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1

Conceptualizing Corporate Social
Responsibility

Apartheid is an historical artifact for many people reading this book rather
than a current issue or reality. Apartheid was a severe, state-sanctioned
racial segregation practiced in South Africa and what was then called
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). A white minority used apartheid to oppress the
indigenous black populations. In the 1970s, Dr. Leon Howard Sullivan, a
US minister, plotted a corrective course of action that became known as the
Sullivan Principles. The Sullivan Principles were designed to help end apart-
heid in South Africa by placing requirements on US corporations wanting
to conduct business in South Africa. Box 1.1 lists the final seven points to
the Sullivan Principles (Leon H. Sullivan Foundation, n.d.). The Sullivan
Principles, along with the divestment campaign of the 1980s, did exert some
pressure on the South African government. The divestment campaign
worked in tandem with the Sullivan Principles. Investors were asked to
divest (remove investments) from any US companies that did not adopt the
Sullivan Principles. College campuses were a hotbed of activity for divest-
ment pressures in the 1980s. Campus protests brought attention to the issue
and pressured universities to cease investing in corporations doing business
in South Africa. While the Sullivan Principles alone precipitated very little
change, the divestment campaign is credited with having a significant effect
on eradicating apartheid in South Africa.

The Sullivan Principles and related divestment efforts are indicators of
corporate social responsibility (CSR) making a difference on a global scale.
Fair treatment of workers and socially responsible investing are recognized
today as CSR. The Sullivan Principles provide a foundation for socially

Managing Corporate Social Responsibility: A Communication Approach, First Edition.
W. Timothy Coombs, Sherry ]J. Holladay.

© 2012 W. Timothy Coombs and Sherry J. Holladay. Published 2012 by Blackwell
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2 Conceptualizing Corporate Social Responsibility

responsible investing and, therefore, comprise a form of CSR as well. The
focus of the Sullivan Principles was social improvement through the elimi-
nation of apartheid. The Sullivan Principles were not the first CSR effort
or the first socially responsible investing guidelines to appear in the business
world. However, the anti-apartheid efforts illustrated the potential power
of CSR. Corporations were pressured to change their behavior not because
their actions were illegal but because their actions failed to meet expecta-
tions for responsible behavior.

On December 3, 1984, the Union Carbide India Limited facility in
Bhopal, India, leaked tons of deadly methyl isocyanate (MIC) gas. Bhopal
quickly became the worst industrial accident in the history of the world.
Estimates place the death toll at between 3,000 and 10,000 people in the
first 72 hours. One estimate places the number of those who have died since
being exposed at around 15,000. Between 120,000 to 500,000 people suf-
fered permanent medical conditions from the exposure (Amnesty, 2009).
Investigative reports since the accident all noted lax safety as the cause.
Union Carbide’s own investigation identified procedural violations and
operating errors (Diamond, 1985). Many safety systems did not function,
and overall the facility was in disrepair. This created a very unsafe operating



Conceptualizing Corporate Social Responsibility 3

environment that led to tragic consequences for employees and those living
near the facility (Bedford, 2009).

People in the United States were concerned because Union Carbide was
using the same chemical at a US facility. Union Carbide reassured US citi-
zens that the facility in the United States was safer. That led some people
to question the original safety commitment in Bhopal (Diamond, 1984).
Here is one description of the safety discrepancies between Bhopal and the
United States.

Carbide had dropped the safety standards at the Bhopal plant well below
those it maintained at a nearly identical facility in West Virginia. It is also
important to note here that Carbide was able to operate its deteriorating plant
because industrial safety and environmental laws and regulations were lacking
or were not strictly enforced by the state of Madhya Pradesh or the Indian
government making them indirectly responsible for the tragedy at Bhopal.
(Trade Environmental Database, 1997)

The US facility was slightly different as it had fewer control systems and
relied more on manual rather than automatic systems (Shabecoff, 1984). In
fact, Union Carbide documents released during litigation indicated the
Bhopal facility was built using some untested technologies (Trade
Environmental Database, 1997).

Bhopal should not be forgotten so that it is never repeated. Bhopal stands
as an appalling example of the exploitation of developing countries. The
same deadly chemical was present in Bhopal, India, and in the United States.
In Bhopal, the safety standards were lax from the start and were allowed
to deteriorate. In the United States, the safety standards were maintained
to a higher standard. Why the neglect in Bhopal? The answer is financial
gain. Union Carbide saved money by requiring less rigorous safety stand-
ards in India and by not investing in preventative maintenance (Bedford,
2009). We cannot assume corporations will naturally act in a responsible
or even a humane manner. This is not to say that all corporations are inher-
ently evil and callous toward constituent safety. Bhopal reminds us that
CSR may not be naturally occurring within the corporate environment. The
allure of profit sometimes can be deadly for constituents.

