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Executive summary
The purpose of business has been a consistent focus area in 
the field of corporate responsibility (CR). This article examines 
public disclosures on CR made by South African signatories to 
the United Nations Global Compact, with reference to recent 
contributions on the purpose of business.

Over time, the focus of CR has shifted from an internal 
corporate to a broader systemic perspective, reflecting the view 
that the responsibility of corporations cannot be addressed 
in isolation. In terms of purpose, Porter and Kramer present 
Creating Shared Value (CSV) as a way to reinvent capitalism. 
Donaldson and Walsh argue that what counts as value for a 
single firm is not the same as value for business in general, and 
propose a world where collective value is optimised.

Corporations have to confront global challenges with 
commitment and innovation. If they can do so successfully 
it will be in their own interest and also in the interest of the 
planet. It is frequently argued that – in addition – it will be 
the right thing to do from a moral perspective. The use of “in 
addition” is significant: it illustrates one of the key conceptual 
challenges to understanding the (perceived) tension 
between the business case and the moral case for corporate 
responsibility. “In addition” implies that the business case and 
the moral case are separate, but that, if they are aligned, there 
would be no tension. It is argued that the traditional resolution 
of this tension – enlightened self-interest – is both superficial 
and flawed.

It is proposed that more corporate support for CR based on 
a normative foundation should be encouraged, and that the 
concept of Optimised Collective Value is an appropriate way 
to achieve this.
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Using narrative analysis, the public disclosures of the 19 South Africa signatories to 
the UN Global Compact were assessed on the basis of their emphasis on either the 
business case or the moral case; on either the global or the local context; and either 
performance or conformance aspects of governance. Finally, a general assessment was 
made of whether the COPs were mainly a public relations exercise, mainly a compliance 
exercise, or whether a clear commitment to the principles of the UN Global Compact was 
demonstrated.

1.	 Introduction
The purpose of business has been a consistent focus area in the field of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR). Corporate social responsibility is defined by Carroll, Lipartito, Post, 
Werhane and Goodpaster (2012:7) as “the idea that the corporation exists in society and 
has rights and responsibilities as a member (or citizen) of that society”. There is, however, 
a growing preference for the term “corporate responsibility” (CR), based loosely on the 
realisation that there is a need to move beyond an exclusive reference to social aspects 
(Smith & Lenssen, 2009:6). 

Furthermore, over time, the focus of CR has shifted from the corporate to the systemic 
perspective, reflecting the view that the responsibility of corporations cannot be 
addressed in isolation. Two contributions to this view are submitted in this article. 
Porter and Kramer (2011:3) describe how creating shared value (CSV) can “reinvent 
capitalism”. Donaldson and Walsh (2015:202) propose “a world where collective value is 
optimised, where the dignity of every business participant is recognized and honored, 
where every act and decision in the world of business clears the Dignity Threshold”. The 
dignity threshold is part of a range of carefully defined concepts, which will be discussed 
later, and refers to the minimum level of respect that should be accorded to business 
participants (Donaldson & Walsh, 2015:188).

One of the reasons for this shift in focus is that corporations are increasingly confronted 
with challenges once thought to belong squarely in the domain of governments. 
Examples include climate change and increasing inequality between rich and poor, as 
well as political conflict and human rights abuses, especially in developing countries. In 
her response to the uncertainty and volatility caused by the outcome of the 2016 United 
States (US) presidential election, Erika Karp, CEO of Cornerstone Capital, confirms that 
some corporations embrace these challenges:

At Cornerstone we believe that the private sector will power progress in meeting 
the world’s imperatives including addressing everything from climate change, water 
scarcity, income inequality, gender equity, and healthcare provision, to infrastructure 
building.1

Corporations have to confront these challenges with commitment and innovation. If 
they can do so successfully, it will be in their own interest and also in the interest of the 
planet. It is frequently argued that – in addition – it will be the right thing to do from 
a moral perspective. The use of “in addition” is significant: it illustrates one of the key 
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conceptual challenges to understanding the (perceived) tension between the business 
case (corporations do things, including acting with integrity, because they will increase 
their profit) and the moral case (corporations do certain things because they are the right 
things to do, whether they will increase profit or not).

