For the love of green: Between ecology and dollars

ABSTRACT

This paper reviews how corporate social responsibility (CSR), in particular its
environmental practices, is being mobilised in practice by companies. We discuss that the
current engagement with the Anthropocene is more a marketing argument supporting a
capitalist discourse, rather than an ethical approach towards business. Thus, we call for a
more sustainable approach in CSR, not as a communication tool, but as a genuine
response to Anthropocene conditions and shared stewardship, rather than a marketisation
of CSR. We suggest the establishment of an international CSR certification entity that

would advise companies in CSR practices in the Anthropocene Earth.
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Introduction

The corresponding author worked for a prestigious French financial consulting company
for a couple of years during his PhD. He was in one of the most reputable offices of the
conglomerate, dedicated to portfolio decision-making. One day, after a meeting on
portfolio diversification, the senior manager put forward the names of several companies

well-known for their green policies. When the corresponding author inquired about the



motivation for including green options in the portfolio strategy — in relation to the CSR
practices of the selected companies — the executive director suggested that green
investment was a way of making money: “If the customers want green I give them green

... I love green, green is the colour of the dollar”.

This episode motivated us to reflect on the use of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
in organisations. In this paper, we examine how CSR has been constructed in literature
and in practice to connect an organisation to the environment in a positive way, though it
is often used to mean “business as usual”. We argue that management scholars should
take into consideration the Anthropocene issues, to rethink CSR as theory and practice.
CSR should not be left to companies to comply with, it should be part of a wider
supernational organisation of experts that could provide a significant form of effective
climate/environment feedback, and change the discourses and narratives in which it is

currently embedded.

CSR is a broad umbrella of self-regulatory mechanisms covering economic, social and
environmental domains and involves communicating the social and environmental effects

of'a company’s economic actions to particular interest groups.



To demonstrate the necessity of establishing a supernational body of experts, we focus
on the failure of CSR in relation to environmentalism and carbon emissions, and its
implications for the Anthropocene. The Anthropocene is a period in which human
activities have visibly compromised the Earth’s global equilibrium (Steffen, Crutzen and
McNeill 2007). Since the industrial revolution, humans have “consciously or unwittingly
alter[ed] the surrounding environment, to extract minerals, generate energy, make food
and shelter, provide global communication, and so on” (Zalasiewicz et al. 2017: 2). Thus,
in the Anthropocene, humans not only influence the Earth, but also have to live with the
consequences, which seems to have been dismissed in current CSR practices. Many
environmental changes were triggered and created by industries, and companies are

ignoring the consequences (Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016).

Currently, companies are stemming from a world dominated by a capitalist logic
concerned predominantly with making money (Angus 2016; Haraway 2016), which
creates challenges related to urbanisation (Colebrook 2016), waste management (Hird
2017), ethical and political struggles (Szerszynski 2010), dramatic weather events, rising
sea-levels, food and water shortages, political conflicts and imperialist politics (Last
2015), massive deregulation, the rise of populism and explosion of inequalities (Latour
2017), and extreme biodiversity loss (Zalasiewicz et al. 2019). Companies are doing very

little to mitigate these issues, as they are working to a logic of constant growth, which is



not sustainable in the long run: critical resources are finite, and there is a constant
degradation of ecosystems and an “erosion of the planet’s capability to absorb our
wastes”, generating a sustainability crisis (Steffen et al. 2011: 739). Companies,
organisations and human ecosystems are now part of the Earth system, becoming geology

themselves (Latour 2017).

Hence, we criticise the current CSR practices, which have been “marketised” in the field
of accounting to make the environment visible through numbers to present their “green”
activities to the stakeholders, and we criticise how this communication to external
stakeholders is frequently mere rhetoric, failing to engage and address the issues in the

Anthropocene.

Global environmental change is driven largely by the unwanted consequences of
commerce and industry. Altering the procedures and priorities of commerce and industry
is prerequisite to mitigating those environmental pressures. Globally, commerce and
industry are driven by the profit motive, or “bottom line”, and although companies claim
to have a “triple bottom line”, this serves to control the adverse side-effects through
national and international regulations, rather than purposively change the practices to

reduce the “Great Acceleration”.



CSR and practices of making environment visible

Corporate social responsibility is an elusive concept whose significance has regularly
changed in its history (Carroll 1999), operating with open rules of application, and which
can be summed up as businesses “bearing a responsibility to society and a broader set of
stakeholders beyond its shareholders” (Wang et al. 2016: 534). CSR usually refers to
practices that are meant to do something good for society, rather than merely discussing
its possibility (Aras and Crowther 2009), built on a large ideological spectrum ranging
from initiatives focused on conservative values (e.g. Hobby Lobby and Chick-fil-A in the

USA) to very progressive liberal values (e.g. Ben and Jerry’s ice cream).

