Why are social responsibility issues drawing so much attention these days?
Organizational managers, especially managers in for-profit business organizations, and their social responsibility or lack of social responsibility do seem to be a favorite target of the news media, don't they? Why is this? The main reason is that business organizations play an important role in our society. These organizations control vast amounts of resources and provide the multitude of goods and services that society desires. So we look at what these organizations do-the good, the bad, and the ugly. We ask, are they being socially responsible and can they improve their contributions to society. When we feel these organizations are not being responsible, we want to know why and what they're going to do about it. Fortunately, we don't always dwell on the negatives. When organizations are doing good things for society, we also applaud and commend them. For instance, you may have heard or read about Aaron Feuerstein's fabric mill in Malden, Massachusetts. When it burned to the ground, his decision to continue paying his employees until the mill was rebuilt made him into an overnight celebrity because of his ethical and socially responsible action. 

What's the big fuss? Who could ever argue against firms being socially responsible?
The key to understanding arguments against firms being socially responsible is understanding to whom the organization is responsible and the extent of that responsibility. Those who argue against firms being socially responsible are saying that firms do have a social responsibility, but that responsibility is not to society and other stakeholders but to the organization's stockholders. It's a narrow view, but the opponents of social responsibility believe that businesses are being socially responsible when they attend strictly to their economic interests. 

What implications does time frame-that is, short run versus long run-have in issues of social responsibility?
Time frame is one of the key factors we use to differentiate between social responsibility and social responsiveness. Remember that social responsibility is the obligation of a firm to pursue long-term goals that are good for society. It's a reflection of the organization's desire to do something good because that's the moral and ethical thing to do. On the other hand, social responsiveness is much more pragmatic. A socially responsive organization is focused on a medium and short-term time frame because its desire is to respond to changing societal norms and demands. As social "causes" come and go, a socially responsive organization will adapt its involvement in society to meet what it perceives as important to society. However, a socially responsible organization takes a more long-term commitment to improving society and views its involvement as transcending the popularity of changing societal causes. 

Can you be a socially responsible person and still work for a company whose products can injure and even kill people? (Think of alcohol manufacturers, tobacco companies, food manufacturers whose products have high fat content, and so forth.)
Wow! Talk about a dilemma! Companies whose products can injure and even kill people typically have exhibited a strong commitment to educating people about their products and what the misuse of these products can do because society has demanded this of them. For instance, think of Anheuser-Busch, Coors, and the other beer manufacturers and how they promote responsible drinking and making wise choices. When it comes to actually working for one of these companies, however, it might be difficult for a person who feels strongly about the social role of business and who is strongly committed to the idea of businesses being socially responsible. On the other hand, just because a person chooses to work for a company whose products can injure and even kill people doesn't make that person socially irresponsible. In fact, if a person is socially responsible, he or she might "work from the inside" to ensure good (that is, socially responsible) choices and appropriate actions. 

How can an organization's culture shape employee ethics and attitudes toward social responsibility?
An organization's culture-that is, those shared values and meanings-can shape employee ethics and attitudes toward social responsibility. How? By emphasizing and rewarding those ethical and socially responsible behaviors that are desired. If employees see that these types of behaviors are the ones that are important and supported, then they will engage in these behaviors. For example, let's look at Tom's of Maine, a well-known natural personal-care products manufacturer. Its organizational culture is one where every managerial decision is evaluated in light of the ethical values the company espouses. Employees are well aware of the ethical expectations and the way "business is conducted around here." If they adhere to these values, they are rewarded through job assignments, performance appraisals, and in other ways as well. If they don't "buy into" or don't practice the ethical and socially responsible values that comprise the company's culture, employees find that they're subtly "encouraged" to rethink decisions they've made or actions they've taken. Their behavior is "shaped" to embrace and support the values that are important to the organization

So what's the importance of values-based management? Don't all organizations have shared values (as defined by their culture) and use them to guide decisions and actions?
Yes, all organizations have shared values as defined by their culture and these values do guide decisions and actions. However, in companies that practice values-based management, these values reflect a broad-based commitment to being socially responsible and socially responsive. They're not just any values, but values that embrace a social component-a commitment to making decisions and taking actions that are in the best interests of an organization's broad spectrum of stakeholders. That's the importance of values-based management. 

Does the typical business executive have two sets of standards-one for business activities and the other for his or her personal life?
This is a tough question to answer because if you do stay on top of the business news, you might have serious doubts about the ethical state of business. Let me say first off, that, no, most typical business executives do not have two sets of standards. Most business executives are morally upstanding, ethical, and responsible individuals. Unfortunately, an organization can unknowingly (or even, sad to say, knowingly) steer people into making ethically questionable decisions and engaging in ethically questionable behaviors because of the processes, systems, and rewards it has in place. So even a person who considers herself or himself to be ethical might find that workplace expectations are different. But let me repeat that most typical business executives will not have two different sets of ethical standards. 

How might a manager's ethical behavior change from one country to another? 

Countries do differ in what is defined as acceptable behavior. In some countries, bribing local government officials is the norm. In other countries, middlemen or business brokers will "grease the way" for a fee. There's no doubt that social, cultural, and legal/political differences do influence what is ethically appropriate behavior. The key for organizations is to clarify the ethical guidelines so foreign-based managers know what to do and what is expected of them while working in a foreign location. Some companies have taken a strong line globally. For example, in Egypt, Coca-Cola has consistently turned down requests for bribes from Egyptian officials but the company still has managed to gain support and public trust by sponsoring a project to plant fruit trees. Other companies, though, have found that it's in their best interests to more closely adhere to the cultural and ethical expectations of the country in which they're operating. 

Is it inconsistent for an organization to want its employees to be loyal yet capable of challenging unethical practices if he or she sees them?
No, it's not inconsistent for organizations to want loyal employees who will also challenge unethical practices they see. Employee loyalty shouldn't mean blindly obeying and following directives that are ethically wrong. Organizations should have mechanisms in place that allow (and encourage) employees to report ethically questionable practices without fear of retribution or retaliation. 

Can you actually train people to be ethical?
There are two points of view on this issue of whether you can actually train people to be ethical. Critics of ethics training say that people can not be trained to be ethical because their value systems are instilled from the time they are born and are reinforced throughout childhood. However, proponents of ethics training say that people can be trained to be ethical because values can be learned after childhood. Ethics researchers have shown that teaching ethical problem solving can make an actual difference in ethical behaviors, can increase an individual's level of moral development, and can increase awareness of ethical issues. Companies such as Boeing-McDonnell/Douglas and Levi Strauss have shown that it is possible to have effective and strong ethics training for employees. 