“In addition” implies that the business case and the moral case are viewed as separate, 
but that, if they were aligned, there would be no tension. At this stage, the reader’s mind 
should be put at rest that this article is not about revisiting discussions on whether 
the business case/moral case debate should or should not be an “either/or” debate. It is 
argued that the traditional “and/and” resolution of this tension – that of enlightened 
self-interest – is both flawed and superficial. The resolution is flawed because it uses 
a theoretical sleight of hand to sidestep the choice between the two by arguing that 
corporations do things because they are the right things to do and that, fortunately for 
them, they also happen to be good for business, implying that the two dimensions are 
always related by happy coincidence. And the resolution is superficial because, more 
often than not, this approach is associated with mere lip service to fundamental ethical 
principles.

To set the context, the next section explores – briefly – different ways of viewing the 
world we live in and presents a concise historical background to CR. This is followed 
by a discussion of the contributions made by Porter and Kramer (2011) and Donaldson 
and Walsh (2015), an introduction to the UN Global Compact and a description and 
analysis of public disclosures made by South African signatories. The article concludes 
with suggestions on how Donaldson and Walsh’s concept of optimised collective value 
(OCV) can contribute to improved corporate responsibility practices.

1.1	 Understanding the world in which people do business 

The following statements are oversimplified, but useful to understand the big picture. 
The way in which people view the world (and the role of business in the world) is framed 
by a theoretical approach (how to understand it), and a practical approach (how to 
change it). The theoretical approach may be either normative, prescribing what ought to 
be done, or it may be empirical, describing the way things are. Each of these views of the 
theoretical approach presents significant challenges and complexities. Practitioners often 
accuse those holding the normative view of being idealistic and not in touch with the 
business environment. The empirical approach is sometimes challenged because it does 
not grapple with the difficult ethical issues implicit in a business environment, and also 
because the large amounts of quantitative data associated with empirical investigation 
and the correlations between the data do not necessarily prove causation. 

To summarise a lively debate that has ensued over many decades is not easy, but the 
following is an attempt to describe how – in broad terms – different individuals and 
corporations have viewed corporate responsibility over time. There has been progress 
from philanthropy and traditional CSR, to CSR based on enlightened self-interest or 
strategic CR, sometimes explained as a shift from focusing on how profits are spent, to 
how profits are made. 
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Those who adopt traditional CSR approaches usually prefer a percentage of profits to 
be spent on worthy causes, often to offset the way in which the profits were made, 
and sometimes cynically refer to this spending as guilt money. Those who choose the 
enlightened self-interest approach take cognisance of both risks and opportunities, 
and are therefore strongly focused on stakeholder engagement. However, the latter 
approach is mostly opportunistic, and, if the business case is not strong enough, 
corporations might quickly lose interest and step away from what could be regarded 
as values-driven behaviour. Strategic CR is based on a deeper reflection on the purpose 
of business and the way in which corporations form an integral part of society. Driven 
by a clear understanding of the nature of the business, interventions are designed and 
contributions are made in such a way that the corporation uses its particular strengths 
to contribute to societal needs and thrive at the same time. Strategic CR is based on the 
real capabilities and specific expertise of the corporation and can achieve integration on 
two fronts. Firstly, so-called CSR activities are no longer peripheral, but are integrated 
into the core activities of the corporation. Secondly – and this is the most difficult part 
to achieve – the business case and moral case are not presented as part of an either/or 
choice, but rather there is a clear acknowledgement that core values are not negotiable. In 
other words, the moral case trumps the business case. This is also the preferred approach 
in this article.

Neither strategic CR nor stakeholder theory that forms the theoretical underpinning for 
the approach is new. As will be explained below, much of this thinking was incorporated, 
without recognition, in the creating shared value (CSV) model of Porter and Kramer 
(2011). It will be argued that CSV only emphasises the business case, while the 
contribution of Donaldson and Walsh (2015), namely optimised collective value (OCV), 
is built on a normative foundation without losing any of the strategic value implicit in 
CSV. It is acknowledged that terminology can be overwhelming or confusing, or both. 
In 2007 a complete reference guide with more than 350 definitions, entitled The A to Z 
of Corporate Social Responsibility was published (Visser, Matten, Pohl & Tolhurst, 2007). 
Since then, CSV and OCV, as well as a few others, have been added to the list, and will 
be addressed in this article.

