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Corporate responsibility for 
economic inequality

in february 2010 ,  the world 
Business Council for Sustainable Devel-
opment (WBCSD) launched its Vision 
2050 report at the World CEO Forum in In-
dia.1 The report was compiled by 29 lead-
ing global companies seeking to lay out a 
sustainable pathway to ensure the well-
being of a global population of 9 billion 
people so that, by the year 2050, all will 
enjoy health, food, shelter, energy, mobil-
ity, education and other basics of life. The 
focus on how to shape the world for the 
benefit of all and how to bring it into real-
ity marks a shift in the field of corporate 
responsibility. Rather than being reactive 
to pressures from various stakeholders 

 1 WBCSD, ‘Vision 2050 Lays a Pathway to 
Sustainable Living Within Planet’ (WBCSD, 
2010; www.wbcsd.org/Plugins/DocSearch/
details.asp?DocTypeId=33&ObjectId=Mzc0M
DE).

and managing an organisation’s internal 
or value chain relations in more respon-
sible ways, this represents a broadening 
of the role of business in contributing to 
issues of public interest. This embrace 
of societal leadership was chronicled in 
The Corporate Responsibility Movement, 
published in 2009.2 Such a shift poses 
a range of novel challenges for globally 
responsible leadership. In particular, how 
equipped is the private sector to support 
its leaders to appreciate the wide scope of 
human interests, and whether the visions 
and action plans will be limited through 
commercial interests? If that is the case, 

 2 J. Bendell, The Corporate Responsibility Move-
ment: Five Years of Global Corporate Respon-
sibility Analysis from Lifeworth, 2001–2005 
(Sheffield, UK: Greenleaf Publishing, 
2009; www.greenleaf-publishing.com/
productdetail.kmod?productid=2767). 
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then stakeholder dialogue, and certain 
universal principles, will become a more 
important factor to bear in mind when it 
comes to the practice and discourse relat-
ing to corporate responsibility.
 At the launch of the report, the WBCSD’s 
president Mr Björn Stigson announced 
optimistically that

The world already [had] the knowl-
edge, science, technologies, skills and 
financial resources needed to achieve 
Vision 2050. However, concerted glo-
bal action in the next decade will be 
required to bring these capabilities 
and resources together, putting the 
world on the path to sustainability.3

The solution was defined as one of techni-
cal capacity and the barrier to its effective-
ness seen as a lack of collective action to 
mobilise such capacities for sustainability. 
Other organisations have identified quite 
different challenges for the achievement 
of a good society. For instance, many de-
velopment agencies, including the UN 
Development Programme, previously 
identified power differentials as central 
to the ills of the world, and thus a lack of 
accountability of key decision-makers and 
institutions to those that are affected by 
their actions.4 An unavoidable question 
faced by anyone looking at the future of 
humanity is whether everyone can thrive 

 3 WBCSD, op. cit.
 4 J. Bendell, Debating NGO Accountability 

(Geneva: UN Non-governmental Liaison 
Service, 2006; www.un-ngls.org/spip.
php?article945). 

within ecological limits, if the current lev-
els of economic inequality between na-
tions and within them are to continue. 
Clearly, as recognised by the UN Environ-
ment Programme, a certain amount of re-
distribution of resource consumption will 
be required to achieve globally sustainable 
levels of consumption.5

 The environmental challenge therefore 
means a new focus on wealth redistribu-
tion is required, although this was not ex-
plored in the WBCSD Vision 2050 report.6 
Highlighting the challenge was a Febru-
ary 2010 article from the NGO ‘Share the 
World’s Resources’. As the author, Mr Jus-
tin Frewen explains,

It is simply not possible to effectively 
tackle poverty by relying solely on 
improving economic performance. 
The problem of socio-economic in-
equality has to be openly recognised 
and tackled. Failure to adopt such an 
approach will result in the gains from 
economic development flowing into 
the coffers of the wealthier sections 
of the population, leaving the poor as 
badly off as ever.7

 The Oxford Handbook of Economic In-
equality defines economic inequality as 
the disparity in the distribution of income 
and assets and its effect on constraining 
or creating the opportunities for people 
to live the lives they want to live.8 The 
term describes inequality not only among 

 5 UNEP, ‘Green Jobs: Towards Decent Work 
in a Sustainable, Low-Carbon World’; www.
unep.org/labour_environment/PDFs/
Greenjobs/UNEPGreenJobs-E-Bookp275-293
-Part3section1.pdf.

 6 WBCSD, ‘Vision 2050: The New Agenda for 
Business’ (WBCSD, 2010). Only in graph 3.4 
‘Reconsidering success and progress’, p. 18, 
is inequality mentioned as having a potential 
negative impact on living conditions.

 7 Justin Frewen, ‘The “Old” Evils of Poverty, 
Hunger and Inequality’, Share The World’s 
Resources, 12 February 2010; www.stwr.org/
poverty-inequality/the-old-evils-of-poverty-
hunger-and-inequality.html. 

 8  W. Salverda, B. Nolvan and T.M. Smeeding, 
Economic Inequality (New York: Oxford  
University Press, 2009; books.google.fr/boo
ks?hl=fr&lr=&id=dFQ4puHrXM4C&oi=fnd
&pg=PT12&dq=The+Oxford+Handbook+of+
Economic+Inequality&ots=7wNsqHGXrJ&si

björn stigson of the wbcsd: concerted 
global action is required

http://www.un-ngls.org/spip.php?article945
http://www.un-ngls.org/spip.php?article945
http://www.unep.org/labour_environment/PDFs/Greenjobs/UNEPGreenJobs-E-Bookp275-293-Part3section1.pdf
http://www.unep.org/labour_environment/PDFs/Greenjobs/UNEPGreenJobs-E-Bookp275-293-Part3section1.pdf
http://www.unep.org/labour_environment/PDFs/Greenjobs/UNEPGreenJobs-E-Bookp275-293-Part3section1.pdf
http://www.unep.org/labour_environment/PDFs/Greenjobs/UNEPGreenJobs-E-Bookp275-293-Part3section1.pdf
http://www.stwr.org/poverty-inequality/the-old-evils-of-poverty-hunger-and-inequality.html
http://www.stwr.org/poverty-inequality/the-old-evils-of-poverty-hunger-and-inequality.html
http://www.stwr.org/poverty-inequality/the-old-evils-of-poverty-hunger-and-inequality.html
http://books.google.fr/books?hl=fr&lr=&id=dFQ4puHrXM4C&oi=fnd&pg=PT12&dq=The+Oxford+Handbook+of+Economic+Inequality&ots=7wNsqHGXrJ&sig=6Bwstn93wPawYsYw6OZf9FSt7GE#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.fr/books?hl=fr&lr=&id=dFQ4puHrXM4C&oi=fnd&pg=PT12&dq=The+Oxford+Handbook+of+Economic+Inequality&ots=7wNsqHGXrJ&sig=6Bwstn93wPawYsYw6OZf9FSt7GE#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.fr/books?hl=fr&lr=&id=dFQ4puHrXM4C&oi=fnd&pg=PT12&dq=The+Oxford+Handbook+of+Economic+Inequality&ots=7wNsqHGXrJ&sig=6Bwstn93wPawYsYw6OZf9FSt7GE#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.fr/books?hl=fr&lr=&id=dFQ4puHrXM4C&oi=fnd&pg=PT12&dq=The+Oxford+Handbook+of+Economic+Inequality&ots=7wNsqHGXrJ&sig=6Bwstn93wPawYsYw6OZf9FSt7GE#v=onepage&q&f=false


JCC 38 Summer 2010 © Greenleaf Publishing 2010 9

january–march 2010

individuals and groups within society but 
also geographical regions and nations.
 Statistics indicate that it is on the in-
crease worldwide. According to Richard 
Wilkinson, a social researcher on inequal-
ities, and Professor Kate Pickett of the 
University of York and co-authors of the 
book The Spirit Level, UK and US income 
inequality has increased nearly 40% for 
the period 1979–2006 and 1975–2005 
respectively.9 In regards to wealth, the US 
non-governmental organisation (NGO) 
Inequality.org cited research from the 
Economic Policy Institute that the wealth 
of the richest 1% of US households was 
125 times greater than the typical house-
hold in 1962 but, by 2004, it was 190 
times. Furthermore, the same 1% owned 
34.3% of the nation’s private wealth.10 So, 
despite the equalising effect that the eco-
nomic crisis has had on an international 
level, inequalities are increasing within 
countries.
 Supporting this trend was the Wall 
Street Journal’s ‘Wealth Report’, which in-
dicated that, in 2009, the number of US 
households with a net worth of more than 
a $1 million (not including their primary 
residence) jumped by 16%, and ultra-high-
net-worth households with assets greater 

g=6Bwstn93wPawYsYw6OZf9FSt7GE#v=on
epage&q&f=false): 3-9.

