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“CSR has nothing to do with charity”

Should giving to charity be part of a company’s social responsibilities? This was the question the Economist Intelligence Unit 
(EIU) sought to explore in the first round of its Corporations and Communities Debate series. The motion chosen was: “CSR 
has nothing to do with charity”. The idea was to provoke discussion on whether or not companies should treat philanthropic 
contributions as an important part of their social responsibilities—or whether businesses can have a greater social impact by 
leaving charity to others and doing what they do best: making money.

The need to debate the role of corporations in society, and the part charity should play in this, is growing, as the activities 
and responsibilities of corporations come under increasingly intense scrutiny. On one hand, a sense is emerging that leading 
companies are starting to pay closer attention to their social and environmental footprints—and that savvy organisations 
recognise that this is good business.  Yet on the other, as was clear at the height of the 2011 “Occupy” movement, deep suspicions 
of the corporate sector linger. A series of scandals—ranging from corporate tax avoidance to continuing evidence of labour 
abuses in factories in developing countries—has since added fuel to the anti-corporate fire. Amidst this controversy, some see 
companies’ charitable efforts as, at best, exercises in public relations and, at worst, smokescreens for irresponsible behaviour.

To lead the debate, the EIU invited two advocates to make their cases for and against the motion. Each wrote an opening 
statement, a rebuttal to their opponent’s statement and closing remarks to sum up their position. 

Stating the case FOR the motion was Peter Lacy, a managing director at Accenture, a 
global management consultancy. Based in Shanghai, Peter leads Accenture’s strategy 
practice and its sustainability services businesses in Asia Pacific and Greater China. 
Over the past 15 years, he has advised a range of senior leaders from the public and 
private sectors on strategy and sustainability.

Opposing him and arguing AGAINST the motion was Margaret Coady, executive 
director of the Committee Encouraging Corporate Philanthropy, a CEO membership 
organisation. Based in New York, Margaret leads CECP’s long-range planning. She 
writes research reports, runs the organisation’s annual excellence awards, manages its 
team of programme specialists and directs its partnership initiatives.

Sarah Murray, an Economist Intelligence Unit contributor, journalist, author and specialist writer on sustainable business, 
moderated the debate. With 20 years’ experience in journalism, Sarah’s work explores a broad range of topics related to the 
relationship of business to society and the environment.

To add further richness to the conversation, the EIU also invited eight contributors—individuals from the corporate sector as 
well as from civil society and non-governmental organisations—to set out their views in guest posts published throughout the 
duration of the debate.

During the debate, anyone was able to contribute by both voting, either for or against the motion, or by setting out their 
points of view in the comments section. Every day, a winning comment was selected and awarded a six-month subscription to 
The Economist.

This paper includes summaries and extracts from each of these contributions to the debate: arguments for and against the 
motion, guests’ articles and incisive comments from “the floor” posted by members of the public. Any of these contributions may 
be read in full by visiting http://ccdebates.eiu.com. Full biographies of all contributors are also available on this site. The EIU 
would like to thank all contributors and participants for helping create a truly stimulating and insightful debate.

Introduction 
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Opening round 

Moderator’s introduction 
Sarah opened by exploring the term “corporate social responsibility” or CSR, as it has become 
known. CSR, she said “means different things to different people”. Those who see it as a company’s 
efforts to act responsibly in the way it conducts its business might see CSR as having nothing do with 
charity. Yet many now equate CSR initiatives with corporate philanthropy and might therefore argue 
that CSR and charity are inextricably linked.

So what did this mean for the debate? The real question participants should be asking 
themselves, Sarah argued, was whether they considered charity part of being a responsible 
business. Should companies address their social and environmental footprints through 
philanthropic donations and community investment programmes—or should they stick to their 
business operations, thereby stimulating the economic activity creating jobs and producing the 
goods and services people need?

Many commentators have taken the latter view in the past. However, this approach arguably 
failed to take account of the fact that companies have negative as well as positive impacts on 

society. “Their activities can deplete natural resources, spark labour abuses or even, as the presence of big oil companies in parts 
of Africa has demonstrated, spark conflict,” Sarah wrote. 