1.2	 The purpose of business

Williams (2008:431) argues that there is an emerging new role for the corporation 
within society, and discusses the UN Global Compact as a useful forum where this role 
can be investigated. According to him, there is growing consensus that multinational 
corporations have a moral obligation as corporate citizens to assist the poor, but that the 
extent of these obligations is not clear. This is where the UN Global Compact offers a 
“forum under the umbrella of the United Nations” where this changing role of business 
and its moral purpose can be discussed (Williams, 2008:435). Although the choice to 
reference assisting the poor as an example might be more relevant from a philanthropic 
perspective, it is the acknowledgement of a moral obligation (the moral case) that is 
important here.
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Following a fairly scathing review of CSR by The Economist (2005), a follow-up report was 
published in 2008 by the same publication, where it refers to the fact that the 2005 report 
had “acknowledge[d], with regret, that the CSR movement had won the battle of ideas” 
(The Economist, 2008:4). Whether this regret had anything to do with Milton Friedman’s 
views from 35 years earlier of CSR as unadulterated socialism is not clear, but the 2008 
report – as indicated by its title of “Just Good Business” – acknowledges, with no regret 
this time, that “clearly CSR has arrived” (The Economist, 2008:4). It then proceeds to 
explain how companies should view this development (The Economist, 2008:14):

One way of looking at CSR is that it is part of what businesses need to do to keep up 
with (or, if possible, stay slightly ahead of) society’s fast-changing expectations. It is 
an aspect of taking care of a company’s reputation, managing its risks and gaining a 
competitive edge. This is what good managers ought to do anyway.

Those who support CR from a moral point of view increasingly support the “just good 
business” approach from an operational point of view. In other words, by integrating 
CR into the strategic elements of the corporation instead of having a marginalised CSR 
department with a separate budget, the positive impact on stakeholders can be increased. 
This raises the question of intentionality – does it count from a moral point of view if 
corporate behaviour is not based on a sense of moral duty? Immanuel Kant would say 
no, but many beneficiaries of CR will simply not care.

Although many scholars have questioned the originality of CSV with reference to 
stakeholder theory and strategic CR, it was pointed out by Malan (2016:103) that even 
the views of Milton Friedman contained many of the same ideas, as illustrated by Table 1.

Table 1:	 Comparison between the views of Porter and Kramer, and Friedman

Porter and Kramer Friedman

“It is not philanthropy but self-interested behavior to create 
economic value by creating societal value. If all companies 
individually pursued shared value connected to their particular 
businesses, society’s overall interests would be served. 
And companies would acquire legitimacy in the eyes of the 
communities in which they operated.” (2011:17)

“It may well be in the long run 
interest of a corporation that is a 
major employer in a small community 
to devote resources to providing 
amenities to that community or to 
improving its government.” (2002:36)

Crane, Palazzo, Spence and Matten (2014) published a critique of CSV in which they 
described the approach as unoriginal and naïve, and as “a reactionary rather than 
transformational response to the crisis of capitalism” (Crane et al., 2014:131). Porter 
and Kramer responded defensively and re-asserted the novelty of their ideas (Porter & 
Kramer, 2014), while labelling the views of Crane and colleagues as “wishful thinking” 
(Porter & Kramer, 2014:150). In their final rejoinder, Crane et al. (2014:152) stated the 
following: “Where the wishful thinking really comes in though is in Porter and Kramer’s 
naïve belief that the role of business in addressing the world’s major social problems can, 
or should, only be addressed through the lens of corporate self-interest.”

Malan (2016) has argued that corporations have to make decisions from time to time that 
will conflict with either their own perceived self-interest or those of their stakeholders. 
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He also pointed to a perceived correlation between the moral case and philanthropy, and 
between the business case and strategic CR: 

[T]here is a need to decouple the motivation for specific behaviour from the behaviour 
itself. It is becoming increasingly clear that the most effective way for corporations to 
respond to societal expectations is to integrate these activities into their day-to-day 
activities, and not to manage these as something separate or peripheral. But doing it in 
a particular way does not necessarily correlate with the motivation for doing it in the 
first place. � (Malan, 2016:105)

To explore the motivation for behaviour in more detail, we now turn to a different view 
of the purpose of business.

1.3	 Optimised collective value

Although it was not published as a direct response to CSV, the contribution by Donaldson 
and Walsh (2015) on a theory of business presents a new perspective that could present 
a viable alternative. They argue that it is difficult to describe the purpose of business 
because we are confronted with a composition fallacy: a blurred double image of value, 
where “what counts as value for a single firm is laid atop an image of what counts as 
value for business in general” (Donaldson & Walsh, 2015:181). Their goal is to develop a 
theory of business with both normative and empirical relevance, a goal that is reminiscent 
of Donaldson’s earlier work with Dunfee on integrative social contracts theory (ISCT) 
(Donaldson & Dunfee, 1999). 