 9  The Equality Trust, ‘The Spirit Level Slides’; 
www.slideshare.net/equalitytrust/the-
spirit-level-slides-from-the-equality-trust. 
See also: Tom Clark, ‘Inequality: Mother of 
All Evils’, The Guardian, 13 March 2009; 
image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Guardian/
documents/2009/03/13/inequality.pdf.

10  Inequality.org, ‘By the Numbers’; www.
demos.org/inequality/numbers.cfm.

than $5 million increased by 17%. Con-
sidering the implications of future cuts in 
public spending and rises in taxation due 
to the high unemployment and a govern-
ment needing to service a huge budget 
deficit, the economically poor are unlikely 
to be participants in this trend—as Rob-
ert Frank states in the report ‘Capital has 
recovered. Labor hasn’t.’11 In addition, in 
February 2010 in the UK, another country 
hit hard by the financial crisis, a National 
Equity Panel report showed that economic 
inequalities appear intractable, persisting 
from generation to generation.12

 Recognising the challenge of the in-
creasing concentration of wealth, Chinese 
Premier Mr Wen Jiabao announced at the 
start of China’s annual parliamentary ses-
sion in March that it will be a priority to 
develop new policy that reduces the gap 
between rich and poor in light of China’s 
forecasted growth. He said,

We will not only make the ‘pie’ of 
social wealth bigger by developing 
the economy, but also distribute it 
well  .  .  .  [We will] resolutely reverse 
the widening income gap.13

 Economic inequality is therefore set to 
become a more important issue for busi-
nesses. Although the Vision 2050 report 
from the WBCSD acknowledged social 
issues in its vision of a sustainable world, 
by not examining inequality it left a key 
issue sidelined.14 How might business 
executives and others in the corporate 
responsibility field respond to growing 
levels of economic inequality, and rising 

11 Robert Frank, ‘US Millionaire Tally 
Soared 16% in ’09’, 9 March 2010; 
blogs.wsj.com/wealth/2010/03/09/us-
millionaire-population-soared-16-in-2009
/?mod=rss_WSJBlog.

12 National Equality Panel, ‘An Anatomy of In-
equality in the UK’ (2010). 

13  Michael Bristow, ‘China “must reduce 
rich–poor gap”—Premier Wen’, BBC News, 
5 March 2010; news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-
pacific/8550930.stm.

14 Colin David Butler, ‘Inequality and Sustain-
ability’ (PhD, The Australian National Uni-
versity, 2002; thesis.anu.edu.au/uploads/
approved/adt-ANU20030324.171924/
public/02whole.pdf).

richard wilkinson (left) and kate pickett, 
authors of the spirit level
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public concern with it? Some see this is 
as public relations issue. In January 2010, 
Lifeworth Consulting launched its 2009 
review of corporate responsibility entitled 
Capitalism in Question, which examined a 
range of new books written by business 
leaders that seek to defend capitalism as 
the best economic system for collective 
well-being.15 One of the main defences 
against criticisms of economic inequality 
is that it is a necessary dimension to a 
capitalist system, as it is the outcome of 
incentives for work and innovation. How-
ever, such an argument will find it difficult 
to justify when considering the intergen-
erational persistence of inequality, which 
suggests economic reward is not based on 
merit, and is thus not a motivating factor 
for work and innovation. In addition, it 
raises questions of fairness that are un-
likely to be won or provide the grounds 
for useful initiative. Rather, the first step 
to any decent engagement with this issue 
is to understand the problem better—the 
impact of economic inequality on society 
as a whole, and the potential impacts on 
business success.
 One aspect of the problem of economic 
inequality is that it is both a result and 
driver of other forms of inequality in so-
ciety.16 Current discourse on inequality is 
usually linked to the treatment of individ-
uals as it relates to gender, race, religion, 
ethnicity, age, or sexual orientation, which 
can translate into less economic oppor-
tunity and security, thus maintaining a 
cycle of economic inequality. Therefore, 
if one is concerned with such inequali-
ties, it follows that economic inequalities 
need to be addressed. However, econom-
ic inequality is an issue in and of itself, 
aside from how it relates to other social 
divisions. One mistaken assumption is 
that the only problem with economic in-
equality per se is the existence of poverty. 

15  Lifeworth Consulting, ‘Capitalism in Ques-
tion’, January 2010; www.lifeworth.com/
capitalisminquestion.pdf.

16 P. Utting and J.C. Marques (eds.), Corporate 
Social Responsibility and Regulatory Govern-
ance: Towards Inclusive Development? (Pal-
grave, 2009). 

The extension of this assumption is that 
working on poverty reduction will resolve 
economic inequality—a mistaken suppo-
sition because the impact of any activ-
ity on economic inequality depends on 
the relative distribution of revenues from 
that activity. If staff and shareholders gain 
relatively more than those in poverty, then 
economic inequality is not reduced. Pov-
erty is a persistent concern and companies 
are important to poverty reduction, with 
more becoming active in this area in a 
conscious way, rather than contributing 
simply as a by-product of their success.17 
Such a focus is not only important for 
the reduction of poverty, but for social 
and environmental reasons, as economic 
inequality is also a driver for the various 
dimensions of social inequality and also 
environmental destruction.
 Research shows that the more unequal 
a society, the less peaceful, happy and 
healthy it is. Societies are less peaceful 
because crime rates rise amid inequality. 
They are less happy because there is more 
dissatisfaction among the economically 
poor, and more fear and alienation among 
the rich. This may feed through to quality 
of life, and thus the more unequal the so-
ciety, the more ill health there is.18 These 
dimensions were highlighted in the 2005 
UN report ‘The Inequality Predicament’, 
which explained that general social cohe-
sion and citizen well-being are negatively 
impacted by high rates of inequality.19 A 
January 2010 Newsweek article entitled 
‘The Recession Generation’ confirmed 
this finding. Senior editor for interna-
tional business and economics coverage, 
Rana Foroohar, while commenting on 
the consequences of the growing divide 

17 J. Bendell, ‘Making Business Work for Devel-
opment’ (Insights 54; ID21; UK: Institute of 
Development Studies, 2005).

18  See footnote 9.
19 International Labour Organisation, ‘The 

Inequality Predicament: Report on the World 
Social Situation 2005—United Nations’ 
(ILO, 2005; www.ilo.org/public/english/re-
gion/ampro/cinterfor/news/inf_05.htm). See 
also R. Wilkinson and K. Pickett, The Spirit 
Level: Why Greater Equality Makes Societies 
Stronger (London: Bloomsbury Press, 2009).
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between the fortunes of big American 
firms and the average American worker, 
reported that the

.  .  .  division between capital and 
labor and the permanently high 
unemployment that it seems to en-
courage not only depresses wages, 
it depresses people; a large body of 
research shows they tend to withdraw 
from their communities and socie-
ties after being laid off  .  .  .  Parental 
unemployment has huge negative 
consequences for children, making 
them more likely to fall behind in 
school, repeat grades, and exhibit 
anxiety disorders.20

 Research also shows that the environ-
ment suffers in more unequal societies. 
That is because, on the one hand, eco-
nomically desperate people are not able 
to think of the future, and may have to 
degrade their environment in order to 
survive, and thus be forced to over-exploit 
their lands or seas. On the other hand, 
extremely wealthy people can be profligate 
in their use of resources, either as a matter 
of habit or taste or because of a concern 
for protecting themselves and their wealth 
from others.21 Given these connections, 

20  R. Foroohar, ‘The Recession Generation’, 
Newsweek, 9 January 2010; www.news-
week.com/id/229959. See also B. Judson, 
‘New Income Inequality Data: Surprising 
and Frightening’, 29 September 2009; 
bx.businessweek.com/income-inequality/vie
w?url=http%3A%2F%2Fitcouldhappenhere.
com%2Fblog%2Ffrightening%2F.

