power in the contemporary socioeconomic market.

*          *          *


In 1914, Henry Ford introduced the now famous five-dollar, eight-hour day for workers on the automated car-assembly line, thereby punctuating the beginning of the economic period of Fordism.  Ford’s modernist vision was for an economy regulated by corporate power in which workers in a democratic world were deeply involved in the endless capitalist system of production and consumption that would forever keep a corporate-dominated economy flourishing.
   Effective systems of mass-production and corporate organizational structures were developed along with this economic philosophy that relied upon the presumed consistent growth in an invariant consumer market.  However, economic organization under Fordism was severely limited by its rigidity which undermined corporations’ capacity to respond to and evolve with a changing market.
   


The recession of 1973 marked an end to the period of “stagflation” in which the market was dominated by a stagnant output of goods and high inflation of prices.  An entirely new period of economic restructuring followed the recession of ‘73 which undermined the Fordist system of production and accumulation.  David Harvey, author of The Condition of Postmodernity, has coined the post-Fordist economy as being the period of “flexible accumulation.”  Defining this new economic era, Harvey writes:

Flexible accumulation...is marked by a direct confrontation with the rigidities of Fordism.  It rests on flexibility with respect to labour processes, labour markets, products, and patterns of consumption.  It is characterized by the emergence of entirely new sectors of production, new ways of providing financial services, new markets and above all, greatly intensified rates of commercial, technological, and organizational innovation.
 

The stability and rigidity under Fordism had been replaced by a fast moving competitive market in which a corporation’s survival is dependent on its ability to respond to the constantly occurring changes in all spheres of the globalized market.


While the ability to collect knowledge about innovations in the business world has always been valuable to corporations, access to knowledge during this period of flexible accumulation is more essential to corporate survival than it was under Fordism.  Elaborating on the this contemporary reality, Harvey writes:

in a world  of quick changing tastes and needs and flexible production systems..., access to the latest technique, the latest product, the latest scientific discovery implies the possibility of seizing an important competitive advantage.  Knowledge itself becomes the key commodity, to be produced and sold to the highest bidder...
 


The inflated value of knowledge under flexible accumulation reflects the degree to which the market has evolved and become more competitive than it was during the relatively stable world of standardized Fordism.


To accommodate the complexities of the fluctuating market, the use of sub-contractors and consulting entities with skills and resources in specific areas of corporate functioning has become vital to corporate success.  The speed at which  business practices are evolving has made it near impossible to adjust corporate functioning in response to market changes without substantial consultation from specialists.  Harvey writes that “sub-contracting certainly had the virtues of bypassing the rigidities of the Fordist system and satisfy[ied] a far greater range of market needs, including quick changing ones.”
  The relatively recent expectation that corporations incorporate corporate social responsibility into their operations is a representative example of the expanding demands of today’s market which create a need for sub-contracting services to allow corporations to remain competitive.


Business for Social Responsibility was established in response to the discovery that CSR helps companies attain heightened commercial success.  While it might be assumed that CSR reflects ideologically superior corporations’ desire to contribute holistically to the communities which support their industry, this is not the case.  Rather, the implementation of CSR has been proven to have a positive impact on business value.  Like any other corporate policy, CSR is almost entirely motivated by financial incentives.  The bottom-line benefits of CSR in conjunction with pressures from customers, suppliers, employees, communities, investors, activist organizations, and other stake holders make CSR a necessity for viable competition in a demanding corporate market.
   BSR was founded in response to the growing demand businesses engage with CSR.


While some bottom-line incentives of CSR are a function of corporate savings resulting from increased efficiency such as that which can be attained through environmentally sound factory production, the vast amount of the value of CSR results from the improved and strengthened image of companies which incorporate CSR.  In Creating the Corporate Soul, Roland Marchand reveals that corporations have historically worked to establish dignified and compassionate corporate reputations.  Describing the intensity of corporations’ desire to create a “corporate soul,” at the turn of the century Marchand writes:  “The quest of large corporations for enhanced social and moral legitimacy went forward with an almost evangelical ardor.”
   It is this commitment to a more holistic corporate image that set the stage for the development of CSR.  


The ability to produce favorable images is remains essential to corporate success in this period of flexible accumulation.  The volatility of consumption and market evolution which define this economic period force consumers to rely increasingly on images to inform their market decisions.   Because of this, corporations’ ability to design and maintain a desirable image is essential.  Elaborating on this distinctively postmodern corporate challenge, David Harvey writes: “Mastering or intervening actively in the production of volatility...entails manipulation of taste and opinion...[through] saturating the market  with imagery as to shape the volatility to particular ends.”
  Corporations use CSR as a technique to construct corporate images that  are characterized by vitality, compassion, and strength.