When they introduced ISCT formally, Donaldson and Dunfee (1994) positioned this 
theory as an attempt to bridge the gap between empirical and normative research in 
business ethics, where researchers with philosophical training mainly employ normative, 
non-empirical methods, while researchers in business and management science with 
training in empirical methods apply their techniques – mostly in descriptive fashion – 
to areas such as managerial motivation and investigation of the relationship between 
ethical behaviour and financial performance. Donaldson and Dunfee (1994:254) describe 
their proposed theory as a “normative theory … which incorporates empirical findings as 
part of the contractarian process of making normative judgments”. 

Donaldson and Walsh (2015:181) argue that there are three separate challenges when 
thinking about the nature of business: we grapple with the purpose of business, we 
struggle to deal with the composition fallacy, and we have to deal with the fact that 
business is not always an unalloyed good.

As was mentioned above, their contribution is not proposed as an alternative for CSV, 
but rather as a viable alternative to dominant neo-classical economics and in particular 
the theory of the firm. Donaldson and Walsh acknowledge that neo-classical economics 
serves business leaders well. However, they explain that the theory was not developed 
to address society’s broader interest in business activity. In other words, the theory 
functions well for its designated purpose, but the problem is that the purpose itself 
is limited. 
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In response, Donaldson and Walsh (2015:182) outline the beginning of a theory of 
business, which has to focus on four aspects: purpose, accountability, control and the 
nature of business success. The following three definitions are important to understand 
their argument (Donaldson & Walsh, 2015:188):

•• Positive value: a reason for acting where the object of the act is seen as worthy of 
pursuit;

•• Intrinsic value: a positive value whose worth does not depend on its availability to 
achieve other positive value (dignity being the key intrinsic value); and

•• Collective value: the agglomeration of the business participants’ benefits, net of any 
aversive business outcomes.

Ultimately, Donaldson and Walsh describe business success as optimised collective value 
(OCV). This is a normative description, because it says something about the world we 
hope to inhabit. As humans, we need to determine what is acceptable and unacceptable 
in terms of approaching that world, and the intrinsic value of dignity establishes that 
minimum decision criterion. Each individual firm holds two interrelated purposes – a 
focal purpose and a contextual purpose. The focal purpose is to provide a high-quality 
good or service at a competitive, profit-making price. If this is not achieved, the firm 
will go out of business. The contextual purpose is described as follows (Donaldson & 
Walsh, 2015:198):

[a] firm is a human creation, one designed by humans and for humans. At a minimum, 
all of its activities must clear the Dignity Threshold. No firm should disrespect the 
inherent worth, the dignity, of its many Business Participants. It must treat each one 
with respect. Moreover, no firm should forget that the final justification of its activities 
from a social perspective lies in its contribution to collective value.

One of the most innovative contributions of Donaldson and Walsh (2015) is the 
introduction of the blurred double image of value (the composition fallacy of value for 
the single firm and value for business in general). But there is also another blurred image 
of value: economic value and moral value. 

The origin of value and values can be found in old French (valoir) and Latin (valere), 
both referring to the intrinsic worth of something, and historically value was only 
sometimes expressed as a quantified amount equivalent to its worth. Porter and Kramer 
(2011) clearly have a preference for economic value, and also focus on the value for the 
single firm. On the other hand, Donaldson and Walsh (2015) emphasise the normative 
dimension of their approach, while at the same time focusing on the creation of value 
for business in general, which means they are diametrically opposed to the philosophy 
that underpins CSV.
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Single 
firm

Moral 
value

Economic 
value

Business 
in general

Value

CSV

OCV

Figure 1:  Plotting creating shared value (CSV) and  
    optimised collective value (OCV)

It would be too crude to place Porter and Kramer (2011) and Donaldson and Walsh (2015) 
squarely in opposing camps by arguing that they support either the business case or the 
moral case. But it is clear that Porter and Kramer have a strong preference for the business 
case, and that the position of Donaldson and Walsh is the only one of the two that has a 
normative foundation. The next section will introduce the UN Global Compact and then 
explore how corporations reflect their preferences implicitly when they report on CR.

1.4	 The United Nations Global Compact

In 1999, Kofi Annan, then secretary-general of the United Nations, introduced the concept 
of a global compact to multinational corporations gathered at the annual meeting of the 
World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland. He described the fragility of globalisation 
as follows (United Nations, 1999):

The spread of markets outpaces the ability of societies and their political systems to 
adjust to them, let alone to guide the course they take. History teaches us that such an 
imbalance between the economic, social and political realms can never be sustained 
for very long.