Nike remains the leader in the athletic shoe and garment market globally.
The brand is widely recognized around the world and associated with
winning. In the 1990s, Nike became associated with sweatshops and exploi-
tation of workers. Many nongovernment organizations (NGOs), such as
Global Exchange and Sweatshop Watch, began to complain about the
treatment of workers in facilities that supplied Nike with products and
materials. This mix of religious, student, and labor groups noted problems
with corporal punishment, low wages, forced overtime, inhumane working
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conditions, and child labor (Team Sweat, 2008). An awareness campaign
used public relations to inform constituents about the origin of Nike prod-
ucts. Combining the Internet with traditional news exposés, the NGOs were
able to exercise a significant amount of pressure on Nike to reform its
practices. Constituents increased public awareness of supplier practices, and
this created negative publicity and pressure for Nike to change (Carty,
2002). We should note that the sweatshop issue was (and continues to be)
endemic to the entire garment and shoe industry, not just Nike. Nike was
targeted because activists know that confronting the market leader maxi-
mizes the attention that activists attract for their efforts.

NGOs included universities in the United States as their targets for the
Nike effort. Students used various public relations tactics to pressure admin-
istrations into changing contracts if Nike did not alter its business practices.
US universities have lucrative athletic shoe contracts with major shoe manu-
facturers such as Nike, Adidas, and Reebok. The Nike labor case illustrates
how public relations becomes translated into political pressure via financial
threats. Negative attention on the supply chain created policy changes
(Bullert, 2000). O’Rourke (2005) notes that the NGOs used public relations
and marketing campaigns to alter global production and consumption. The
public relations efforts shifted demand from “problematic to improved
products” (O’Rourke, 2005, p. 116). In essence, socially responsible con-
sumption was creating more socially responsible corporate behavior — con-
sumers were pushing for CSR.

These three vignettes are all pieces of the mosaic that comprise corporate
social responsibility. They offer different insights into CSR and its trans-
formative potential while reminding us that CSR transpires within a busi-
ness landscape, not some abstract utopia. In these three cases, corporations
engaged in “bad behavior” while experiencing economic success. But the
public scrutiny of their actions contributed to outrage and pressure for
change. As we shall see, pressure for “responsible behavior” may originate
from inside the organization (e.g., it is seen as central to its mission), or
they may emanate from pressures outside the organization as we saw in the
three cases at the beginning of this chapter.

The challenge in discussing CSR is that it is not reducible to one simple
concept. Our examples illustrate how irresponsible corporate behavior may
take many forms. Similarly, responsible behavior is not easily defined. Nor
can concerns surrounding CSR be traced to one common history. CSR is a
composite of activities drawn from different academic and professional
disciplines. Moreover, what constitutes CSR actions will differ from country
to country. The complex nature of CSR results in a challenging first chapter
that explains the conceptualization of CSR we have developed for this book,
identifies costs and benefits for the corporation and society, and demon-
strates the value of a communication-centered approach to CSR.
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Throughout this book, we refer to stakeholders, their relationship to
CSR and the corporation, and their role in the CSR process. Edward
Freeman (1984) provides the classic definition of a stakebolder as “any
group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of
organizational objectives” (p. 46). How the group or individual affects or
is affected by the organization is the stake that binds them to the organiza-
tion. We acknowledge that this is a broad definition and can even include
nonhuman entities such as the environment. Our communication approach
to CSR focuses on the importance of stakeholders and the stakeholder
engagement process in conceptualizing, implementing, and evaluating CSR
initiatives.

Thinking in terms of stakeholders represents a way of classifying or
segmenting people — dividing people into similar groups. That is why writers
often refer to types or categories of stakeholders. The stake is used to create
the categories for segmentation. Typical stakeholder categories include
employees (for whom employment is the stake), members of the community
(for whom living near the organization is the stake), customers (for whom
the product or service is the stake), and investors (for whom financial inter-
est is the stake). Stakeholders also can be conceptualized in terms of CSR
concerns or interests. For example, some stakeholders are especially con-
cerned about and segmented according to environmental issues like air and
water pollution, depletion of natural resources, or organizational impacts
on endangered species. Their interest in environmental concerns is the stake
that binds them to the organization. Other stakeholders are concerned with
human rights and labor issues. They may focus on issues like child labor,
the rights of workers to unionize, or workplace safety. The concerns of
stakeholders can change and lead them to redefine their memberships. For
example, those living near or working at Union Carbide’s Bhopal facility
may have thought of themselves as having an economic stake in its success.
But that stake may have shifted dramatically following the Bhopal industrial
accident and be broadened to include health and life-and-death concerns.
Stakes also can shift when people are made aware of the relevance of the
corporation to their interests. For instance, campaigns have helped to
inform consumers of the conditions under which their apparel is manufac-
tured and have led them to demand change. Stakeholders, their relation-
ships with corporations, and communication’s role in this relationship and
the CSR process comprise the major theme woven throughout this book.

Corporate Social Responsibility: Seeking Parameters

When introducing a concept, it is important to define that concept and to
articulate its parameters. We cannot assume everyone is working from the