Moreover, addressing their social and environmental impact can bring companies business benefits, whether through saving 
on their power bills, building loyalty among their employees or contributing to the prosperity of society, which ultimately builds a 
robust customer base and a skilled workforce.

If this is the case, the question then becomes how they should approach these issues—the question at the very heart of this 
debate.

Sarah Murray 
Contributing Editor, 
Economist Intelligence 
Unit

Opening statement: For the motion
Peter Lacy began his opening statement by examining the evolution of corporate responsibility. At 
one time, he pointed out, “corporate responsibility meant charitable giving”. This, he stressed, was 
no longer the case—corporate social responsibility, he argued, was a means of both bringing value to 
both society and giving companies a competitive advantage. 

While he acknowledged that corporate philanthropy could have a powerful impact, he stressed 
the need to separate charitable activities from the way companies conducted their business. 
“Charity cannot replace and must not be allowed to substitute for the positive—or negative—impact 
companies can have through the goods and services they produce and the way they manage their 
operations, supply chains, core strategies and business models,” he wrote. Companies are now 

“treating responsibility as a real business issue”. 
Peter said companies could have a positive impact on society while also enhancing their commercial 

success and cited examples such as how Vodafone’s M-PESA mobile banking solution in developing 
countries helps smallholder farmers increase their incomes. He also highlighted the fact that, in these 

Peter Lacy
Managing Director, 
Accenture
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Opening statement: Against the motion
“Philanthropy alone cannot solve all the world’s problems—but not all the world’s problems can be 
solved without it, either,” Margaret said in her opening statement, before going on to argue the case 
for philanthropy as a foundational element of corporate behaviour.

Margaret acknowledged the fact that companies make significant contributions to society by 
providing goods and services, creating jobs and generating wealth and tax revenue. However, she 
said, if companies were to limit their investments in society to these business-related activities, 
it would leave “a lot of value on the table”. Since companies had both a stake in society and the 
resources to help address its biggest challenges, positive involvement in the broader world would be 
“a much better long-term strategy”.

Margaret went on to explain how social issues are relevant to companies, whether that is a 
shortage of skilled employees at home or absenteeism as a result of malaria in overseas markets. 
Meanwhile, the top college graduates companies seek to hire are asking whether potential 
employers have values that match their own. Consumers also “want to see their values reflected in 
the brands they associate with.” 

Philanthropic investments, she said, also help build trust in the communities where companies have their operations and give 
them “the ability to access new markets, create new products, gain a better understanding of untapped customer segments and 
pilot new technologies.” 

In concluding, Margaret expressed approval of the concept of “shared value”—the idea that, for mutual benefit, companies 
should invest in the communities that are their customers and suppliers. However, she said, not all society’s challenges could be 
solved by business models. “Can you really turn a profit on ending domestic violence?” she asked. In fact, she argued, “shared 
value depends on philanthropy”, and ended by promising to explain this statement in the next round of the debate.

Margaret Coady
Executive Director, 
Committee Encouraging 
Corporate Philanthropy

Opening statement: For the motion (continued)
and other initiatives, companies are forming closer relationships with non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and charities, 
as is the case with the UK retailer Marks & Spencer, which is working with Oxfam to encourage consumers to recycle their old 
clothing through an initiative known as “schwopping”.

But while he argued that the lines are blurring between the activities of companies and NGOs, and stressed that new forms 
of inclusive business did not diminish the power of charity, Peter also identified an emerging trend born of companies’ efforts 
to address their impact on society and the environment: the development of a sustainable business model that would allow 
companies, through their core commercial activities, to scale up their efforts to address societal problems. 
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important assets” and was thus an “inefficient” way to tackle 
big global problems. 