21  James K. Boyce, ‘Inequality as a Cause of 
Environmental Degradation’, Ecological Eco-
nomics 11 (1994); also available at: www.peri.
umass.edu/fileadmin/pdf/published_study/
PS1.pdf.

even people with a narrow understand-
ing of sustainability as an environmental 
challenge would still need to address in-
equality for such reasons. The inequali-
ty–environment nexus is increased with 
attempts to cut carbon emissions, as this 
inevitably raises the costs of products and 
services that require energy from carbon 
fuels. Unless climate-related policies ad-
dress economic inequalities at the same 
time, they are unlikely to be socially just 
or politically sustainable.22

 Once a deeper understanding of in-
equality is attained, it is important to 
understand how business relates to eco-
nomic inequality through the way it is 
owned and governed. The relationship 
between dominant models of business 
ownership and the distribution of wealth 
in a given system is poorly understood. 
One study calls it ‘a major challenge for fu-
ture research.’23 The logic of profit, as the 
extraction and distribution of a surplus 
from an economic activity to specific ben-
eficiaries, such as shareholders, suggests 
that certain private forms of ownership 
are net centralisers of wealth. Research 
chronicled in ‘Capitalism in Question’ 
even found that stock markets have been 
extracting wealth from companies more 
than they have been capitalising them 
over the past decade.24 Therefore, al-
though corporations may be involved in 
raising the incomes of the poor, if not 
owned by the poor themselves, as in the 
case of the Grameen Bank, they are add-
ing to economic inequality through their 
activities. Poverty may be reduced in the 
short term, but the problems of growing 
inequality remain. Economic inequality is 
clearly a difficult issue for most executives 
in privately held or publicly traded corpo-
rations to engage in: so how do they?

22 This is discussed in some depth in the cli-
mate policy section of ‘Capitalism in Ques-
tion’ (see footnote 15).

23 E. Perotti and E.L. von Thadden, ‘Corporate 
Governance and the Distribution of Wealth: 
A Political Economy Perspective’, Journal of 
Institutional and Theoretical Economics 162.1 
(2006): 217.

24 Lifeworth Consulting, op. cit.

newsweek’s rana foroohar: permanently 
high unemployment not only depresses 
wages, it depresses people
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 For this issue of the Journal of Corporate 
Citizenship, Lifeworth Consulting analysed 
the world’s best corporate responsibility 
reports: 271 reports classified as A+ by 
the Global Reporting Initiative in 2009, 
of which 267 were able to be searched 
from online sources, were analysed for 
any mention of the term ‘inequality’, in 
the appropriate languages.25 The reports 
that mentioned inequality were reviewed 
to determine how the organisation under-
stood the issue, and how they addressed 
it. Dozens of reports mentioned poverty, 
but only 15 mentioned inequality: namely 
those of Abeinsa, Befesa, Banco Bradesco, 
Caja de Burgos, Caja Navarres, Compan-
hia Paulista de Força e Luz Energia (CPFL 
Energia), Environmental Management 
Corporation (EMC), Garrigues, Larsen & 
Toubro, NovoNordisk, Obrascon-Huarte-
Lain (OHL), Otto Group, Telefonica S.A., 
The Co-operative Group and United 
Microelectronics Corporation (UMC). 
Seven of these companies mention in-
equality only in terms of gender, or age, or 
ethnicity, or other non-economic group-
ings or identities. Eight of the companies 
do mention the problem of inequality in 
general socio-economic terms, and their 
initiatives for addressing it. These compa-
nies are Abeinsa, Banco Bradesco, Caja de 
Burgos, Caja Navarres, Larsen & Toubro, 
Otto Group, Telefónica S.A., and The Co-
operative Group. According to Lifeworth’s 
findings, only 3% of the world’s best cor-
porate responsibility reports that were 
able to be searched online, mentioned 
the problem of economic inequality as an 
issue to address, with none explaining the 
specific problems of economic inequality, 
in terms of its impacts on well-being, se-
curity and the environment.
 How do these few companies address 
economic inequality? In most cases 
through philanthropic activity, rather 
than core business. Banco Bradesco pro-
motes staff volunteering to help targeted 

25 The search terms were: equality, inequality, 
ungleichheit, igualdad, desigualdad, imparidad, 
disparit, igualdade, desigualdade, uguaglianza, 
disuguaglianza, ineguaglianza and the He-
brew for ‘equality’ and ‘inequality’.

groups.26 The Otto Group mentions its 
initiative to promote trade with economi-
cally disadvantaged cotton producers.27 
Caja de Burgos and Larsen & Toubro pro-
mote skills development and education 
among target groups.28 The latter of these 
is the only company to make it clear that 
economic equality is a problem in soci-
ety, although it does not explain why. The 
Larsen & Toubro report reads:

India is a constellation of cities, 
towns and villages categorised by 
isolated and uneven growth. This 
growing divide between the rich and 
poor economies has serious social 
implications for the country. It is 
imperative that India aims for in-
clusive growth. On our part, we are 
leveraging our countrywide presence 
and capabilities to reduce disparities 
through specific interventions in ed-
ucation and healthcare. Our regular 
and close interactions with the local 
community members have enabled 
us to identify their pressing needs 
and we have strategically aligned 
our interests with those of the com-
munity. We view skill building and 
training as the most potent means 
of empowerment. Our ‘Construction 
Skills Training Institutes’ provide the 
unemployed rural workforce access 
to certified training and thereby helps 
them increase their employability 
and secure a livelihood.29

 Only one company states the impor-
tance of economic equality as a central 

26  Banco Bradesco, ‘Banco Bradesco 2008 Sus-
tainability Report’; www.bradescori.com.br/
site/conteudo/download/Download.aspx?file
=%7e%2fuploads%2fRS2008_ing.pdf.

27  Otto Group, ‘Sustainability Report 
2009’; www.ottogroup.com/filead-
min/editor_images/image_presse/
nachhaltigkeitsbericht_09/
Otto_Group_Sustainability_Report_2009.
pdf.

28  Caja da Burgos, ‘Informe anual: Eco-
nomico, Social y Ambiental 2008’; www.
cajadeburgos.es/tucaja/Memoria_2008.
pdf. Larsen & Toubro, ‘Sustain-
ability Report 2009’; www.larsentoubro.
com/lntcorporate/LnT_NWS/PDF/
LnTCSR2009report_7Dec09y2.pdf.

29  Larsen & Toubro, op. cit.: 4.
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principle. Not surprisingly, that company 
is The Co-operative Group, which reminds 
us that ‘member economic participation’ 
is one of the principles of the co-operative 
movement. Its report notes that

social inclusion is about promoting 
greater equality between the most 
disadvantaged groups and the rest of 
society, to ensure that every person 
and community can play a full role 
in society. Financial inclusion is con-
sidered a key component of social 
inclusion, and, since 1998, has oc-
cupied a firm foothold on the UK 
Government’s political agenda.30

However, its report does not detail how it 
applies that principle of economic equality 
in its relations with other stakeholders.
 Only one company, Telefonica S.A., 
in its international divisions, specifically 
identified negative impacts of economic 
inequality to the business itself. It states 
that economic inequality restricts the mar-
ket for mobile telephony so that there is a 
business case for acting to reduce such in-
equality. However, it does not specify why 
inequality, rather than poverty, is a specific 
concern, and does not present substan-
tial initiatives on it.31 This analysis of CR 
reports does not mean that companies, 
or specific individuals in companies, are 
not acting on a broader understanding 
of the problems of economic inequality 
in important ways but that, if they are, it 
is not yet reflected in their main CR com-
munications.
 This lack of attention to economic ine-
quality is not surprising as the ISO 26000 
draft and the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) guidelines do not discuss the issue. 
However, the potential for more to be done 
through the GRI exists, as its guidelines 
already suggest that companies disclose 
the distribution of revenues to stakehold-

30  The Co-operative Group, ‘Sustainability Re-
port 2008/2009’; www.cfs.co.uk/corp/pdf/
Sustainability_Report_2008-09.pdf: 46.

31  Telefónica S.A., ‘Annual Corporate Responsi-
bility Report Telefónica S.A.’; www.telefonica.
com/ext/rc08/en/telefonica/INFORME_EN_
BREVE/Telefonica_rc08.pdf.

ers including staff, government and capi-
tal providers. In an analysis of two envi-
ronmental, social and governance (ESG) 
methodologies to which Lifeworth Con-
sulting had access, the investment analy-
sis process also lacked a specific focus on 
economic inequality.
 Could business executives working on 
voluntary corporate responsibility do more 
on this agenda? Or is active engagement 
with economic inequality impossible both 
practically and ideologically for privately 
owned companies, whose profits accrue 
to shareholders, not those people involved 
in the economic activities? So suggests Dr 
Mick Blowfield, when he told the JCC that 
‘CSR is not a revolutionary construct so 
will not result in fundamental shifts in im-
balances of power and equality.’ A Senior 
Research Fellow with The Smith School 
of Enterprise and the Environment, at 
Oxford University, he notes that most 
work on economic inequality has focused 
on the question of raising and equalis-
ing wages within companies, particularly 
in supply chains, and improving supply 
chain transactions so suppliers receive a 
better financial deal in return for, and in 
support of, social and environmental im-
provements. Board remuneration has also 
been a hot topic, particularly for investors. 
Could this agenda be extended? Or is the 
transformative potential of voluntary re-
sponsibility essentially limited?
 Answers will unfold through the ac-
tions of individual managers. At the very 
least one might expect a concern for eco-
nomic inequality to encourage more ac-
tion of the types we described above, and 
on promoting working arrangements that 
enable the less economically advantaged 
to participate more gainfully in a firm. For 

mick blowfield: csr is  
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instance, companies can implement new 
working arrangements to allow people 
such as women with children to do their 
work and prevent job loss due to a family 
situation. They could also encourage such 
approaches from those they do business 
with. Such initiatives would not, however, 
address a systemic cause of growing ine-
quality—the very ownership of so many 
for-profit corporations. Perhaps even the 
most fundamental attribute of business 
is not beyond the corporate responsibility 
lens, as some developments with employ-
ee share-ownership illustrated during the 
first months of 2010.

