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Abstract- By many accounts, the most recent economic recession and subsequent lack-luster recovery has demonstrated that 
corporate social responsibility is in a state of crisis. This crisis represents an opportunity for CSR scholars to play a role in 
restoring long-term economic growth and consumer confidence. In its current state however, CSR may not be in a position to 
facilitate positive change. In an attempt to remain relevant, the field has shifted toward a performance-based agenda that 
demonstrates in practical terms, how CSR can positively affect the financial and strategic performance of the firm.  This 
paper argues that if CSR is to play a central role in helping to create a more equitable balance of power between industry and 
society, it must demonstrate the symbiotic nature of the relationship between these two entities, not just in terms of 
compartmentalized strategic and financial gain for the firm, but also toward maintaining a 'do no harm' imperative. Given the 
evidence that harm done to society is ultimately turned back on the firm, this is not simply a moralistic imperative.  In order 
to affect change, CSR must also create an activist agenda to raise consciousness among the general citizenry toward 
mobilizing, uncovering, and repairing breeches in the implicit social contract between business and society.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
By many accounts, the most recent economic 
recession and subsequent lack-luster recovery has 
been the result of a crisis in social responsibility and a 
failure of the multiple stakeholder model.  While it is 
easy to blame ‘unbridled’ capitalism for the current 
state of the economy, it can be argued that there are 
deeper reasons behind the repeated cycles of 
economic crises that have taken place in recent 
history. Some of those reasons relate to our inability, 
or unwillingness to acknowledge and react to the 
wholly reciprocal, and interconnected nature of 
stakeholder relationships. It is not enough for 
business to maintain beneficent (and by results, 
profitable), relationships with their stakeholders, but 
they must also take great care to avoid harm, given 
that decisions which cause harm eventually turn 
against the firm itself.  
To demonstrate this point, consider the most recent 
housing crisis which began in 2006. While the 
financial sector enjoyed significant profit from 
packaging risky loans and selling them to investors, 
“main street” felt the pain of foreclosures and 
unemployment when subprime borrowers began to 
default on their loans, and small banks were forced to 
write down tens of billions of dollars in losses. By 
September 2008, the oldest and largest banking 
institutions in the U.S. collapsed, necessitating an 
unprecedented government bailout of 700 billion. 
Financial markets descended in a crisis of global 
proportions, which created additional waves of 
foreclosures and joblessness.  
 
This example has shown us that in the age of 
globalization, it is now possible for a few powerful  

actors to put a world economy at risk when they 
engage in reckless business practices. The emergency 
measures we are often forced to take to keep the 
system going (the most recent example being the 
government financial bailouts), diminish 
consequences and dilute memories of ill-conceived 
financial policies and business practices that have 
ignored the interdependent nature of the socio-
industrial relationship. The end result is that we 
maintain a system that repeats the same mistakes, and 
leaves itself open to economic catastrophe. Such 
mistakes often include lack of fore site, or 
consideration for the effects of regulatory practices 
and financial policies on the long-term health of the 
economy, and the inability of the general citizenry to 
uncover and mobilize to confront breeches in the 
implicit social contract it shares with business. 
Academic and economic experts have concluded that 
the broken trust between business and society must be 
repaired if we are to enjoy a long-term recovery. This 
need represents an opportunity for scholars and 
practitioners of corporate social responsibility 
(hereafter referred to as CSR), to play a central role in 
restoring long-term growth and overall confidence in 
the system. By creating knowledge that demonstrates, 
prescribes and predicts ways for industry to consider 
how its decisions support or damage societal 
interests, CSR may be poised to play a central role in 
re-establishing and strengthening a social contract 
that has been broken.  
In its current state however, CSR is not in a position 
to facilitate positive change. Specifically, the 
response from CSR scholars to the most recent 
economic crisis has been minimal at best. At the 
height of the recession, studies in niche areas that 
described ways to use social initiatives to maximize 
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profit were published with little mention of the 
obvious tension between what were considered 
advances in CSR, and the great suffering that resulted 
from ‘profit maximizing’ activities. In fact, in an 
attempt to remain relevant, CSR has shifted toward a 
performance-based research model, which 
demonstrates in practical terms how CSR initiatives 
positively affect the financial and strategic 
performance of the firm. In many cases, financial 
outcomes are framed as the driver of CSR rather than 
the natural long-term outcome of stakeholder-based 
decisions.  In addition, the field has been generally 
uncritical of firms who compartmentalize CSR as just 
another strategy to improve their image, attract 
customers, and increase the bottom line. Campbell 
(2007) notes,  “A firm may do a lot of public service 
work and contribute heavily to charities, but may 
systematically foul the environment, steal from its’ 
employee pension fund, and discriminate against 
women in the work place (pp. 951). 
This paper argues that if CSR is to play a central role 
in creating a more equitable balance of power 
between industry and society, it must explore the 
symbiotic nature of that relationship not just in terms 
of compartmentalized strategic and financial gain for 
the firm, but also with a view toward creating 
sustainable value-added initiatives and by 
maintaining a 'do no harm' imperative.  CSR must 
also create an activist agenda to raise consciousness 
among the general citizenry to mobilize, uncover and 
repair breeches in the implicit social contract that is 
driven by the true interdependent nature of the socio-
industrial relationship. 
 