Moreover, while public trust in corporations was at a low 
point, rebuilding its stature would require rethinking the 
incentives and measures of success of capitalism. “Whether 
corporate philanthropy grows or disappears in the process is 
immaterial,” she wrote. Moreover, the idea of “giving back” 
risks creating the “unfortunate model of maximising profits 
by externalising costs, and then attempting to right the ship 
through philanthropy.” 

Arguing strongly in support of the motion, Judy Samuelson 
made a case for market-based solutions to social and 
environmental challenges. Philanthropy, she said, was 
a “rounding error on a very large balance sheet of more 

Guest post 1*

 
Judith Samuelson 

Executive Director, Aspen 
Institute Business and Society 

Programme

were aligning their community investments with corporate 
objectives, giving to fewer causes, setting clear goals and 
measuring the results.

Purely business-driven decision-making, he argued, did not 
allow for funding the kinds of investments that “weave the 
company into the fabric of the local community”. Corporate 
grantmaking, he said, did. It allowed companies to create 
“positive social change while simultaneously receiving a 
‘return on investment’ that aligns with business goals”. Defending the role of corporate philanthropy, Justin 

Goldbach pointed out that companies were becoming more 
strategic in their philanthropic investments. Rather than 
writing cheques to a variety of charities, more of them 

“Charity should not be all (or even the bulk) of what a company does, regardless of how much money it gives away or how 
comprehensive the granting criteria is. Every company can, and should, do much more in improving the livelihood and quality of 
life of people in the communities from which it derives its revenues and profits.”

Aaron Boey, March 4th
“The best model of CSR is when a company strategically applies its core business practice to help an underserved area in society. In 
some cases, this could be for charity.”

Amanda, March 5th
“A focus on a ‘charity’ label is an easy, often lazy option for a company—it’s too easy for companies to merely send cheques and 
tick corporate boxes and thereby providing themselves with a notion of cover against legitimate questions on their business 
strategy and actions from NGOs/civil society/governments.”

JA, March 6th 

Guest post 2*

Comments from the floor

 
Justin Goldbach

Director, Corporate Social 
Engagement division, 
Changing Our World

* Read the full article at http://ccdebates.eiu.com

* Read the full article at http://ccdebates.eiu.com
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Rebuttal round
Moderator’s remarks
Taking stock, Sarah Murray highlighted the fact that the voting—with 79% agreeing with the motion and 21% disagreeing—might 
suggest that a majority of people see charity as being quite separate from a company’s social responsibilities. Yet, as she went on 
to point out, comments from the floor were sending a different message.

While some took a strong stand for the motion, others expressed more nuanced views. “To say that CSR has nothing to do with 
charity is to take an unnecessarily extreme position on this topic,” wrote Aaron Boey. “There are times when CSR and charity 
are exclusive and times where they overlap,” said Ivy Cohen, while several commenters agreed that the issue was not “black and 
white”.

What was becoming clear, argued Sarah, was that while voting had moved strongly in one direction, there was plenty of support 
for the idea that companies should make contributions to society that extend beyond the impact of their business operations.

She therefore ended the post by encouraging participants to think carefully about exactly how companies should approach 
this—whether that should be by giving a role to corporate philanthropy as “risk capital” for piloting long-term sustainability 
initiatives, or by adhering strictly to business strategies and avoiding anything that fails to provide prospects of a financial return.

Rebuttal statement: For the motion
While Peter acknowledged that the boundaries were blurring between philanthropy and CSR, he countered by pointing out that 
Margaret viewed both CSR and corporate philanthropy from a “post-profit lens” and stressed the importance of separating two 
frequently conflated approaches—“what you do with profits after you make them” and “how you make them in the first place”.

CSR, he argued, was becoming a critical business issue for a number of corporate leaders, “who are finding ways to turn it to 
business advantage as a licence to operate, innovate and grow”. As an example, he highlighted the pharmaceutical industry, 
which is developing new business models that address a social need by providing communities in developing countries with 
affordable medicines while also creating new markets for their products.

By reshaping markets, he said, these business models could achieve the kind of scale and transformational change that would 
not be possible through philanthropic efforts alone. 