Since we focus on CSR activities in relation to ecology, we present some examples of the
failed accountability of companies in relation to carbon emissions and fossil-fuel

exploitation.

Financial and external reports are used to make visible CSR practices, indicating an
organisation’s ecological involvement, alongside the return on investment of CSR
activities and issues related to the accountability of organisations (O’Sullivan and
O’Dwyer 2015). For example, carbon emission permits and reportings are mechanisms
through which accounting as calculative mechanisms are used to estimate environmental

issues (Hopwood 2009), making nature visible through accounting numbers.



CSR lies between (internal) financial pressures and (external) public relations. This
tension makes CSR practices challenging and complex, since there are different variables
that need to be taken into consideration, such as: affordable costs; adoption within the
firm of new forms of measurements; and incentives to motivate ethical, social and
environmental behaviours (Roberts 2003). Who is responsible for what, the minimum
acceptable standards, and the goals of CSR are constantly evolving (Gilbert, Rasche and

Waddock 2011).

This situation opens the door for companies to consider CSR with a cynical business
attitude, using it as an instrumental logic, as in the case of BP after the Deepwater Horizon

tragedy.

In BP’s CSR report in 2010 (BP 2010), the company highlights that the volume of oil
spilled (in million litres) was 1.7, whilst it was 1.2 in 2009 and had actually decreased
compared to 2008 since it was reported as being 3.4! Direct carbon dioxide, indirect
carbon dioxide, direct methane, and direct greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are
reported as stable or even decreasing in value. How can this be stated after the worst oil

spill in history? The company writes (p. 8):



“Although there are several third-party estimates of the flow rate or total volume
of oil spilled from the Deepwater Horizon, we believe that no accurate
determination can be made or reported until further information is collected and
the analysis, such as the condition of the blowout preventer, is completed. Once
such determination has been made, we will report on the spill volume as

appropriate.”

The following year’s report (BP 2011) does not provide any update. Ernst and Young,

the auditors of the reports, made the following comment (p. 7):

“BP [in the tables of values related to environmental impact] refers to studies
that have been undertaken to help understand the impact on habitats. Whilst it is
clear that a wide range of activities are under way or have been completed, the
full analysis of the various studies is pending, and BP should provide updates in

due course.”

In BP’s 2012 report, the values presented are the same. In addition, a whole chapter
describes the achievements in cleaning up the Gulf of Mexico (BP 2012). “According to
data from NOAA, commercial seafood landings in the Gulfin 2011 reached their highest

levels since 2000, although the results varied by state and by species.” However, it is not



explained what varied, nor by how much.

CSR has also been used by corporations to benefit from tax deductions and to lobby for
lowering tax (The Economist 2016). Large corporations exert substantial political
influence on decisions concerning climate change policies, since they propose solutions
that are aligned with their business model and sources of income, rather than actual
measures to decrease their impact in the Anthropocene, thus making the Earth system
vulnerable. This opportunistic way of using CSR has been criticised by many
environmentalist groups working to identify non-green companies that claim to be green
by making nature visible and emphasising the positive externalities, while polluting and
hiding the detrimental effects of their activities through numbers. In response,
environmentalist groups have tried to draw public attention to these problems and urged

shareholders to disinvest from holdings in coal, oil and gas (The Economist 2015).

CSR has been contested also as a greenwashing practice (Kewalramani and Sobelsohn
2012; Laufer 2003), since some businesses use CSR claims as marketing tools (Costas

and Kérreman 2013) in a deceptive way, using the label “eco-friendliness” to sell more
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products. CSR and the use of such terms as “eco-friendly,” “organic,” “natural,” and

“green” are everyday examples of how brands create a “halo effect” (The Economist



2015), whereby a product can earn consideration from consumers by leveraging on the

invitation for customers to indirectly contribute to a good cause by buying the product.

It is worth mentioning that recent polluting scandals are not related to a specific political
regime, since they occurred in North America (BP Deepwater scandal), South America
(PDVSA oil spilling in Venezuela) (Zerpa 2018) and Asia (e.g. in Vietnam with the toxic
spill from a steel plant belonging to Taiwan’s Formosa Plastic Group, which killed all the
fish in the affected coastline) (The Guardian 2017); and China, in the case of emission
monitoring fraud in which officials manipulated sensory equipment to distort pollution
readings (Stanway 2018)). Polluting scandals also occurred across various industries,
such as fashion supply chains (in which factories supplying famous brands have been
spilling toxic materials into the waters) (for in-depth reading, Siegle 2011), fossil-based
and agriculture, among others. However, these practices are related to the current
economic models of production and consumption that are exhausting the Earth system,
creating resource shortages and environmental degradation, pressuring the poorer groups
of society, and causing long-term irreversible damage (Steffen et al. 2011). In this

2

context, CSR reporting allows stakeholders to “see”, make visible and “value” the
company’s CSR policy in accounting records, but it can be construed as insincere (Laufer

2003) from a societal point of view (Roberts 2003), and the good intentions of some



organisations using CSR practices are overshadowed by more predatory ones in which

CSR is used to increase market value and profits.