BSR is essentially a sub-contractor of CSR knowledge and resources available to corporations wishing to enjoy the benefits which can be brought about through the implementation of CSR.  The primary service offered by BSR is access to their various resources which provide continually updated data and knowledge  pertaining to CSR.  BSR epitomizes the type of specialist consultant that Harvey describes as being necessitated by this period of flexible accumulation.  In exchange for the basic membership fee, member companies only receive a subscription to a bimonthly newsletter on CSR, a weekly e-mail summary of the most recent news in CSR, guidebooks on relevant topics in CSR, and data summaries of the most recent research being conducted on CSR issues.
  


In interviewing the director of BSR’s membership department, it became entirely clear that BSR was formed in response to the class-wide corporate need to have an efficient method for attaining knowledge and skills pertaining to CSR.  BSR was founded by Robert Dunn, the former CEO of the Levi Strauss Corporation after he had difficulty implementing CSR strategies in the Levi Strauss Corporation.  Mr. Dunn discovered that there were few resources available to assist him in this project and the notable dearth of CSR resources motivated him to leave Levi Strauss and develop and lead BSR.
 While BSR is a nonprofit, its corporate roots reflects BSR’s alliance with the business community.
  The fact that BSR does not advertise its services and continues to grow exponentially each year further supports the reality that BSR is a much needed service in the corporate world.
 


Throughout the interview with the director of the membership department it became increasingly evident that BSR’s objectives were completely in concert with those of the corporations they serve.  Namely, this objective is to increase corporate profits.  While BSR is a nonprofit organization which in many ways appears to be organized around the desire to reform the ways in which business is conducted around the world, BSR’s interest in the socially productive value of CSR is secondary to its interest in helping member companies boost profits.  When asked what motivates companies to join BSR, the informant explained that member companies are not motivated by an ideological desire to reform corporate operations.  Rather, she commented that:

...members usually join after being pressured from stake holders or consumers to change the way they do business.  A number of have joined after they have received bad press and are looking to better their reputation... Also, as more and more businesses become socially responsible..., companies feel pressure to meet the growing expectations that companies be socially responsible.
   

At no point in the interview did the informant indicate that BSR or its member companies were motivated to participate in CSR by a desire to improve the way business operations affect the world at large.


The emphasis that BSR places on surfaces and reputation was confirmed by the informant when she was asked what constitutes success in a relationship with a member company for BSR.  Without considering the question for more than a second, the informant responded, “For me, success would be if a company is being slammed and has their reputation enhanced.  That’s success.  That tells me our programs are working.”
  Later in the interview, she buttressed her answer to this question, adding that success is also reliant on BSR’s ability to retain members, but her initial response indicated that BSR’s objectives have more to do with advancing the interests of corporations than effective implementation of social responsibility.


Corporations’ fundamental interest in generating capital is to a large degree  dependent on attaining high levels of corporate power through reaching elevated levels of institutional influence over society.  C. Wright Mills discusses the interrelation of institutional power and wealth in The Power Elite.  He states that “to be wealthy, to have power requires access to major institutions, for the institutional positions men occupy determine in large part their chances to have and hold these valued experiences.”
  When applied to a corporate context, Mill’s statement confirms that for corporations to enjoy the ‘valued experience’ of wealth, they must first attain substantial institutional power.


In addition to enhancing member companies images, BSR helps corporations attain higher levels of institutional corporate power by discouraging potentially costly government monitoring and regulation of business practices.  In his book on corporate philanthropy, Jerome Himmelstein asserts that a significant motivation for corporate giving programs is to deemphasize the role of the government.  He states that “big business has a general interest in supporting nonprofit organizations both to reinforce the principle of voluntary association and to provide alternatives to government programs.”
  Whether through supporting nonprofits in a philanthropic context or implementing environmentally reputable practices in factories, corporations have much to gain by conducting themselves in ways that discourage government intervention.


Government involvement in corporate operations infringes upon corporations’ autonomy which is directly related to their capacity to generate capital.  Power hungry corporations appropriately fear that government involvement in big business will work to limit the financial potential of corporate entities.  The Business Roundtable which is a “premier political representative of big business” confirms that corporations are invested in keeping government at bay.
  The issue of government intervention in the corporate world was addressed in a statement made by the Roundtable.  The Roundtable asserted that corporations benefit “from whatever the Roundtable can do to keep the private business sector performing its mission rather than [being] --pounded out of business is a strong word-- inhibited by government regulations...that don’t take into account the cost to the economic system.”
  This statement clearly reflects the business world’s desire to be uninhibited by government intervention. 