CSR and ownership

in march 2010 one british retailer 
announced it was sharing a GBP151 mil-
lion bonus with its entire staff. The John 
Lewis Partnership (JLP) is 100% owned by 
its 70,000 staff. Its founder, John Spedan 
Lewis, created a governance system that 
would be both commercially viable while 
being democratic, giving every partner a 
voice in the business they co-own.32 All 
employees received an equal percentage 
of profits for the last three years.33 The 
respective figures were 20%, 13% and 15% 
for the 2008, 2009 and 2010 years—the 
bonuses equating to around two months’ 
salary. The fact that profit is distributed 
equally reflects the efforts of every mem-
ber of staff rather than concentrating 
bonus and power distribution only at a di-
rectorship level. As Mr Andy Street, JLP’s 
managing director, explained in response 
to whether he deserved such a bonus, ‘The 
partners must judge whether I’ve earned 
my bonus this year.’34 The JLP model chal-

32 John Lewis Partnership, ‘About Us’; www.
johnlewispartnership.co.uk/Display.
aspx?&MasterId=768e29e8-41aa-4716-bce2-
df302fa1c3d8&NavigationId=543.

33 Julia Kollewe and Zoe Wood, ‘John Lewis 
Staff to Share £151m in bonuses’, The Guard-
ian, 11 March 2010; www.guardian.co.uk/
business/2010/mar/11/john-lewis-staff-
share-151m-in-bonuses.

34  Ibid.

lenges the mythology that, to be important 
to both the governance and profitability of 
a company, one must be at ‘the top’.35

 The John Lewis Partnership reminds 
us that one way of addressing economic 
inequality successfully is through the very 
ownership of the business. As public li-
ability companies (PLCs) generally focus 
on wealth generation or profit making 
through shareholder capitalism, they are 
influenced by short-term pressures. Yet, 
despite being the most common form of 
ownership model, alternatives such as co-
operatives, or the hybrid, the employee-
owned, or the completely mission-guided 
corporation do exist.36 These ownership 
structures allow for new perspectives on 
the normative distribution of the gener-
ated capital to the various stakeholder 
groups, thus promoting ‘the ownership 
solution’ to the crises of capitalism, to 
quote Jeff Gates in his best-selling book 
some years ago.37

 More specifically, these forms of own-
ership represent more democratic ways 
to manage organisations as they equalise 
power relations and decision-making pro-
cesses. Additionally, these forms of own-
ership may decrease the distance between 
the stakeholder communities and allow 
for better stakeholder dialogue at ground 
level. Thus, it minimises risks in regard 
to stakeholder management and makes 
the fulfilment of corporate responsibil-
ity measures in support of various stake-
holder communities more plausible and 

35 Daniel Brooksbank, ‘Swedish govt fund vows 
to vote down short-term excessive bonuses’, 
Responsible Investor, 16 March 2010; www.
responsible-investor.com/home/article/
swedish_govt.

36 There are two models of employer owner-
ship: indirect ownership, where shares are 
held in a trust for the benefit of employees; 
and direct ownership, where the business 
is directly owned by shareholders who are 
employees. The latter might be difficult to 
sustain since shareholders might want to sell 
their shares. Therefore, many companies opt 
for a mixture of trust and direct ownership.

37  Jeff Gates, The Ownership Solution: Toward 
a Shared Capitalism for the 21st Century (Per-
seus Books, 1999).
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probable.38 More significantly, as these 
models focus on the needs of the people, 
on job security and community welfare 
and not merely on profits, they can make 
a valuable contribution also in defeat-
ing economic inequality. Thus, as Mark 
Goyder, founding director of Tomorrow’s 
Company asserts, shareholders’ ‘priori-
ties and behaviours are aligned with the 
long-term interests of the company, and 
with the health of the soil in which it’s 
being nourished’.39

 Organic Valley has a mission is to save 
the family farm. It is one of the US’s 
most well-known organic brands with 
over US$500 million in revenue, owned 
by the farmers that produce its products 
and operated in the form of a coopera-
tive.40 Another example of employee own-
ership is the Carris Companies. Its focus 

38 M. Goyder, ‘Tomorrow’s Owners: Steward-
ship of Tomorrow’s Company’ (Corpora-
tion 20/20 Paper Series on Restoring 
the Primacy of the Real Company; www.
corporation2020.org/corporation2020/
documents/Papers/2nd-Summit-Paper-
Series.pdf): 16-25. See also: Marjorie Kelly, 
‘Not Just for Profit: Emerging Alternatives 
to the Shareholder Centric Model’ (Cor-
poration 20/20 Paper Series on Restoring 
the Primacy of the Real Company; www.
corporation2020.org/corporation2020/
documents/Papers/2nd-Summit-Paper-
Series.pdf): 34-41.

39  Ibid.
40 Marjorie Kelly and Allen White, ‘Corporate 

Design: The Missing Business and Policy 

is on investing in employee quality of life 
through economic, educational and social 
accessibility provided by the company, and 
this in spite of the many workers who are 
unskilled at the time of employment. To 
do this, the company is 100% employee-
owned and -governed, thus creating equal-
ity and sustaining the greater context of its 
employees beyond the workplace. What 
is significant about the Carris Companies 
is that the company transformed its ini-
tial structure to enable 100% employee 
ownership.41 This indicates that it may be 
possible for privately owned companies to 
explore how to pluralise their ownership 
and make more employees co-owners.
 One novel form of cooperative was pro-
filed in NovEthic in the first months of 
2010. Founded in Paris in 2004, Coopan-
ame employs nearly 400 people. Seem-
ingly unaffected by the economic crisis, 
the cooperative’s turnover grew 20–30% 
in 2009. Its members create their own ac-
tivity within the existing business. ‘Rather 
than engaging in business creation or opt 
for the status of self-employed entrepre-
neur, they join in a company and they 
share and gain a salary from that,’ explains 
Stéphane Veyer, CEO of Coopaname. The 
cooperative is open to anyone wishing to 
experience this form of employee entre-
preneurship. ‘Today is a very risky bet’ 
for starting a business, says Veyer, and 
many people want autonomy from large 
corporations, but not necessarily to build 
a large business themselves. ‘The primary 
interest of the cooperative is that there is 
no risk taking. Individuals do not need to 
borrow money, or to pledge their personal 
assets. At worst, they will not earn much 
money, but they do not lose much in case 
of a failure,’ says the CEO. Risk is shared 

Link of Our Time’; www.jussemper.org/
Resources/CorporateDesign.pdf.