II. CSR LITERATURE:  PAST AND PRESENT  
 
In the 1900’s, literature on corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) reflected the symbiotic 
perspective by emphasizing industry’s social 
obligation to do no harm. It contained specific ethical 
imperatives that called for business to bear 
responsibility for the effects that their decisions had 
on society at large. In Social Responsibilities of the 
Businessman, Howard Bowen (1953) implored 
corporate leaders to make decisions and to take 
actions that were in line with societal values. He 
defined corporate social responsibility as “…the 
obligations of businessmen to pursue those policies, 
to make those decisions, or to follow those lines of 
action which are desirable in terms of the objectives 
and values of our society (pp. 215).” 
Decades before Bowen laid out the central tenets of 
CSR, J. M. Clark (1930) warned of the potential 
outcomes of not holding business accountable for 
their decisions:  
We are coming to see that our everyday business 
dealings have more far-reaching effects than we have 
ever realized, and that the system of free contract is 
by itself quite inadequate to bring home the 
responsibility for these effects.  We have begun to 

realize the many inappropriate values that are created 
and the many unpaid damages that are inflicted in the 
course of business exchanges (pp. 218).  
 
Although rebuffed by business leaders of their time, 
early twentieth century scholars wrote consistently 
about the over-powering nature of corporate interests 
(i.e., Barnard, 1938; Clark, 1930; Kreps, 1940).  
Clark (1930) warned of what he termed “orthodox” 
economics, which he argued promoted unrestrained 
capitalism. He prescribed an “economics of 
responsibility” (pp. 29), that required business to 
understand and behave according to an implicit 
obligation to safeguard the public against the 
unwieldy power of industry, and to act on behalf of 
the public good.  
During the next several decades, the field continued 
to grow, particularly in the 1960’s within a context of 
anti-capitalist backlash. Growing concerns about the 
power of business led to a series of legislative 
initiatives including the Equal Pay Act (1963), the 
Truth in Lending Act (1969), the Clean Air Act 
(1970), and a host of consumer rights legislation that 
promised to change the face of industry and create a 
more equitable balance of power between business 
and society. In positive response to this backlash, a 
flurry of scholarly work and popular books were 
written on CSR (i.e., Blumberg, 1976; Cohn, 1970; 
Galbraith, 1967; Linowes, 1975).   
Proponents of social responsibility were not without 
their detractors.  In 1962, Milton Friedman declared 
that social responsibility was not a concern of 
industry, “…there is one and only one social 
responsibility of business – to use its resources and 
engage in activities designed to increase its profits so 
long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is 
to say, engages in open and free competition, without 
deception or fraud” (p. 133). 
A water-shed moment occurred in 1970 when the 
Center for Economic Development published a report 
entitled “Social Responsibilities of Business 
Corporations,” which described a rationale that 
aligned CSR with stockholder interest, called the 
“enlightened self-interest” perspective, which held 
that the concerns of business and society are not 
mutually exclusive, but in fact are reciprocally 
beneficial. The authors argued that because most 
stockholders own shares in many different 
companies, their interests are focused not just on 
quarterly returns, but on how corporate actions 
affected the economic environment as a whole. Davis 
(1973) supported enlightened self-interest, but argued 
the negative side of the reciprocal relationship by 