The returns for companies —“in terms of attracting top talent and engaging consumers as sustainability becomes an 
increasingly important factor in their decision-making”—strengthen this proposition. By contrast, he argued, focusing on charity 
alone leaves programmes vulnerable to changes in management preferences and shifts in economic priorities.

While Peter conceded that philanthropy was an important tool in helping implement socially and environmentally responsible 
business strategies, he stressed the fact that “in realigning global market forces so that scalable, speedy and sustainable 
solutions can be found to collective global problems, philanthropy and CSR should never be confused”.

Rebuttal statement: Against the motion
It would certainly be a good thing if companies were to redesign their business models to solve entrenched societal challenges 
and lift poor communities from poverty, wrote Margaret in her counter to Peter’s opening statement. However, she went on to ask 
why was it, if this market-based model was so compelling, that only a handful of company names were cited again and again in 
this context? “As it turns out,” she said, “finding commercial fixes to entrenched societal issues is difficult.”

This, she explained, was why philanthropy played an important role—by filling the gaps when no clear business models exist. 
The challenge was that in the for-profit world, innovative ideas needed to compete with “other productive uses for corporate 
cash (paying down debt, funding acquisitive growth, issuing dividends and so on)… Only new ideas with the highest and fastest 
expected rate of return will move forward.”
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Philanthropy could create “a bridge toward market-based solutions”. To illustrate this, she cited Peter’s Vodafone example. 
While the company’s M-PESA mobile banking solution—which connects millions to financial services via mobile phones—was 
now a commercial success, she pointed out that it initially received seed funding from the UK’s Department for International 
Development. “In other words, while the idea was ultimately commercially viable, there wasn’t sufficient corporate confidence to 
fund it fully,” she explained. “Philanthropic dollars helped incubate the initiative.”

Despite the promise of “shared value” approaches to business, Margaret argued that in reality the number of successful 
models remained limited and that philanthropy “as an incubator for promising ideas” had an important role to play. Companies, 
she said, should tap into the expertise of professionals from the philanthropic sector as they sought viable solutions to social 
problems. “Those who see commercial models as ready to replace philanthropic grants in solving societal issues,” she concluded, 
“underestimate the role of philanthropy in developing those solutions.”

Guest post 3*
 
 

Richard Welford
Chairman, CSR Asia

Microsoft adhered to a two-pronged view to CSR, she 
explained. The business focus was on how to “work 
responsibly as a company”. At the same time, it worked to 
serve the communities in which it operated with everything 
from employee giving to corporate philanthropy, “including 
providing non-profits with the technology needed to 
enhance their day-to-day services”. By aligning corporate 
citizenship with the needs of both society and the business, 
she said, companies could have a long-term impact that was 
“good for everyone—companies and communities”.

Effective citizenship should be aligned with a company’s 
mission and integrated across the entire organisation in 
line with the rising expectations of employees, customers, 
investors, government and partners, argued Lori Harnick in 
her guest post.

Guest post 4*

 
Lori Harnick 

General Manager, Citizenship & 
Public Affairs, Microsoft

Richard Welford gave insights into Asian approaches to 
CSR and charity in his guest post. While he argued that 
corporate social responsibility should be treated as part 
of business strategy, and therefore had little to do with 
charity, this was less commonly seen in the way Asian 
companies designed their CSR programmes. 

Regional approaches, he explained, included Thailand’s 
tradition of “merit making” through philanthropic activities, 
and China’s practice of publishing league tables recording 
the donations companies make to causes. For many Asian 
companies, he said, charity was “an easy exercise, the 
impact of which to the company may be limited and to 
society is commonly not measured”.

* Read the full article at http://ccdebates.eiu.com

* Read the full article at http://ccdebates.eiu.com
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business practices. “They are the most powerful players in 
the supply chain,” she said, “and their operations link to the 
world’s poorest people, particularly within the agricultural 
and food sectors.”