41 Cecile G. Betit, ‘The Carris Companies: 
Doing the Next Right Thing’, Journal of Cor-
porate Citizenship 30 (Summer 2008): 107-
22; www.greenleaf-publishing.com/jcc30. 
See also Cecile G. Betit, ‘Carris Companies’ 
Practice of Employee Governance’, Journal 
of Corporate Citizenship 6 (Summer 2002): 
87-109; www.greenleaf-publishing.com/
productdetail.kmod?productid=104.
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across the cooperative, covering potential 
losses and providing the option to cease 
trading more flexibly than in the case of a 
conventional closure of a business. In ad-
dition, it means less paperwork for launch-
ing a business, and keeping one’s normal 
status within employment law. Another 
advantage of this particular cooperative 
model is project support, coaching and 
monitoring. Members do not have to do 
accounting and administrative manage-
ment, as these services are also shared. A 
third of Coopaname activities are related 
to crafts and fashion, a third to services 
for individuals and a third to knowledge 
services. Ten per cent of each employ-
ee’s sales allows Coopaname to cover the 
costs of running the company, supporting 
a team of eight people responsible for 
central administration. Stéphane Veyer 
also emphasises the human relations in 
this type of participatory work. Regular 
meetings are organised to allow the shar-
ing of experiences and information and 
generate new business ideas. He asserts, 
‘It is a very contemporary theme, unlike 
the cheesy image of cooperatives too often 
widespread  .  .  .  Very often, the economic 
and social innovation comes from these 
groups.’42

 In March 2010, Sappi, the global pulp 
and paper group, announced a black eco-
nomic empowerment deal in South Africa 
which would represent an empowerment 
transfer of approximately 30% of the com-
pany’s South African business to employ-
ees, black managers, a community foun-
dation and strategic partner companies. 
Commenting on the deal, Sappi Limited 
CEO Ralph Boëttger asserted ‘broad-based 
black economic empowerment is a key 
requirement for sustainable growth and 
social development in South Africa,  .  .  . 
[and that]  .  .  .  the transaction recognises 

42 ‘Coopaname, ou comment réconcilier 
l’entreprise et le salarié’, NovEthic, 2 April 
2010; www.novethic.fr/novethic/cooperative/
entreprise-collective/cooperative-activite-
emploi/128637.jsp.

the crucial role that our staff play in mak-
ing the company a success.’43

 A similar deal was initiated in February 
by Rezidor, the multinational hotel group 
who expanded its partnership with Mve-
laphanda Holdings, a black-empowered 
company based in South Africa. The deal 
would ensure that all existing and future 
Rezidor hotels in South Africa, Lesotho 
and Swaziland would be managed by Mve-
laphanda Holdings.44

 The South African government has 
been trying to address inequality through 
its Broad Based Black Economic Empow-
erment Act of 2003 (BBBEE). The BBBEE 
is designed to broaden the economic base 
of the country after apartheid.45 A January 
2010 article from BusinessWeek in South 
Africa cited a ‘Who Owns Whom?’ em-
powerment survey which suggested that 
the policy has been an effective strategy 
with 69 transactions worth R82.7 billion 
completed between January 2007 and Au-
gust 2009.46 But, while this is an indica-

43  SouthAfrica.info, ‘Sappi unveils R800m 
empowerment deal’, 25 March 2010; 
www.southafrica.info/business/trends/
empowerment/sappi-250310.htm.

44  SouthAfrica.info, ‘Rezidor expands SA Part-
nership’, 5 February 2010; www.southafrica.
info/business/trends/empowerment/rezidor-
050210.htm.

45 SouthAfrica.info, ‘Black economic empow-
erment’; www.southafrica.info/business/
trends/empowerment/bee.htm.

46 Samantha Enslin-Payne, ‘Mining sets pace in 
BEE transactions’, BusinessReport, 6 Janu-
ary 2010; www.busrep.co.za/index.php?fSecti
onId=552&fArticleId=3547879.
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tor of how black empowerment policy is 
starting to be integrated into the gross 
domestic product of the South African 
economy, it is not necessarily a true reflec-
tion of overall equality. An Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD) report released in January 
2010 concluded that the gap between the 
rich and poor in South Africa had not 
only widened between race groups but 
also within race groups, suggesting that 
the government needs other policies be-
sides black empowerment to redistribute 
wealth.47

 Companies could also help promote 
more economic inequality within their 
spheres of influence by seeking to work 
with more employee-owned enterprises, 
either as suppliers or business partners. 
This philosophy can also apply to the in-
formal sector, where many people work 
for themselves in family units. For cooper-
atives such as the John Lewis Partnership, 
The Cooperative Group, or Coopaname, 
this would appear a natural application of 
their philosophy.
 Yet, despite these emerging models, it 
is early days for an economic inequality 
agenda within corporate responsibility, 
with some even thinking that it is not pos-
sible. There are certainly some important 
issues to address, beyond the challenge 
of how a privately owned company might 
seek to pluralise its ownership. For exam-
ple, how should social enterprises respond 
to this analysis? Many such entrepreneurs 
talk about seeking private investment and 
one day going public. Yet, back in 2006, 
Anita Roddick said that ‘going public’ was 
the worst thing she’d done in the history 
of The Body Shop. Until that point, the 
link between her ideas and the company’s 
practices had been direct. Once the busi-
ness was publicly listed, she had to present 

47 Murray Leibbrandt et al., ‘Trends in South 
African Income Distribution and Poverty 
since the Fall of Apartheid’, OECD, 20 Janu-
ary 2010; www.oecd.org/LongAbstract/0,34
25,en_33873108_39418625_44446163_1_
1_1_1,00.html. See also ‘Black Economic 
Empowerment: Sasol’s Smart Move’, Ethical 
Corporation; www.ethicalcorp.com/content.
asp?ContentID=5912. 

her ideas to the board which more often 
than not said, ‘you can’t do that: you’d be 
stealing from the shareholders’. From that 
point on, she recounted, there was less 
sustainability-oriented innovation in the 
company.48

 What are the implications for the initia-
tives developing metrics for social impact? 
None of initiatives that these authors are 
aware of examines how the ownership of 
the organisations involved in a particular 
social project then affect inequality. In-
deed, the discourse on social enterprise, 
promoted by Schwab Foundation, Acu-
men Fund, among others, tends to make 
no distinction between organisations on 
the grounds of their ownership. Given an 
awareness of the downsides of economic 
inequality, rather than poverty alone, this 
approach will not be tenable.
 What are the implications for respon-
sible investment? On the one hand, an 
awareness of the societal and long-term fi-
nancial harm of high economic inequality 
could necessitate a new reflection on what 
to seek from companies and what that 
means for their own ownership stakes 
and rights. On the other hand, economic 
inequality might not be such a bad thing 
for investors. That is because, drawing 
on Marxist analysis, a pool of poorly paid 
people who are concerned about keeping 
their jobs while surrounded by poorer 
unemployed people, can be seen as func-

48 In personal conversation with the author.
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tional to capitalists because it depresses 
workers’ demands for improved pay and 
conditions. Sociological research indi-
cates that in some countries the levels of 
intransigent inequality are not being per-
ceived by the poor in society, who believe 
conversely that they are living in a less 
class-based society and have more oppor-
tunities for upwards economic mobility.49 
In this sense, some people are living in 
what we can term ‘glass corridors’, with 
barriers to their opportunities invisible 
to them but, nevertheless, shaping the 
course of their lives.50 Is it a step too far 
for responsible investors to explore the 
financial implications of different levels 
of economic inequality? If they cannot, or 
the evidence of a business case for reduc-
ing economic inequality is unclear, what 
are the implications for proponents of re-
sponsible investment and the regulators 
of investors?
 It seems that economic inequality will 
become a challenging area in the future of 
corporate responsibility, social enterprise 
and responsible investment, as well as an 
added reason for innovations in forms of 
enterprise ownership.

Unveiling corporate 
responsibility in the Muslim 
world

the high rate of economic growth 
in the Middle East has created a veritable 
Mecca of economic and infrastructural de-
velopment. In the main, this also brought 
a single-minded attitude of making money 
without due consideration for the resourc-
es and people necessary to maintain such 
growth. Highlighting this concern was the 

49 M. Savage, ‘Culture, Class and Classifica-
tion’, in T. Bennett and J. Frow (eds.), A 
Handbook of Cultural Analysis (Sage Publica-
tions, 2007).

50  Jem Bendell thanks Dr Mark Bendell, Uni-
versity of Chester, for discussions that led 
him to articulate this concept as ‘glass cor-
ridors’.

2010 Human Rights Watch (HRW) World 
Report released in January which summa-
rised human rights conditions in more 
than 90 countries and territories world-
wide.51 Reflecting this exploitation, the re-
port strongly condemned the Gulf States 
for their role in human rights abuses of 
migrant labourers.52 The starkest remind-
er of this trend was the announcement in 
March 2010 by the NGO Migrant Rights 
that every two days a migrant worker at-
tempts or commits suicide in Kuwait.53 
This followed another Migrant Rights ar-
ticle in January 2010 which asserted that 
one of the top five migrants’ rights stories 
in the Middle East for 2009 was the wide-
spread abuse of workers’ rights by the pri-
vate sector.54 This is not a recent trend, as 
Human Rights Watch also documented in 
a May 2009 report that labour and human 
rights abuses were ‘commonplace’ among 
migrant workers in the United Arab Emir-
ates (UAE).55 The report also detailed that 
workers regularly endured extremely low 
wages, restrictions on freedom to asso-
ciate, unfair recruitment policies, self-
coverage of medical and administrative 
expenses and illegal control of passports 
and visas. Furthermore, despite attempts 
by the government to reduce such abuses, 
they had not improved since they were 

51 Human Rights Watch, ‘World Report 2010’; 
www.hrw.org/world-report-2010.

52 Migrant Rights, ‘New HRW Report Slams 
Gulf States for Migrant Abuses’, 26 January 
2010; www.migrant-rights.org/2010/01/26/
new-hrw-report-slams-gulf-states-
for-migrant-abuses.