BSR is well aware of the advantages of discouraging government involvement in corporate operations and design its programs to help corporations remain unburdened by governmental influence.  The business value of discouraging government involvement is articulated on BSR’s web sight:

Companies that have demonstrated that they are engaging in practices that satisfy and go beyond regulatory compliance requirements are being given less scrutiny and more free reign by both national and local government entities...In many cases such companies are subject to fewer inspections and paperwork, and may be given preference or “fast-track” treatment when applying for operating permits, zoning variances or other forms of government permission.
 

This sentiment was mirrored by the representative of BSR during the interview.  The informant stated that “reduced regulatory oversight is one of the most important objectives for our [BSR’s] members.  When the government isn’t interfering with our members, we’re doing our job”
  It is evident that corporations’ capacity to attain wealth and power is reliant on freedom from government intervention. 


Employees at BSR are ‘doing their job’ every time they help a member company become more commercially successful.  It is interesting to examine BSR’s relationship to its members in conjunction with the original objectives of CSR.  As mentioned earlier in this report, the implementation of CSR policies were motivated largely by pressure applied to corporations by a variety of entities that demanded corporations become more responsible participants in society.  CSR is the manifestation of the business world’s response to these pressures.  However, at some point in the development of CSR, the focus on the virtues of social responsibility and superior corporate citizenship became shadowed by the focus on strategies for using CSR to improve corporate images and increase profits. 


BSR might have been instrumental in catalyzing this transformation.  In theory, the introduction of CSR into traditional business practices is costly, and therefore antithetical to bottom-line objectives.  Environmentally friendly waste-management and factory operations requires more corporate resources than the environmentally unsound alternatives.  Similarly, out-sourcing garment production to developing world sweatshops is more cost efficient than producing them in domestic factories with unionized workers.
   However, BSR has taken the concepts of CSR and shaped them into tools that can be used by the corporate world to advance their primary bottom-line objectives.


Antonio Gramsci’s theories on organic intellectuals works as a theoretical framework through which the process by which CSR was coopted by corporations and transformed into a strategy which works against its original aims can be understood.  In his Prison Notebooks, Gramsci articulates the idea of the organic intellectual, explaining that these thinkers have the capacity to affect political change as they are not affiliated with the dominant class.  Explaining the role of the organic intellectual, Gramsci states that the “organic intellectuals are distinguished less by their profession, which may be any job characteristic of their class, than by their function in directing the ideas and aspirations of the class to which they organically belong.”
  In many respects, BSR is acting as an organic intellectual in the service of furthering the aspirations of the corporate class.  BSR is an organic intellectual which may be subcontracted out by organizations within the corporate class that BSR’s knowledge has been tailored to serve.  


There is tremendous irony in the reality that concepts of corporate social responsibility which were designed to limit the power and autonomy of corporations are now being used for the opposite aims.  Michel Foucault’s analysis of power relations is helpful in understanding how CSR’s original intentions  have been mutated to the extent that they are now being employed to advance corporate power.  The fact that CSR has been coopted by the hegemonic corporate class evidences Foucault’s theory that power exists in capillary forms.  In his work The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, Foucault offers his analysis of decentralized sources of power.  He writes that “power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere.”
   He elaborates on this idea: 

Power must be understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their organization; as the process which through ceaseless struggles and confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or reverses them...and lastly, as the strategies in which they take effect, whose general design or institutional crystallization is embodies in the state apparatus, in the formulation of the law, in the various social hegemonies.
 

The evolution of CSR from a costly undertaking designed to regulate corporate operations to a body of knowledge which is being used by corporations to attain greater levels of power and commercial success supports Foucault’s analysis of power.  While CSR was a concept which originated with the counter-hegemonic objective of reforming corporate operations, through the course of its deployment it was manipulated to serve the dominant corporate class over which it sought to exert power.  

Conclusion:


The success enjoyed by the Business for Social Responsibility is evidence of the vitality of the postmodern condition in which representations constitute reality.  BSR’s ability to assist corporations in their quest to appear socially responsible is facilitating the concrete commercial gains of its member companies.  While BSR is responsible for assisting some of its member companies implement admirable CSR programs, they are helping all of its members appear to be socially responsible.  And it is this appearance --or facade in many cases-- that is responsible for corporations’ capacity to generate wealth and power.  BSR’s expertise in effectively collaborating with its members to create corporate images that reflect a commitment to social responsibility is responsible for buffering corporations from government intervention as well as promoting commercial gains as a result of the establishment of favorable corporate reputations.  While BSR’s initiatives are rooted in innovative ideology designed to control corporations’ use of power, the execution of its CSR initiatives are supporting the continued domination by big business. 
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