describing the economic dangers of corporate 
irresponsibility. A disregard for community, he 
argued, could result in business essentially turning on 
itself.  Others continued to write about enlightened 
self-interest as a way to reconcile competing 
economic and social concerns (i.e., Fitch 1976; Keim, 
1978; Moyer, 1974). 
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By the mid 1970’s many prescriptive studies emerged 
that described practical ways to implement CSR (i.e., 
Ackerman, 1973; Fitch 1976; Murray 1976).  
Although the applied approach was a welcome 
addition to the field, the looming problem was that 
CSR still lacked a basic theoretical framework.  
Carroll (1979) addressed this problem by proposing a 
three dimensional model of CSR which included 
social responsibility, social responsiveness and social 
issues. One of the most important contributions of 
this article was that business and society were not 
represented separately in the model, but were 
integrated within one economic, legal, and ethical 
environment (Min-Dong & Lee, 2008).  Freeman 
(1984) extended this model by developing the now 
well-known multiple stakeholder model of the 
corporation. His article was significant in that it was 
the first time that customers, employee and 
community interests were considered equal to 
stockholders when it came to the survival of the 
corporation.   
Both Freeman and Caroll’s notion of an integrated 
model of corporate responsibility was abandoned 
during the 1980’s in favor of a more strategically 
placed version of corporate social responsibility.  
This shift occurred because of criticism based on the 
perceived lack of measurable outcomes, and growing 
pressure from business to justify the ‘usefulness’ of a 
CSR agenda (Wood and Jones, 1995).  In response to 
this problem, performance-based studies began to 
emerge that highlighted specific attributes and types 
of CSR activities that maximized the chances these 
efforts would contribute to the bottom line (i.e., 
reducing pollution, contributing to the community, or 
improving employment conditions) (Siegal and 
Vitaliano, 2007).   
This new approach, had many descriptors including 
“strategic philanthropy, ”  “cause-related marketing,  
and “community partering” (Kanter 1999; Porter and 
Kramer, 2002). These performance-based studies 
focused specifically on the quickest and most direct 
means to use CSR to increase profit, sales, exposure 
to potential customers, and employee retention.  
In addition, related research that examined strategic 
philanthropy employed CSR as a predictor of 
financial and strategic outcomes for the firm (i.e., 
Brancato, 1995; Gray 2000; McWilliams et al 2006; 
Paine 2003), instead of regressing CSR on 
stakeholder benefits as a mediating variable with 
increased profit as an outcome over the long term. 
The danger of this approach was that it promoted an 
end run around social developments that could take a 
considerable amount of time to build and generate 
profit, because they were not seen as valuable in the 
short term.   
The other concern related to strategic philanthropy 
was that it often amounted to a series of public 
relations initiatives that could be used only as tools 
for enhancing the bottom line (Hockerts, 2008).  Take 
for example well-known companies like Bank of 

America, which consistently ranks among the top 
corporate givers, while simultaneously refusing to 
provide healthcare benefits for its employees and 
implementing massive layoffs despite receiving 
billions in bailout funds by the federal government.  
Also consider the widespread employee 
‘empowerment’ programs Nike has established for its 
workers in China, which occurred that the same time 
the company was secretly planning to move 
operations to Indonesia because of the increasing 
costs of Chinese labor.  
 
