
Nobel Prize-winning economist Milton Friedman 

asserted a view that is no longer popular: the only 

responsibility of a corporation is profi t. If you have 

your own business, what is the motivation for you? Is it purely 

profi ts? Or, are there different motivations?

Well-respected business strategy author Jim Collins, who 

wrote Good to Great and Built to Last, uses the following 

questions to delve into the psyche of business owners. What 

do you want to be famous for? What are you passionate 

about? What drives your economic engine?

His books go on to establish from empirical longitudinal 

studies that the businesses that move from being ‘good’ to 

‘great’ and those that are ‘built to last’ have one important 

facet that does not change, a purpose, a vision that does 

not shift, and a mantra that people are so familiar with, they 

live, breathe, eat and swear by it. With the best companies, 

this purpose is never around making profi ts. They are about 

expressing the social conscience of the person or people 

behind the organisation. The vast majority of the companies 

identifi ed in these studies had a social focus, and generally 

believed in the notion that you do well by doing good.

Today, over half of the ASX100 companies produce 

sustainability or corporate responsibility reports on their 

environmental, social and economic performance. With the 

increase in focus on social responsibility, there is a generally 

held belief that corporate social responsibility is a new 

concept. Many wouldn’t know that social responsibility was 

articulated by Howard Bowen in 1953 as referring “to the 

obligations of businessmen to pursue those policies, to make 

those decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are 

desirable in terms of the objectives and values of our society”. 

He cited a 1946 survey by Fortune in which 93.5 per cent of 

the respondents agreed that businessmen were responsible 

for the consequences of their actions beyond their own profi t-

and-loss statements.

Even earlier, in 1927, Harvard Business School Dean 

Wallace B. Donham’s Harvard Business Review article 'The 

Social Signifi cance of Business' noted that “unless more 

of our business leaders learn to exercise their powers 

and responsibilities with a defi nitely increased sense of 

responsibility toward other groups in the community … our 

civilization may well head for one of its periods of decline.”

In 2009, Joshua D. Margolis, Hillary Anger Elfenbein 

and James P. Walsh conducted a meta-analysis of 251 

studies presented in 214 manuscripts over the past 35 

years examining the relationship between corporate social 

performance (CSP) and corporate fi nancial performance 

(CFP) and concluded that “the preponderance of evidence 

indicates a mildly positive relationship” and that “CSP does 

not appear to penalise companies fi nancially nor impair 

their economic functions.” They also found that “doing bad, 

if discovered, has a more pronounced effect on fi nancial 

performance than by doing good.”

The results of this empirical research are matched by a 

December 2008 survey by McKinsey, which found that “two-

thirds of CFOs and three-quarters of investment professionals 

agree that environmental, social and governance activities do 

create value for their stakeholders in normal economic times.”

So, it can generally be said that doing good is better than 

doing bad for business, but also that doing good may have the 

business doing well. Nowhere is this more pronounced than in 

the case of Microsoft. Since establishing the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation (the second-largest Foundation of its type in 

the world), Microsoft has lost its image as capitalistic enterprise, 

and has emerged as a leader in social responsibility. In so doing 

it has cemented its place as the dominant player in personal and 

professional software. 

Here’s why I think doing good leads to doing well:

•  Purpose motivates people: People are the most important 

part of an organisation. People are driven by different 

things; money included, but are motivated by purpose — 

good rather than evil purpose — and where the organisation 

stands for something positive that its people believe in, the 

organisation is already on its way to succeed.

•  Social license to operate has to be earned: Organisations 

that are known to be socially responsible rather than money 

grabbing, are respected and trusted and therefore succeed, 

particularly in an environment where there is competition.

•  Positive energy is contagious: Positive purpose creates 

positive energy, which is contagious. It sparks positive 

relationships with suppliers, customers and partners. It unites 

and has people working toward common goals.

•  Corporations are naked: Information spreads at lightning 

speed and companies can be brought to their heels due to 

reputational harm resulting from bad news. Transparency is 

key, and doing good and walking a straight line means that 

the organisation is better equipped culturally to manage 

unpleasant news, because of the trust it has built up.

•  Be part of the solution, and not the problem: In an 

increasingly crowded and resource-limited world, there is 

an increasing need for social responsibility by each global 

citizen and organisation. Those without a social imperative 

will be left out. 

So, if you are a business owner, ask the three questions 

suggested by Jim Collins and work out what motivates you 

and your team. Be socially conscious and be part of society’s 

solution — and see the magic unfold.  

This article draws from the following books and articles. 'One Report: 

Integrated Reporting for a Sustainability Strategy' by Bob G. Eccles 

and Michael P. Krzus, and 'Good to Great' by Jim Collins.

“Unless 

business leaders 

[act] with an 

increased sense 

of responsibility 

toward other 

groups in the 

community our 

civilization may 

well decline.”
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