Yet Penny also pointed out that because “poor people aren’t 
the neat ‘market ready’ packages on which CSR strategies 
often focus”, corporate philanthropy had a role, bringing 
business resources into situations with no clear business 
model. Philanthropy also allowed companies to innovate, to 
increase their competitiveness and to build loyalty among 
consumers and employees, “which ultimately enables the 
business to continue to thrive”.

Core business practices should be the priority for companies 
but philanthropy “also has its place”, argued Penny 
Lawrence. Companies had tremendous potential to address 
poverty through their supply chains and by pursuing inclusive 

Guest post 5*

 
 

Penny Lawrence
International Director and Acting 

Chief Executive, Oxfam GB

Guest post 6*

 
Carol Sanford

Consultant and author of 
“The Responsible Business: 

Reimagining Sustainability and 
Success”

“It is completely unrealistic to expect altruistic behaviour from a group of people who have purposefully joined together in a 
focused endeavour to make a profit. Altruism and charity are specifically NOT the role of companies and to expect or demand it is 
misplaced indignation.”

David Paspa, March 7th
“Africa is at a different stage of development therefore we cannot apply exactly the same business principles that are used in the 
other parts of the world... Building social services is not an act of altruism but a necessity in situations where there are none. “

Debbie Peters, March 8th
“If it is based on charity CSR will be nothing more than a cost centre within a corporation. A cost centre which does not contribute 
to the bottom line will have very little value within the organisation and hence the CSR division will be at the bottom of the 
hierarchy, giving it little say in decision-making.”

Subhash Mittal, March 9th

Comments from the floor

For Carol Sanford, both charity and CSR initiatives were 
too often ways of “outsourcing responsibility”, either by 
passing the buck to consultants or by creating a separate 
CSR department whose activities were not related to the 
rest of the business.

Carol argued that companies made the greatest impact 
on societal challenges when they integrated their 
efforts fully into corporate operations. “Outsourcing and 
compartmentalising CSR splinter a company’s efforts 
and weaken its connections to what it’s really trying 
to accomplish” she said. “Charity should never be a 
substitute for full, company-owned responsibility.”

* Read the full article at http://ccdebates.eiu.com

* Read the full article at http://ccdebates.eiu.com
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“Charity is an important part of CSR because it can be deployed at short notice, has flexible levels of commitment, and can be 
easily translated to society. It is the cash currency of CSR due to its ease. However, it doesn’t force a company to truly challenge 
itself—to work from the ground up and consider that question we all as individuals ask ourselves, ‘Who am I really?’”

Tafi Mazikana, March 10th
“Most economists, naively, treat the world as a positive-sum game (but they would; after all it is an essential concept on which to 
perpetuate the theories of economic growth), [but] the reality is that when we include social and environmental factors, it is more 
apparent that the world exists closer to a zero-sum game.”

Paul Harris, March 11th

Comments from the floor
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Closing round
Moderator’s closing remarks
Sarah began her final remarks by pointing out that, while the voting was still strongly in favour of the motion that “CSR has 
nothing to do with charity”, in the broader debate, there appeared to be plenty of support for the idea that companies should in 
fact do their part in supporting communities through philanthropic contributions. 

So why, she asked, was this view not being reflected in the voting? “After all,” she said, “if you believe—as many of the 
comment contributors say they do—that charity is linked in some way to CSR, should you really be voting FOR the motion?”

Of course, a wide variety of views were being expressed in the comments—from those who were cynical that philanthropy was 
merely a smokescreen for irresponsible behaviour to those who saw CSR as representing responsible business practices and a 
means to achieving long-term sustainable development.

Further complicating approaches to CSR, Sarah pointed out (citing contributors’ comments), was the need for companies to 
take into account the views of their shareholders and the reality in some parts of the world was that companies were forced to do 
more for communities simply due to a lack of infrastructure and resources.

Closing statement: For the motion
In his concluding statement, Peter put forward three points reiterating his view. First, he said, charity was a tool of CSR, which 
in turn was part of long-term business strategy. However, he argued, charity alone was not sufficient to address large social and 
environmental issues. “These require solutions at a scale that only responsible business practices can deliver.”

