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Alex Mavro, “The Responsibilitator,”
is a full-time CSR and Sustainability
consultant based in Thailand. Reach
him at almavro@siv-asia.org.

When you see or hear the
phrase, “Corporate Social Respon-
sibility,” what immediately comes to
mind? Please take a minute to
mentally answer that question
before reading on.

If you said, “charity,” you
are among the majority.
Unfortunately, the majority is
misinformed.

Don’t get me wrong. There
can be — and often, there is — a
charitable component to a well
thoughtout CSR strategy. But it
needn’t always be there. And it
plays a supporting role, not the lead
role that so many organizations
seem to give it.

There is a long explanation
for why there is so much
misunderstanding about the concept,
misunderstanding that is not limited
to Thailand. However, two of the
more obvious drivers of miscon-

ception may be unique to Thailand.

First is the concept of making
merit (W1UaY). The CSR worldview
is new, or at least the emphasis is
new. One easy way to introduce
why an organization should be
concerned about it is to equate CSR
to making merit. It resonates with
Thai businesspeople. It is something
with which they can immediately
identify: doesn’t everyone want to
make merit?

Of course, making merit is an
honorable endeavor which should be
encouraged. Its limitation, when
comparing making merit to social
responsibility, is that one’s options
for making merit are almost unlimited.
Social responsibility, on the other
hand, is constratined to those
activities dictated by the reactions of
others to your organization’s product,
service, or method of operating. We
use the term stakeholders to refer
to these ‘others.’

Bluntly put, if there were no



organization to have an impact, there
would be no stakeholders and
therefore no need to consider CSR.
But there would still be plenty of
opportunity for making merit.

The second driver of misun-
derstanding is less cultural and more
opportunistic. Foundations, Associations,
and other worthy non-governmental
organizations have learned to use
“CSR” as a mantra which will
frequently evoke prompt and generous
donations from businesses and other
organizations.

CSR is in the air: we see it
mentioned daily in the news, and
what serious organization wants to
be seen as one that ignores the
Movement of the Moment... especially
if all that’s needed to participate is a
bank draft. And naturally, that’s what
many well-meaning NGOs tell their
potential donors, in effect: “Write us
a check and your CSR quota will be
met, for this year.”

Don’t get me wrong. Some
of my best friends run these
organizations, and | know them to
be courageous and well-intentioned.
They would never consider trying to
trick anyone into supporting them:
they want hearts and minds - not
just today, but forever.

On the other hand, these
public-spirited individuals are ill-
informed, believing as they do that
“CSR equals Charity.” Since charity
is an under-rated driver in the

business world, whereas “CSR” is

heard everywhere, it is only natural
for an NGO to opt for “CSR” as part
of its sales pitch.

This brings me to the point
of this article. CSR’s biggest enemy
today is misinformation. The way to
fight misinformation is through
education. Education at the university
level; at the secondary level; and at
the primary level.

| have long been a proponent
of fostering a social responsibility
mindset among university students
through such organizations as Net
Impact and the University Social
Responsibility Alliance. But after
having addressed dozens of
university audiences and written
reams of articles, | have come to
the conclusion that by the time a
student has reached university, his
or her value systems are beyond
easy modification.

Social responsibility is
anchored in values, and values are
rooted in society. Most societies
have within them, variously
expressed, such noble values as
pursuit of truth, respect for human
dignity, pluralism, social
responsibility and commitment to
development, honesty, solidarity,
justice, and more.

The challenge, then, is in
communicating and promoting
beliefs that are already present but
perhaps not sufficiently articulated.

| am pleased to report that

here in Thailand, there is an

appreciation of this reality. For
example, not long ago, the Ministry
of Natural Resources and
Environment sponsored a series of
train-the-trainer programs to inculcate
an appreciation of sustainable living
principles into selected change
agents of leading secondary schools
around the Kingdom. Our core
message was that values are best
taught by example, not by rote.
Students in the primary and
secondary levels should be taught
that being able to divine the inter-
connectedness of things is more
important than memorizing the Right
Answers. They can begin applying
this understanding at school and at
home. That way, when they reach
the university level, concepts such as
climate change and connecting with
stakeholders will not be alien to them.
And when someone mentions
CSR, this new generation of students
will not immediately picture charity.
Rather, they will understand CSR, in
the words of one institution, as
“ethical and intelligent
management of the impacts
produced by the organization
on its human, social, and
natural environment for the
sustainable development of

Society.”

1. www.netimpact.org

2. www.usralliance.org

3. The Pontifical Catholic University
of Peru, a thought-leader, has

selected these values as paramount.
4. Thanks to Systainability Asia and
the ministry, | was honored to be
part of this effort.
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