Instead, as Latour (2017) suggests, companies need to bring the Earth system into the
construction of a multitude of beings, in which different actors have a performative role
in engaging with the Anthropocene. We explain the performative concept in the next

section.

CSR as a discourse

Although CSR might be “business as usual”, discourses concerning CSR practices can
potentially stimulate a positive social change, even if this is not fully reflected in
organisational practices (Christensen, Morsing and Thyssen 2013). However, as we have
discussed in the previous section, CSR can become a form of communication that serves
as a stratagem to obtain legitimacy (Roberts 2003) to help sponsor a company’s business
activities (Hopwood 2009). Currently, this is a passing fad as it is not systematically

embedded in organisational working practices (Gond et al. 2012).

As far as making “nature visible” is concerned, CSR practices seem insufficient in trying

to encourage corporations to engage in virtuous behaviours, as there is an implicit

synonymy between making visible the absence of a bad impact on environment and doing
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something valuable towards stopping climate change.

Discourses on CSR practices are performed to create a rhetoric around organisational
practices, in order to: communicate values that employees need to embrace, transform
CSR into a tool for managing employees (Costas and Kérreman 2013) and improve
relationships within the community (Kazmi, Leca and Naccache 2016).

Instead, to frame positive changes, we need to create discourses that are performative and
have a positive impact, and we need to have “performative utterances”, sentences in

which saying something means doing something (Austin 1975).

Given the critiques evoked in the previous section, it is legitimate to question further to
what extent CSR could become performative for good practices. As we have analysed,
concerns have been raised by organisational scholars that CSR practices are implemented
by corporations that are doing business as usual, are morally empty, act predominantly
for their own and their shareholders’ gain (see the review by Kazmi, Leca and Naccache
2016), and to control the behaviour of their employees. In this context, how can anyone

be sure that well-intentioned discourse can really generate positive actions?

Towards a performative CSR
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Macintosh et al. (2000) and Mattessich (2003) indicate that accounting is a way of
thinking\structuring a relationship with the economic environment. However, if
accounting in terms of representing nature fails to refer to a given reality, it might
circulate in a self-referential model in which representing Anthropocene through CSR is
not necessarily good enough to engage with such reality (e.g. BP reporting), not good
enough to perform its discourse within an organisation and society (e.g. greenwashing)
because nature is considered an “outsider”, and dividing nature from humans creates a
big divide (Latour 1993). Companies are currently considering CSR practices “inside the
organisation” as separate from outside ecology, and this creates the possibility of
predatory practices, as nature is not considered part of the same ecosystem, but outside

of it.

Our article calls for a different and improved CSR in relation to its role in the
Anthropocene, which requires to actively think about nature as an actor to be included in
organisational activities rather than being seen as “something out there”. This requires a
different economic system that incentivises CSR as a tool for sustainable growth rather
than serving the new-liberal marketing and accounting practices that are irreversibly
changing the Earth system. It is necessary to research and apply new practices and
economic systems that are moving away from the money-making logic and from the idea

of exponential and infinite growth, as the resources are finite. For example, new theories
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on “slow innovation” and “slow growth” need to be developed to suggest alternatives to

the current economic logic.

Furthermore, in the current economic model, we need to develop a “global stewardship”
to avert or contain local collapse (Steffen et al. 2011), to avoid greenwashing or
misleading representations. In fact, companies’ impact on Earth system functioning
cannot be resolved by asking companies to comply with norms and standards, nor is it a
task to be performed only by environmental activities. Instead, a homogenous
supernational cooperation and the establishment of an international CSR institute are
needed. The international CSR institute would have the task of authoritatively monitoring
the effects of particular CSR practices, developing new practices in response to those that
are not working, and publicly recognising those companies that are complying with a

“CSR stewardship”.

For future research, we suggest the development of theories for a new CSR stewardship
which could perform CSR discourses, and encourage companies to develop more benign
and less environmentally harmful practices. We also suggest carrying out tests on a
selected sample, ideally in Official Development Assistance (ODA) compliant countries,

as companies in these regions are rushing to grow as fast as possible, and are frequently
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using polluting practices. If the practices could work here, they could potentially be

replicated everywhere.
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