53 Migrant Rights, ‘Every two days a migrant 
worker attempts or commits suicide in Ku-
wait’, 28 March 2010; www.migrant-rights.
org/2010/03/28/every-two-days-a-migrant-
worker-attempts-or-commits-suicide-in-
kuwait.

54 Migrant Rights, ‘Top 5 Migrants’ Rights Sto-
ries in the Middle East for 2009’, 2 January 
2010; www.migrant-rights.org/2010/01/02/
top-5-migrants-rights-stories-in-the-middle-
east-for-2009.

55 Human Rights Watch, ‘The Island of Hap-
piness: Exploitation of Migrant Workers on 
Saadiyat Island, Abu Dhabi’, 2009; www.
hrw.org/node/83111.
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last documented by the organisation in 
2006.56

 These findings directly touch on a 
problem of limited responsible business 
practices among companies in Muslim re-
gions. In a February 2010 article entitled 
‘Islam and CSR’ in the Journal of Business 
Ethics, authors Geoffrey Williams, CEO 
of OWW Consulting, which specialises in 
CR, and John Zinkin, Associate Profes-
sor at Nottingham University Business 
School stated that 

empirical papers in this area appear 
to show that Muslims may not be 
as concerned about ethical business 
behaviour as members of other reli-
gions [and that] Muslims score ele-
ments that are assumed to matter 
in determining socially responsible 
business behaviour less highly than 
people of other religions.57

 In a survey of Middle East executives in 
January 2010, the Sustainability Advisory 
Group reported that most of the 106 busi-
nesses questioned were not addressing 
environmental issues. In response to the 
survey, Dr Mohammed Raouf, the man-

56 The Government of UAE put forward a draft 
labour law attempting to rectify some of 
these abuses in 2007; however, this was later 
withdrawn. For the 2006 report see Human 
Rights Watch, ‘Building Towers, Cheating 
Workers: Exploitation of Migrant Construc-
tion Workers in the United Arab Emirates’, 
2006; www.hrw.org/en/reports/2006/11/11/
building-towers-cheating-workers.

57 John Zinkin and Geoffrey Williams, ‘Islam 
and CSR: A Study of the Compatibility be-
tween the Tenets of Islam and the UN Glo-
bal Compact’, Journal of Business Ethics 91.4 
(2010): 519-33.

ager of the environment programme at 
the Gulf Research Centre, confirmed that 
‘The results represent the Middle East; the 
awareness of stakeholders here is not as 
high as in the West.’58

 A possible reason, according to an ex-
ploratory study on CR conducted in the 
UAE in 2007, is that most CSR activity in 
the UAE is performed by multinational 
corporations such as Intel, DHL or Shell, 
and not by local businesses.59 The same 
study confirmed a general lack of defined 
policies of the kind found in the West, sup-
porting an Arab Planning Institute’s 2009 
conference finding that current CSR was 
at a nascent stage in the region (Middle 
East and North Africa [MENA]).60

 A January 2010 article in The Economist 
cited a 2008 report by the Dubai-based 
Hawkamah Corporate Governance Insti-
tute which revealed that no publicly listed 
company in the MENA region followed 
best practice when it came to corporate 
governance, primarily due to the fact that 
it was not required.61

 The article also highlighted a number 
of traditional factors that contribute to the 
state of CR in the region such as:

the region’s historic isolation from 
the global economy, large regional 
banks that were on hand to provide 
cash for companies, strong economic 
growth, and undeveloped capital mar-
kets. The Gulf’s family-owned busi-

58 Al Haqq Society, ‘Middle East CSR Execu-
tive Survey’, 13 January 2010; alhaqqsociety.
wordpress.com/2010/01/13/middle-east-csr-
executive-survey.

59 Marios I. Katsioloudes and Tor Brodtkorb, 
‘Corporate Social Responsibility: An 
Exploratory Study in the United Arab 
Emirates’, SAM Advanced Management 
Journal (2007); www.britannica.com/bps/
additionalcontent/18/28084711/Corporate-
Social-Responsibility-An-Exploratory-Study-
in-the-United-Arab-Emirates#.

60 Djordjija Petkoski, Michael Jarvis and Cecilia 
Brady, ‘From Corporate Philanthropy to Stra-
tegic Partnerships: The Potential of Inclusive 
and Sustainable Business Models in MENA’; 
www.arab-api.org/conf_0309/p21.pdf

61 Christopher Watts, ‘Can the gulf embrace 
sound corporate governance?’, The Econo-
mist, January 2010; qfc.economist.com/
tabid/88/Default.aspx.
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practices in muslim countries
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nesses, which account for some 90% 
of commerce in the region, often shy 
away from disclosing details of their 
business affairs; and in many cases, 
government-related enterprises are 
murky, too.

 The Gulf States are not the only region 
with limited voluntary CR initiatives. A 
February 2010 release by the French NGO 
the Fédération Internationale des Ligues 
des Droit de l’Homme, which defends 
human rights, reported that multination-
als abuse workers’ rights with impunity 
in Algeria.62 In light of CSR WeltWeit (the 
German information portal on CSR)’s 
comments that it is still the exception for 
Algerian companies to take on responsi-
bilities in the social arena, it would seem 
that Algeria is still developing in this ar-
ea.63

 An absence of companies and govern-
ments from Muslim regions within vari-
ous international dialogues on voluntary 
regulation will not help in addressing cur-
rent limits in their responsible business 
practice. One recommendation of HRW’s 
2006 report was that companies should 
consider joining the UN Global Compact 
and implementing its human-rights- and 
labour-law-based principles.64 In another 
2006 study on CSR in the MENA region, 
Melsa Ararat, the Director of the Corporate 
Governance Forum of Turkey, observed 
that ‘International campaigns, programs, 
projects such as Global Compact, WB-IFC 
and UNDP programs were only prevalent 
in Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt.’65

62 FDIH, ‘Algérie: les multinationales violent 
le droit du travail en toute impunité’, 22 
February 2010; blog.gardonslesyeuxouverts.
org/post/2010/02/22/
Alg%C3%A9rie%C2%A0%3A-
les-multinationales-violent-le-droit-du-travail-
en-toute-impunit%C3%A9 [in French].

63 German Embassy, Algiers, via CSR WeltWeit, 
‘Algeria: The Role of CSR’; www.csr-weltweit.
de/en/laenderprofile/profil/algerien/index.
nc.html.

64 Human Rights Watch, ‘Building Towers, 
Cheating Workers’.

65 Melsa Ararat, ‘Corporate Social Respon-
sibility: Across Middle East and North 
Africa’, 2006; https://research.sabanciuniv.
edu/802/1/stvkaf07a66.pdf.

 Yet, by 2009, only an estimated 10% 
of the signatories to the United Nations 
Global Compact (UNGC) and just seven 
members of the United Nations Princi-
ples on Responsible Investment (UNPRI) 
belong to the world’s top 10 Muslim 
countries by population.66 None of the 
governments or companies party to the 
Voluntary Principles on Human Rights 
and Security is from a Muslim region, 
which is a significant absence given that 
a large proportion of the world’s oil supply 
is from largely Muslim regions.67

 There is an apparent paradox between 
these observations on limited engagement 
in corporate responsibility in predomi-
nantly Muslim countries, and the view 
that there is inherent harmony between 
Islamic principles and the general dis-
course of responsible business practice. In 
the same study on Islam and CSR, Zinkin 
and Williams also found that not only are 
Islamic principles completely compatible 
with those suggested by the UN Global 
Compact but that ‘Islam exceeds the re-
quirements of the Global Compact in a 
number of important ways.’68

 It has also been observed by Johan 
Graafland and colleagues that there is a 
convergence between Islamic business 
ethics and socially responsible business 
conduct.69

 In light of this alignment between 
Muslim values and responsible business, 
perhaps the global discourse on CR could 

66 Figure calculated from listings of signato-
ries at www.unglobalcompact.org and www.
unpri.org/signatories as of 1 April 2010. 
The countries chosen were based on The 
Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life 2009 
survey, ‘Mapping the Global Muslim Popu-
lation’; pewforum.org/docs/?DocID=450. 
The countries are Morocco, Algeria, Nigeria, 
Egypt, Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, India, Bangla-
desh and Indonesia.

