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The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development
(UNRISD) is an autonomous agency engaging in multidisciplinary research on
the social dimensions of contemporary problems affecting development. Its
work is guided by the conviction that, for effective development policies to be
formulated, an understanding of the social and political context is crucial. The
Institute attempts to provide governments, development agencies, grassroots
organizations and scholars with a better understanding of how development
policies and processes of economic, social and environmental change affect
different social groups. Working through an extensive network of national
research centres, UNRISD aims to promote original research and strengthen
research capacity in developing countries. Current research programmes
include: Civil Society and Social Movements; Democracy and Human Rights;
Identities, Conflict and Cohesion; Social Policy and Development; and
Technology and Society. A list of the Institute’s free and priced publications
can be obtained by contacting the Reference Centre.

Geneva 2000: The Next Step in Social Development, 26-30 June 2000,
combines the United Nations General Assembly Special Session on the
Implementation of the World Summit for Social Development, and the
Geneva 2000 Forum. Under the title “World Summit for Social Development
and Beyond: Achieving Social Development for All in a Globalizing World”,
the Special Session of the General Assembly is being held to review efforts to
implement commitments made at the Social Summit in Copenhagen in 1995.
The Geneva 2000 Forum is intended to be a platform for a wide range of
actors to share experiences on innovative social and economic development
policies and activities.

In preparation for Geneva 2000, UNRISD is undertaking a wide-ranging
inquiry into five areas of policy and institutional reform that are central to
creating an enabling environment for social progress. These include initiatives
related to financing social development; democratization and public sector
reform; mainstreaming gender in public policy; strengthening the role of civil
society; and promoting “people-centred” sustainable development. Selected
papers from each thematic area are published in this series of Occasional
Papers, and all papers are being synthesized in a special UNRISD report for
Geneva 2000.
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Summary/Résumé/Resumen

Summary
Development agencies and actors concerned with promoting sustainable
development have been joined in recent years by another player — big

business. Increasing adherence on the part of senior managers to concepts like
corporate citizenship or corporate social responsibility suggests that this sector
of business is beginning to recast its relationship with both the environment
and its multiple stakeholders. This evolving situation stands in sharp contrast
to the scenario of the past when big business was seen to be insensitive to the
needs of certain stakeholders and responsible for much of the environmental
degradation of the planet.

This paper assesses the reality behind the claims of some sectors of business
that an increasing number of large firms are adopting policies and practices
conducive to the promotion of sustainable development, particulatly in
developing countries. After describing various institutional developments that
have occurred in the 1990s and that appear to be promoting corporate social
and environmental responsibility, the paper assesses the current state of play,
highlighting in particular the incipient and piecemeal nature of change. It goes
on to examine whether there are forces or an enabling environment in place
that might permit a scaling up of initiatives associated with corporate
responsibility. Some of the more powerful forces that drive corporate
responsibility are identified. The question of why some sectors of business are
changing reveals an answer that has less to do with a new-found ethical
concern among corporate executives for the environmental and social
condition of the planet, than with economic, political and structural factors.
These include so-called “win-win” opportunities, the possibility of enhancing
competitive advantage, ‘“reputation management”’, pressure group and
consumer politics, regulation or the threat of regulation, and changes in the way
production and marketing are being organized globally.

While such “drivers” may encourage corporations to be more responsive to

environmental and social concerns, it is argued that the process of change is

likely to remain fairly fragmented, spread unevenly in terms of companies,

countries and sectors, and, from the perspective of sustainable development,

fraught with contradictions. What amounts to a fairly minimalist and uneven
. oo o
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