The Sociocultural Context of the Performance-
Based Model 
During the early part of this century, voluntary 
compliance with decisions that would create social 
good was considered morally correct, and good 
business for the long term.  If morality or economics 
didn’t provide enough prompting for businesses to 
comply, the motivation to avoid government 
intervention, and scolding from competing societal 
interests including the press, religious organizations, 
the academy, and citizens’ groups would play enough 
of a policing role (Deetz, 2001).  By the 1980’s, 
however, industrial interests began to consistently 
supplant societal concerns, creating what former 
Secretary of Labor, Robert Reich called a ‘purer form 
of capitalism’ which caused most organizations to 
“shed affiliations with people and place (p. 77).” 
As government, family and community became more 
willing to serve industrial interests, rather than 
question them, the idea of social responsibility played 
a diminished role in corporate decision-making, 
creating what Deetz (2001) called a new type of ‘self-
centered manager,’ who could “thrive in a complex, 
interdependent and fast-changing environment which 
makes the prediction of consequences for decisions as 
well as the fixing of blame virtually impossible (p. 
3).” 
Known as the decade of the corporate merger, the 
1980’s also brought with it huge faceless corporations 
that were widely removed from customers and 
constituent communities. At this time, executive 
salaries began to skyrocket. By 2005, the salary of an 
average CEO was 262 times that of an average 
worker (Michel, Bernstein and Sherholz, 2008). U.S. 
corporations began cutting employee “overhead” by 
implementing massive layoffs, moving operations 
overseas, replacing workers with computers, and 
hiring women and immigrants at lower wages. While 
technological advances allowed individual workers to 
be at their most productive in modern history, their 
wages remained stagnant (Wolfe, 2009). 
Corporations dazzled stockholders with short-term 
financial results without concern for how layoffs and 
other cost-cutting measures affected employees and 
their communities. Financial managers were singly 
focused on producing quarterly returns for their 
clients, rather than on the intrinsic value of the 
corporation. 
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By 2003, economists and officials in Washington 
began to show concern about hyper-financial business 
practices. They worried that companies no longer 
seemed to care about creating long-term sustainable 
value, which would translate into staying power for 
the firm, its employees, the community, and the local 
economy.  In 2003, former U.S. Securities and 
Exchange Commission (SEC) Chairman William H. 
Donaldson urged business leaders to move away from 
the “earnings per share” approach. In 2005, a joint 
symposium of the Center for Financial Marketing 
Integrity and the Business Roundtable Institute for 
Corporate Ethics concluded the following: “An 
obsession with meeting short-term expectations of 
varying constituencies too often hinders corporate 
managers and all types of investors from focusing on 
long-term value creation. The causes of this short-
term fixation are multifaceted, which necessitates 
reforms that involve many stakeholders…” (pp. 3).  
A report published by the Aspen Institute, a nonprofit 
organization for societal reform, also issued 
warnings:  

...fund managers with a primary focus on 
short-term trading gains have little reason to 
care about long-term corporate performance 
or externalities, and so are unlikely to 
exercise a positive role in promoting 
corporate policies, including appropriate 
proxy voting and corporate governance 
policies that are beneficial and sustainable in 
the long-term. Risk-taking is an essential 
underpinning of our capitalist system, but 
the consequences to the corporation, and the 
economy, of high-risk strategies designed 
exclusively to produce high returns in the 
short-run is evident in recent market failures 
(2005,  pp. 2). 
 

Even before the most recent economic crisis was fully 
realized, economists, academics and government 
officials were making recommendations on how to 
address the problems. They concluded that a new era 
of accountability is required in order to prevent a 
future financial disaster. Among the 
recommendations were that corporations take a long 
view, focus on core competencies, invest in 
employees and the community, and create a 
transparent relationship between business and society. 
In addition, it was recommended that CEO pay be 
tied to long-term performance, investment in training 
and research, satisfaction of multiple stakeholders, 
and other extra-financial indicators of performance. 
 
Reclaiming Responsibility:  A Modified Agenda 
for CSR Research 
The shift toward a performance-based model of CSR 
has created significant ambiguity around the concept, 
and a departure from the symbiotic perspective that 
originally defined the field when it was developed in 
the early part of the 20th century, and later evolved 

into the multiple stakeholder approach during the 
1970’s.  If CSR research and practice is to play a role 
in creating sustainable long-term economic growth, a 
fundamental shift back to a mutual-dependence 
model is necessary. Such a model would explore 
sustainable programmed social activities to produce 
mutual gain. It would also examine the ‘do no harm’ 
imperative, and mobilize stakeholders to hold 
business accountable for maintaining a viable and 
prosperous economy. In addition, an interdependent 
CSR research agenda would examine the outcomes of 
business and stakeholder actions to determine and 
predict the mutual effects both in the short and long 
term.  
One of the main tenets of a renewed CSR agenda 
must be the imperative to ‘do no harm.’ Campbell 
(2007) defines ‘do no harm’ as not intentionally 
doing anything that can damage stakeholders, and if 
that harm does occur, intentional or otherwise, a 
company must rectify the harm when it is discovered. 
This “minimum behavioral standard” (hereafter 
referred to as MBS), is often dismissed by business 
and the academy as trite, moralistic and impractical. 
However, as the most recent economic crisis has 
demonstrated, recent failures of corporations to 
comply with this standard has had profound, long-
lasting, and reciprocal effects on financial and 
societal interests. Campbell (2007) argues that the 
CSR literature has ignored the symbiotic nature of the 
social-industrial relationship and the necessity of a 
do-no-harm perspective in its most basic form: 