67 Voluntary Principles on Human Rights 
and Security, ‘Participants’, www.
voluntaryprinciples.org/participants.

68 Zinkin and Williams, op. cit.
69 Johan Graafland, Corrie Mazereeuw and 

AzizaYahia, ‘Islam and Socially Responsible 
Business Conduct: An Empirical Study of 
Dutch Entrepreneurs’, Business Ethics: A Eu-
ropean Review 15.4 (October 2006).
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benefit from its contribution to respon-
sible business practice. Interestingly 
enough, in a January 2010 release from 
the Sustainability Advisory Group, Mrs 
Gayatri Raghwa, an environmental educa-
tion specialist at the Environmental Agen-
cy Abu Dhabi (EAD), affirmed that ‘Islam 
puts big emphasis on conserving natural 
resources. We should use the power of 
religion.’70

 So, despite the common perceptions 
that CR in the Muslim world is less of 
a priority, a vibrant discussion is begin-
ning that could shape business society 
relations and potentially international dia-
logue around CR. It is a discussion made 
more urgent by the growing international 
influence of business and finance from 
Muslim countries, as part of an ‘Eastern 
Turn’ in global economic power, presaged 
in Lifeworth’s annual review of responsi-
ble enterprise during 2008, and previous 
editions of this column.71

Muslim CR in transition

philanthropy is often the most 
visible aspect of corporate responsibility 
in Muslim regions with Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries donating ap-
proximately $15–20 billion in 2009.72 

70 Al Haqq Society, op. cit.
71  Lifeworth Consulting, The Eastern Turn In 

Responsible Enterprise (Lifeworth, 2009; 
stores.lulu.com/lifeworth).

72 2nd World Congress of Muslim Philanthro-
pists, ‘Conventional to Strategic: A New 

This impulse can be seen to be a result of 
the community responsibility and chari-
table giving discourse found in the reli-
gion. However, this focus on philanthropy 
should not be taken to mean an ad hoc 
approach to CR, as, given the poor per-
formance of governments on social provi-
sion in a many Muslim regions, business 
has had no choice but to be involved in 
reducing the social and environmental 
problems and create a safer environment 
to conduct business. It is also important to 
note that the perception of philanthropy in 
the region as unstructured giving does not 
take into account the responsiveness im-
plicit in the nature of such social transac-
tions. In Saudi Arabia, for instance, it was 
observed that the ‘business community is 
very much tuned to the development chal-
lenges facing the kingdom’.73 Companies 
in the UAE are also displaying ‘strong, yet 
perhaps indirect awareness of CSR and 
some proactive practices’ despite the lack 
of public policy as found in the West.74

 Yet governments in the Muslim world 
are also increasingly defining the agenda 
for CR. In response to the widespread 
abuse of workers’ rights, Ziad Baroud, 
Lebanon’s Minister of Interior, informed 
relevant stakeholders in December 2009 
that the ‘government will be taking steps 
towards the protection of migrant do-

Paradigm in Giving’; www.google.co.uk/url?s
a=t&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CBUQFjAA&
url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.assaif.org%2Fcon
tent%2Fdownload%2F2624%2F16095%2Ffi
le%2FWCMP%25202009%2520Summary.p
df&ei=hteATOOkDIHm4AbS0on6Cw&usg=
AFQjCNHtNNL9nT98AmU5gJbf1FmEgkZi
Nw.

73 Tareq Emtairah, Asya Al Ashaikh and Ab-
dulmohsen Al-Badr, ‘Saudi Companies and 
Corporate Responsibility: Challenges and 
Ways Forward’ (Tamkeen Development and 
Management Consulting, 2007).

74 Marios I. Katsioloudes and Tor Brodtkorb, 
‘Corporate Social Responsibility: An Explora-
tory Study in the United Arab Emirates’, 
Encyclopædia Britannica; www.britannica.
com/bps/additionalcontent/18/28084711/
Corporate-Social-Responsibility-
An-Exploratory-Study-in-the-United-Arab-
Emirates#.
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mestic workers in Lebanon.’75 In Turkey, 
Morocco, Palestine and Jordan the public 
sector is helping characterise the role of 
business with the introduction of corpo-
rate governance codes, disclosure and re-
porting requirements and labour laws.76 
The Indonesian government previously 
enacted a law that expects companies to 
take on CSR-related activities.77 Mean-
while, the government in the UAE is care-
fully reinforcing the concept of a positive 
business role in society with a conference 
held on ‘Corporate Social Responsibility 
as a National Duty’ in Dubai in 2009; 
and in Egypt the first national conference 
on CSR was promoted by the Ministry of 
Investment in 2008.78

 Some countries with large Muslim 
populations such as Indonesia are also 
displaying increasing interest in corpo-
rate responsibility and its intersection 
with personal religious values. While in-
terviewing employees at a steel plant in 
Indonesia, Daromir Rudnyckyj, assistant 
professor at the University of Victoria, 

75  Migrants Rights, ‘Lebanon’s Minister 
of Interior makes promises to improve 
migrant rights’, 3 December 2009; 
www.migrant-rights.org/2009/12/03/
lebanon%E2%80%99s-minister-of-interior-
makes-promises-to-improve-migrant-rights.

76 Ararat, op. cit.
77 German Embassy, Jakarta, via CSR WeltWeit, 

‘Indonesia: The Role of CSR’; www.csr-welt-
weit.de/en/laenderprofile/profil/indonesien/
index.nc.html.

78 Petkoski, Jarvis and Brady, op. cit. See 
also ‘Statement of Mr James W. Rawley, 
UNDP Resident Representative, Opening 
& Welcoming Remarks, National Corpo-
rate Social Responsibility Conference’, 24 
March 2008; www.undp.org.eg/Portals/0/
Links%20Poverty/080324_SP_CSR%20
Conference_JR%20Eng.doc.

found that there is ‘increasing focus on 
relating Islamic practice to daily work at 
official company functions’.79 Consultan-
cies such as the Emotional and Spiritual 
Quotient (ESQ) Leadership Center are 
also emerging in Indonesia which carry 
out ‘spiritual training’, or ESQ training, 
which is ‘business management, life-
coaching, and self-help principles with 
Islamic history and examples from the 
life of the Prophet Muhammad’.80 ESQ is 
being implemented in human resource 
development by state-owned and private 
enterprises as well as government offices 
in Indonesia.81

 Thus, despite the perception that cor-
porate responsibility in the Muslim world 
is in its infancy, there are strong indi-
cators that is gaining momentum. The 
negative view could be a result of the fact 
that measures that attempt to ‘implement 
predetermined and so-called universal 
recipes often demand a style of coopera-
tion that does not exist locally’.82 In Saudi 
Arabia, for example, Emtairah et al. found 
that ‘contrary to expectations drawn from 
external reviews, CSR in Saudi Arabia can 
be characterised as responsive within the 
existing normative and institutional pres-
sures in the local context’.83

 Local support and facilitation for CR 
is observed to be growing in Muslim re-
gions. For example, a key trend in the 
Middle East according to the Sustainabil-
ity Advisory Group is a ‘strengthening of 
the agenda’ since the first CSR confer-
ences were held in the UAE and Kuwait 

79 Daromir Rudnyckyj, ‘Market Islam in 
Indonesia’, Journal of the Royal Anthropo-
logical Institute (N.S.): S183-S201; web.uvic.
ca/~daromir/pdf/Rudnyckyj-MI.pdf.

80 Ibid.
81 Ibid.
82 Philippe D’Iribarne, ‘Motivating Workers in 

Emerging Countries: Universal Tools and 
Local Adaptations’, Journal of Organizational 
Behavior 23.3 (May 2002): 243-56; www.jstor.
org/stable/4093802.

83 Tareq Emtairah, Asya Al-Ashaikh and Ab-
dulmohsen Al-Badr, ‘Contexts and Corporate 
Social Responsibility: The Case of Saudi 
Arabia’, International Journal of Sustainable 
Society 1.4 (2009): 325-46.
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in 2004.84 They also found that across the 
Middle East there is an emerging trend of 
recognition through awards such as the 
‘CSR Arabia Award’ launched in 2008 by 
the Emirates Environmental Group and 
the GCC’s ‘CSR Award Scheme’.85

 Standards are also being developed si-
multaneously to guide companies in as-
sessing their role and impact. In 2009 the 
Accounting and Auditing Organisation for 
Islamic Financial Institutions (AAOIFI)86 
developed the AAOIFI Standard 7 on CSR 
in order to ascertain standards on the defi-
nition of corporate social responsibility 
for these institutions.87 According to the 
institution, the principles are applicable 
across the board for Islamic institutions 
regardless of the legal form, country of 
incorporation or size.88 However, in order 
to maintain flexibility that respects diverse 
operating environments, the standards 
are divided into mandatory and recom-
mended sections allowing adaptability to 
local circumstances.
 Training support for practitioners is 
increasing in the region with a CSR Prac-
titioner Workshop held in Dubai, UAE, 
in January 2010 by the Centre for Sus-
tainability and Excellence (CSE).89 This 

84 Sustainability Advisory Group, ‘Think Wider, 
Vol. 3. Regional Flavours of Sustainability: A 
Middle East Profile’; www.google.co.uk/url?s
a=t&source=web&cd=2&ved=0CB0QFjAB&u
rl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.sustainabilityadvi-
sory.net%2Fcms%2Fmedia%2Fdocuments%
2FThink%2520Wider%2520Volume%2520T
hree.pdf&ei=SNuATL--IuiG4gbis8HTCw&us
g=AFQjCNFp5SNq2rTNOzSuK0hiRLqUPK
MzQQ.

