CSR and Development


The debate surrounding the potential of CSR to contribute positively to development has been raging since the inception of the term. Commentators on the issue are distinctly divided into the optimists and the pessimists. The optimists believe that business does indeed have great potential to contribute positively to the social and economic development of the regions they operate in. The pessimists on the other hand doubt this belief and assert that businesses cannot contribute to social development because they neither have the requisite authority – which lies with the state – nor the correct incentives.

The optimists believe that because businesses are so deeply embedded within the communities they operate, they have great potential to address the social and environmental problems of these communities. Some NGOs, like the Worldwide Fund for Nature consider corporations as potentially the “greatest allies in sustainable development”. (Marsden, 2000) By launching innovative initiatives, such as setting up schools ad vocational training centres in underdeveloped areas, firms can contribute significantly to improving the lives of people living in these areas. They can also improve living conditions by curtailing certain practices which may harm the environment or the people directly. Through such actions, optimists believe CSR has great potential to bring about substantial social improvements. (Swift and Zadek, 2002).

On the other hand, pessimists believe that CSR does not have the potential to solve social problems. This is mainly due to two reasons. Firstly, they believe that firms cannot escape their primary goal of making profits. CSR activities will only be followed until they can provide tangible gains to the firm. Although the social environment may improve in the process, the improvement is likely to be short lived. Secondly, they believe that social provision should be solely the job of the state. The state is the elected representative of the people entrusted with the task of improving social conditions. It has the required expertise and resources to be able to understand and address the needs of the people. Firms lack this expertise and knowledge and should therefore not aim to fulfil the state’s obligations. In fact, such an act can actually result in further worsening the condition of people. For example, by prohibiting child labour in developing countries, firms can actually undermine the welfare of these children and their families by depriving them of their primary source of income. (Frynas, 2005)  
Keeping the above issues in mind, Ana et. al. (2006) suggest that the future critical research agenda on CSR and development should focus on the following four areas: a) the relationship between business and poverty reduction; b) the impact of CSR initiatives; c) governance dimensions of CSR; and d) power and participation in CSR. In her research conducted in Ghana, Amanda Berlan also emphasizes the importance of understanding the socio-cultural setting in developing countries for CSR activities to make a substantial an positive contribution to development. Finally, Uwem (2004) highlights the importance of monitoring the state-business relationship in leading the development process. Discussing the developmental activities of Shell in Nigeria, he asserts there is a danger that in the long term, Shell could be leading the efforts of socio-economic development in the region with little or no contribution from the Nigerian government. 
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