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Alex Mavro,
“The Responsibilitator,” is Chief of Operations

Reach him at alex.mavro@sasin.edu

at the Sasin Centre for Sustainability Management.

Governance by
the Seat of Your Pants

There is a continuing tendency among people
new to the sustainability field to become wrapped up in
arguments over definitions. And to be sure, there are
enough terms to describe the sustainability mindset to
become confusing.

We already know that the granddaddy of
these contentious descriptives is “corporate social
responsibility”. This phrase has become so watered
down as to mean something different to every audience,
from community service to personnel management to
environmental care to quality control, and on.

In contrast, in Thailand and many other
countries, CSR consistently brings to mind one of two
activities: philanthropy or community service. It does
not evoke the revisionist worldview that we practitioners
maintain will be required for business to thrive in the
coming decades.

Not far behind on the confusion scale is
“corporate governance”. This originally referred to
the mechanisms within companies to promote ethics,
fairness, transparency, and accountability in their
internal dealings. Increasingly, however, the concept’s
message has been expanded to cover “every business’
responsibilities toward the different stakeholders that
provide it with the necessary resources for its survival,

competitiveness, and success”.’

CSR Journal

That is to say, good CG requires that “ihe

interests of all stakeholders are accorded due regard
and consideration and posited as constraints on
managerial action and shareholder rights”." Doesn't that
picture of CG sound a lot like CSR, to you?

With the meanings of “CSR” and “CG” being
blurred into one, there has been no end of attempts to
come up with a replacement that conveys the holistic
outlook we believe will be necessary to the success of
all businesses by the middle of this century.

One of the more popular candidates is “shared
value”, whose popularity is assured by its newly
acquired Harvard pedigree. Another alternative in the
United States is “corporate citizenship”. For my part, |
prefer to talk about “sustainability”, a simple-sounding
intent still relatively untainted by academic obfuscation.

The take-away from this brief survey of
business semantics is that in the end, neither
terminology nor vocabulary determines strategy or
outcome. Understand the concepts, name them
whatever you want, and you are on the road to success.

One colorful description of this road to success
comes to us in care of the late great Ray Anderson,
Interface’s founder and inspiration. He likened the
challenge to a ‘climb up Mount Sustainability’.



Before that climb begins, one of the first tasks
for a company is to assign a vocabulary - to invent one,
if necessary - that speaks to the needs of that particular
organization and its stakeholders. From then on, all in-
house discussions use that cultural dialect, a dialect
uninfluenced by outsiders who cannot be expected to
understand your own unique set of circumstances.

| have heard claims that today, running a
business has become a more complex challenge than
it was two or three decades ago. | happen to view this
image of the recent past as similar to many memories -
made more lovely by the passage of time.

Running a business has always meant being
concerned about doing the most good for the most
people with the least resources and the least capital
investment possible. In the right combination, the result
is a profitable company that improves the world around
it while offering regular returns to the investors.

Nothing much has changed in that formula,
save the terminology. Businessmen have always been
concerned about taking care of their people, and
businessmen have always been concerned about
employee capacity building. However, the techniques
some companies have developed to excel on the
human resources side are now the new base lines,
setting more challenging minimum standards for all.

At the same time, the meaning of

and has changed
over time, becoming more encompassing. It is no
longer enough to pay a living wage and to make sure
employees have sufficient skill sets to accomplish
minimum tasks. Today, it is creating a stimulating
environment and exposing people to new challenges
that keeps them interested, engaged, and committed
to the company’s success.

When considering the environment, quality
control, or risk management, the same considerations
and subtle advances are clear.

Ironically, | happen to agree with Milton
Friedman’s dictum that the business of business is
business. Were he alive today, | think he would agree
that while the mechanics of business have changed
very little, the number of working parts (in the form
of stakeholders who must be accounted for) has
increased exponentially.

So, perhaps | need to qualify my earlier
statement challenging the complexity of today’s
business. My subjective feeling, however, remains
that the influences we now identify were always
present and accounted for... they simply were not

parsed and articulated.

Like an airplane pilot of old, yesterday’s
business leader flew by the seat of his pants. Today’s
manager has a flight panel of statistical instruments
to guide him. Neither the science of flying nor the
basics of business have changed one iota. What has
changed is our understanding. And our terminology.

R

' Both quotes concerning the definition of corporate
governance are available online from CG AND CSR
SYNERGIES AND INTERRELATIONSHIPS.
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