85 Ibid.
86 An Islamic international autonomous 

non-profit corporate body that prepares ac-
counting, auditing, governance, ethics and 
Shari’ah standards for Islamic financial insti-
tutions and the industry.

87 AAOIFI, ‘Corporate Social Responsibility 
Conduct and Disclosure for Islamic Financial 
Institutions: Exposure Draft on Governance 
Standard for Islamic Financial Institutions’; 
www.dinarstandard.com/maqasid/CSR%20
Exposure%20Draft.pdf

88 Ibid.
89 ‘IEMA Workshop: An Accredited CSR 

Practitioners Workshop held by CSE in 
Dubai’, The CSR Digest, March 2010; www.
csrdigest.com/tag/middle-east.

increase in professional support can be 
observed to be a response to new indi-
ces, guidelines and principles emerging 
in the Muslim world. For example, the 
Saudi Arabian Responsible Competitive-
ness Index (SARCI) was developed by 
the Saudi Arabian General Investment 
Authority, the King Khalid Foundation 
and AccountAbility in 2008, intended 
to help companies evaluate and control 
their social, environmental and economic 
impact.90

CSR and the Muslim paradox

despite the absence of companies 
and governments from Muslim countries 
in many international CR initiatives, dia-
logue on CR in the Muslim world is not 
limited to within national boundaries. 
Saudi Arabia hosted a CR conference in 
late 2008 in conjunction with the World 
Bank Institute, the United Nations and 
Harvard University.91 Kosta Petrov, con-
ference manager for the 5th annual CSR 
summit held in Dubai of the same year 
confirmed that, ‘despite the image some-
times portrayed of regional companies, 
more and more are demonstrating their 
leadership by advancing responsible cor-
porate citizenship’.92

 The international exposure that has 
been generated by such events raises the 
question of engaging in more effective 
forms of mutual exchange and learning 
for CR to be able to build on the rich 
cultural values that inherently exist in 
societies—in this case Muslim societies. 
Throughout the development of the con-
cept and practice of CR, lessons learned 

90 ‘The Saudi Responsible Competitive-
ness Index: 2008’; www.rci.org.sa/
The%20Saudi%20Responsible%20
Competitiveness%20Index%20-%20
Final%20Report%20-%20January%202009.
pdf.

91 Petkoski, Jarvis and Brady, op. cit.
92 Zainab Mansoor, ‘GCC companies hon-

ored for good corporate citizenship’; 
Dinar Standard; www.dinarstandard.com/
current/5thCSR071308.htm.
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characterise it as a contextual business 
response to external and internal drivers 
rather than an absolute model that can 
be followed and replicated in developing 
countries. Consequently, views and ap-
proaches towards corporate responsibil-
ity have been observed to differ according 
to region and circumstance even within 
relatively similar countries.93

 One of the major problems with the 
concept of CR according to Dr Michael 
Hopkins, course director of the advanced 
CSR certificate at the University of Ge-
neva, is that there are multitudes of defi-
nitions but no overall agreement about 
the nature of it.94 This problem acutely 
manifests itself in the Muslim world as, 
despite individual efforts within different 
sectors, there is a lack of a consolidated 
view and engagement on the business role 
in society. This was the observation in 
a November 2009 survey carried out by 
the Sustainability Advisory Group on Mid-
dle Eastern Leaders’ opinions. Across the 
UAE, in Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Oman, 
Palestine, Jordan and Qatar, approximate-
ly 30% of the respondents felt that the 
largest impediment to implementing CSR 
was the challenge of defining what CSR 
means to their businesses.95 In a similar 
survey carried out in Turkey it was found 
that ‘there is confusion over the definition 
of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
and this confusion reflects [sic] itself on 
the practices of CSR.’96

93 Kim T. Saether and Ruth V. Aguilera, ‘Corpo-
rate Social Responsibility in a Comparative 
Perspective’, in A. Crane et al., The Oxford 
Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility 
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press 2005).

94 Michael Hopkins, ‘Corporate Social Respon-
sibility: An Issues Paper’ (ILO Working 
Paper No. 27; Policy Integration Department, 
World Commission on the Social Dimension 
of Globalization; Geneva: International La-
bour Office, 2004).

95 Sustainability Advisory Group, ‘What Do 
Middle Eastern Leaders Think about CSR’; 
www.sustainabilityadvisory.net.

96 Mahmood Ayub, UNDP, ‘Turkey Corporate 
Social Responsibility Baseline Report’, 2008, 
www.undp.org.tr/publicationsDocuments/
CSR_Report_en.pdf.

 What this demonstrates is a cultural 
divide which needs to be addressed so 
that Muslim businesses can engage more 
productively in the global dialogue around 
CR. In order to facilitate engagement, the 
current discourse on CR will have to be 
rendered applicable to the specific context 
of businesses. Research on corporate gov-
ernance in the Middle East conducted by 
Schieffer, Lessem and Al-Jayyousi shows 
that the ‘human–social dimensions and 
the relevance of originally western topics 
(e.g. CSR) only became evident through 
a re-rooting of such concepts in local 
soil’.97

 Hence discovering the distinctive im-
pulses of the Muslim world could offer new 
perspectives on the global debate around 
corporate responsibility.98 One area where 
the Muslim faith could have a real impact 
is in the world of finance. As Shari’ah or 
Islamic law shapes the Islamic banking 
system, and the religion prohibits exces-
sive speculation, bans certain economic 
activities and also the charging interest 
while encouraging profit sharing, Islamic 
principles could be used to shape more 
responsible approaches to finance.99

97 Alexander Schieffer, Ronnie Lessem and 
Odeh Al-Jayyousi, ‘Corporate Governance: 
Impulses from the Middle East’, Transition 
Studies Review (Springer Mediterranean and 
Middle East Papers) 1.2 (September 2008).

98 Asyraf Wajdi Dusuki, ‘What does Islam 
say about Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR)?’, Review of Islamic Economics 12.1 (In-
ternational Association for Islamic Econom-
ics, May 2008).

99  Jem Bendell, Chew Ng and Niaz Alam, 
‘World Review’, Journal of Corporate Citizen-
ship 33 (Spring 2009): 11-22; www.greenleaf-
publishing.com/jcc33.
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model to the Muslim world’.100 But the 
reverse is also true—so that there is a 
deeper, more holistic concept of CR for 
the Muslim world, there will also need 
to be a space to effectively convey its own 
agenda within the context of a globalised 
economy.
 As the authors of The Eastern Turn in 
Responsible Enterprise conclude: ‘The rise 
of Asia reminds us of the diversity of our 
world, and therefore the diversity of ideas 
about social, economy and politics  .  .  .’. 
They quote Anwar Ibrahim, former deputy 
prime minister of Malaysia, in explaining 
how ‘the challenge at hand is to conceive 
a common vision of the future which goes 
beyond our current concerns and preoc-
cupations, advancing towards the creation 
of a global community, dominated neither 
by the East or the West, but dedicated to 
the ideals of both’.101

100 Geoffrey Williams and John Zinkin, ‘Doing 
Business with Islam: Can Corporate Social 
Responsibility Be a Bridge between Civiliza-
tions?’, October 2005; papers.ssrn.com/sol3/
papers.cfm?abstract_id=905184.

101 Lifeworth, The Eastern Turn in Responsible 
Enterprise.

 While there is inadequate work done on 
labour and human rights, and the Muslim 
presence in the global dialogue around 
CR is only starting to emerge, some in-
novators and leaders in the Muslim world 
are actively trying to define and promote 
the appropriate role of business in soci-
ety. Williams and Zinkin claim that this 
‘paradox is due to the failure of western 
businesses to communicate credibly the 
relevance and importance of the CSR 

anwar ibrahim: the challenge is  .  .  .  a 
global community, dominated neither by 
the east or the west
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