Secondly, Peter stressed the fact that responsible practices were becoming part of everyday business activities for leading 
companies but that this approach was in its early stages. Thirdly, he said, social innovation was emerging in a range of different 
financial models, including partnerships between civil societies, governments and companies.

Peter agreed with Margaret that examples of effective responsible business were still relatively rare and warned against 
complacency. In his view, few companies had reached what he called “true north”—most were still heading towards “magnetic 
north”—that is, pursuing incremental rather than transformational change or treating CSR as a separate department or activity.

Peter stressed the need for companies to reach true north not only by finding ways of expanding their businesses and 
increasing their competitive advantage without creating negative social and environmental impacts but also by working to 
restore what they consume through recycling and other strategies.

Partnerships with NGOs, charities, policymakers and others were an important part of this, he said, as was working with 
others on “changing the rules of the market”. Redefining relationships with consumers was also critical, he added, so that new 
sustainable concepts of value could prevail over price or availability.

All this innovation and collaboration would require commitment from leaders. To encourage others to “reset their compasses”, 
the pioneers should be applauded. Because if others followed, he explained, the potential for responsible business practices to 
bring about change was, unlike charity, without limit. “So when I argue that CSR and charity must be considered separately,” he 
concluded, “it is not because CSR has succeeded in reaching its full potential. It’s because it has hardly even begun.”

Closing statement: Against the motion
What had become clear in the debate, argued Margaret in her closing remarks, was that its “intellectual centre” focused on the 
question of whether or not philanthropy was “merely a footnote in a larger discussion about corporate behaviour”, or whether 
philanthropy was a “compelling” way for companies to contribute to society.

In answering this question, Margaret stressed the value of the full range of a corporation’s philanthropic activities, whether 
employee volunteering, product donations or cash grants. While representing billions of dollars annually, these also played a 
strategic role in building bridges to market-based solutions, she reiterated.
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But there was also further benefit from corporate charity. “A philanthropic grant carries with it the message that despite 
the many productive outcomes of capitalism (wealth, tax revenue, and goods and services), there are nonetheless thorny and 
interconnected human and environmental needs outside the capitalist paradigm that are worth addressing,” she said. As such, 
she explained, philanthropy was a forceful statement by companies about the limitations of capitalism.

Moreover, while Margaret acknowledged the merits of Peter’s rebuttal argument—that philanthropy cannot shift market forces 
to address big global problems—she pointed out that, by the same token, business models could not fix every societal problem 
(examples, she said, included child abuse and barriers to women’s empowerment). This, she said, was where philanthropy should 
come in.

Margaret and Peter agreed on one trend—the blurring of the edges between the public and private sectors. However, through 
philanthropy, she believed that the private sector was acknowledging the fact that it could not address all societal issues. As 
such, she said, corporate philanthropy “is not a footnote, it’s a headline”.

organisations such as WWF in order to tap into their expertise 
and gain a better understanding of the environmental risks 
that concerned both companies and broader society. 

Corporate motives, he said, “have shifted to protect long-
term viability and profits, mitigate supply-chain risks and 
conserve the resource base needed for future production”. 
This, he said, is the new CSR, “where responsibility is about 
protecting the planet for the next generation”.

Jason Clay argued that corporate efforts to minimise 
environmental impacts were business driven, having mostly 
“started within the company’s four walls—their direct 
sphere of influence”. Companies formed a partnership with 

Guest post 7*

 
 

Jason Clay
Senior Vice-president, Market 

Transformation, World Wildlife 
Fund

corporation’s core business can lead to greater social and 
business impact.” 