“…we can array examples of socially 
responsible corporate behavior along a 
continuum ranging from minimally 
responsible behavior, as I have defined it, to 
increasingly more responsible behaviors as 
others have defined them. Granted, it might 
be difficult for everyone to agree on which 
specific instances of corporate social 
responsibility fit where along this 
continuum. But the point is that virtually all 
of the literature on corporate social 
responsibility has neglected the minimum 
end of the continuum, focusing instead on 
behaviors located toward the other end.  This 
is both surprising and important given the 
fact that some firms may score quite high on 
corporate social responsibility by 
conventional definitions but very low by my 
definition” (2007, pp. 951).  

 
A research agenda that takes up MBS as a unifying 
definition, and explores viable areas of research and 
practice are necessary. This agenda would address 
several questions related to the investigation and 
implementation of the MBS standard. These include 
ways to develop a multidimensional framework for 
MBS, while exploring a ‘harm continuum,’ and 
differences in cultural interpretations of MBS.  In 
addition, a viable model for analyzing business 
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decisions to determine and or predict possible harm 
and ways that harm can be rectified is necessary, 
along with those conditions that best enable MBS. 
Also, role of institutions, government, industry 
groups, non-governmental organizations, and the 
educational system in enabling MBS should be 
examined along with an operational level view of 
MBS across the supply chain.  
If CSR scholars are to adopt a reciprocal interest 
framework, they must redouble efforts to restore an 
authentic, living version of the multiple stakeholder 
model by providing all stakeholders with the tools to 
act, and to facilitate actions that create benefit and 
limit harm. When individuals learn how to make their 
interests and opinions known, they will be able to 
challenge social mores that favor passive acceptance 
of the status quo, and will have the opportunity to 
“try on” new and more active roles that allow them to 
develop consciousness around imbalances in the 
stakeholder model that inevitably occur. In this 
regard, CSR has done little to provide practical 
discursive tools for re-balancing power between and 
among societal, financial, industrial, and 
governmental interests. In addressing this gap, it is 
necessary to discover and prescribe theory-based 
interventions that can help all stakeholders critically 
evaluate the system and provide instruction on how 
the citizenry can address constraints in the system, to 
rebuild trust.  Private citizens must be provided with 
models of how to best capitalize on opportunities to 
maintain the symbiotic imperative and establish 
concrete mechanisms for uncovering and addressing 
decisions and actions that disturb the balance of 
power among stakeholders.  An activist CSR agenda 
would also prescribe courses of action that would 
dictate a clear set of objectives for those agents who 
carry them out, and would explore ways for 
individuals to put pressure on those who oppose their 
effort toward change.  
 
III. CONCLUSION 
 
A CSR research agenda that replaces profit 
maximization as the driver of social innovation, while 
exploring the interdependent nature of the multiple 
stakeholder relationship and the vast prosperity that 
can be gained by creating a more equitable balance of 
stakeholder interests must be established if CSR is to 
play a sustained role in economic recovery.  In 
establishing this agenda, we will be required to 
examine unfamiliar business models and make 
significant shifts in our thinking. What we value as a 
society, as well as the taken-for-granted constructs we 
have used for decades to describe what is valuable, 
will have to be redefined.  We will have to learn to 
ask questions about aspects of our economy and our 
world that we have long considered self-evident. 
What is our definition of a successful company? 
What are we willing to sacrifice for the long term? 
What does it mean to add value beyond a companies’ 

earnings report?  How do we reward corporate 
leaders? How can we bring the relationship between 
business and society back into balance? Simply put, 
corporations and society cannot continue to sustain 
each other until the symbiotic nature of their 
relationship is acknowledged, studied and supported 
by all of its stakeholders. It is no longer enough for 
academics to sit on the sidelines. This research 
agenda is active in nature given that it calls for both 
significant shifts in power and for creating a system 
that allows for power itself to be consistently 
renegotiated.  Given the current state of the economy 
and the interconnected nature of the global 
marketplace, the need to take up this agenda is 
particularly pressing. 
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