However, she said, if companies worked to engage the 
poor as producers and consumers, they could expand their 
markets, create mutual accountability and help the poor 
to change their own lives and contribute to the broader 
economy. In this way, she said, “a corporation can indeed be 
socially responsible without giving to charity”.Jennifer Meehan took a nuanced view that came out in 

favour of what some might call “strategic philanthropy”. She 
suggested that charity had a role but that “moving beyond 
exclusive charitable engagement and aligning charity to a 

Guest post 8*

 
Jennifer Meehan 

Chair, Grameen Foundation 
India and member of Grameen 

Foundation Asia Advisory 
Committee

* Read the full article at http://ccdebates.eiu.com

* Read the full article at http://ccdebates.eiu.com
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“I’m of the view that the ‘S’ should be dropped from CSR so that we’re left with ‘corporate responsibility’. It’s not about businesses 
handing large cheques to charity or issuing annual CSR reports for PR purposes… Rather, it should be about companies acting 
responsibly from the core.”
Fsg, March 12th
“Charity is to many companies an entry point to the larger CSR discourse. If it remains limited to that, a very narrow version of CSR 
will emerge.”
Simone Galimberti, March 13th
“Looking at CSR and charity as mutually exclusive domains is erroneous... The problem is not so much with ‘chequebook’ 
philanthropy as with the optimal and desired outcome of the money a cheque carries.”
Vijay Bhaskar, March 14th
“While it would be naive to discount the presence of any ulterior motives... CSR programmes allow companies to reach out and 
affect the lives of people in need.
Paige Ortega, March 15th

Comments from the floor
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Conclusion
Peter ended up winning the vote easily, with 75% of voters agreeing with him and thereby upholding the motion “CSR has nothing 
to do with charity”. But this tells only a fraction of the story. The debate demonstrated that people hold strong and passionate 
views on the topic. Participants contributed more than 400 thoughtful comments and personal insights on the relationship 
between charity and CSR, while the debate website attracted around 30,000 unique users and its Facebook page gained more than 
3,500 fans.

The wave of interest in the debate reflects a broader trend in public opinion. As the process of globalisation continues and 
companies acquire far greater international footprints than previously seen, awareness is growing of the potential for the 
corporate sector to shape (for better or worse) global social and environmental conditions. In fact, many see the influence of 
companies on society as equal to—if not more powerful than—that of government. 

As many of the debate comments illustrate, this brings with it both 
optimism—that companies have the potential to solve some of the world’s 
biggest problems—but also a growing sense of unease. Are companies simply 
embracing both CSR and philanthropy as a means of hiding irresponsibility or 
making up for the damage they inflict on communities and the natural world?

Moreover, while leading companies have embraced concepts such as 
“sustainable business”, “corporate responsibility”, “strategic philanthropy” 
and “shared value”, the question remains as to whether such initiatives 
can compete with the pressure to maximise shareholder value. And can 
progressive corporate approaches to social and environmental issues 
prevail in the face of corporate lobbying and political spending, which are often used to promote policies that favour commercial 
priorities over the public good? 

With these questions being raised more frequently, new business models are emerging that may offer a way forward. In a 
number of US states, for example, benefit corporation legislation now gives the leaders of registered companies greater freedom 
to pay as much attention to social and environmental goals as to profit generation. And a fledgling but growing movement of 
activist shareholders is calling for greater disclosure of companies’ political spending and corporate lobbying activities.

Will these developments obviate the need for corporate philanthropy? As Margaret pointed out, given the slow pace of change 
in the private sector, this seems unlikely. Philanthropy may always be needed to address issues such as emergency relief or human 
rights abuses while charity is also likely to remain a kickstarter source of funding for social innovation. And as both Peter and 
Margaret agreed, when it comes to addressing social issues, the lines are blurring between the roles of the private and non-profit 
sectors.

However, given the vast and expanding global footprint of the private sector, it seems likely that the debate about the role of 
philanthropy in CSR is just one of many conversations, as governments, citizens and business leaders across the world grapple 
with a bigger question—what is the purpose of the corporation and how can business interests be more closely aligned with those 
of society?

The Corporations and Communities Debate Series will continue to examine crucial aspects of the role of business in society. 
Please visit our Facebook community, https://www.facebook.com/ccdebates, to find out about the next debate.
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