The response from the business sector was so encouraging that the concept was 
formalised approximately 18 months later, when the Global Compact was launched on 
26 July 2000 at the UN Headquarters in New York.2 The launch took place a mere seven 
months after the infamous ‘Battle for Seattle’, where violent anti-globalisation protests 
broke out at the ministerial Conference of the World Trade Organisation. Against a 
backdrop of frequently strained relations, the launch of the Global Compact signalled a 
“new era of cooperation” between the business community and the UN (Rasche & Kell, 
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2010:3). According to Rasche and Kell (2010:3), the Global Compact was “the creative 
answer to the many unaddressed governance gaps which deteriorated as a result of the 
worldwide expansion of value and supply chains”.

A strategy note from the United Nations, drawn up by former executive director of the 
UN Global Compact Georg Kell (2013) in preparation for the Davos speech of Annan, 
acknowledges that UN values and principles in the areas of labour standards, human 
rights and environmental principles have become important points of reference for 
individual corporations and global debates. The note proposes “that the Secretary General 
challenge the international business community to support, advocate and implement 
a framework of universal standards for business to use as benchmarks against which 
their internal codes of conduct and behaviour can be judged” (United Nations, 1998:2). 
The note identified a number of potential gains from the initiative. These included the 
incorporation of UN reference points into corporate mission statements and operations; 
the strengthening of the secretary-general’s leadership role in the evolving issue of UN 
relations with business; and the development of a broader case for balancing global 
governance in favour of developmental, social and environmental concerns (United 
Nations, 1998:3).

The UN summed up its potential target market in a brutally honest way at this early 
stage, and the organisation should be commended for placing this information in the 
public domain. The note identified four types of corporations that were likely to support 
the initiative (some corporations are mentioned by name): the types are referred to as 
soft targets; free riders; corporations that would like to expand markets or reduce risk; 
and, finally, consulting organisations.3 

Today, the UN Global Compact is the world’s largest voluntary corporate citizenship 
initiative with approximately 9 000 business and 3 000 non-business signatories. It used 
to describe itself as “a strategic policy initiative for businesses that are committed to 
aligning their operations and strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the 
areas of human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption”,4 but more recently it 
has used a description more closely aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs): “We are a voluntary initiative based on CEO commitments to implement 
universal sustainability principles and to take steps to support UN goals”.5

The 10 principles were derived from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 
International Labour Organization’s Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights 
at Work, the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, and the United Nations 
Convention against Corruption.

The 10 UN Global Compact principles are displayed in Table 2.
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Table 2:	 The United Nations Global Compact principles

Area Principles

Human rights
1. Businesses should support and respect the protection of internationally 

proclaimed human rights. 

2. Businesses should make sure that they are not complicit in human 
rights abuses.

Labour standards

3. Businesses should uphold the freedom of association and the effective 
recognition of the right to collective bargaining. 

4. Businesses should support the elimination of all forms of forced and 
compulsory labour. 

5. Businesses should support the effective abolition of child labour. 

6. �Businesses should support the elimination of discrimination in respect 
of employment and occupation.

Environmental standards

7. Businesses should support a precautionary approach to environmental 
challenges.

8. Businesses should undertake initiatives to promote greater 
environmental responsibility. 

9. Businesses should encourage the development and diffusion 
of environmentally friendly technologies.

Anti-corruption 10. Businesses should work against corruption in all its forms, including 
extortion and bribery.

Companies that join the UN Global Compact are expected to fulfil certain requirements.6 
The communication on progress (COP) is one of the most important tools for signatories 
to report on how they have supported the 10 principles. The UN Global Compact rule 
requires new participants to submit their first COP one year after joining the initiative, 
and thereafter on an annual basis.7 The way in which the COP system is administered 
– specifically with regard to the threat of expulsion for non-submission – has created 
the impression among some stakeholders that the UN Global Compact is a compliance-
based system. Although the COP system is there to provide some consistency and 
accountability, the UN Global Compact as a whole should not be viewed as a compliance-
based initiative. In the words of Kell:8

The Compact never pretended to [be a compliance-based institution], nor was it 
designed as one. The fact that some observers continue to criticize the Compact for 
something it never pretended to be is remarkable. Ever since the inaugural launch on 
26  July 2000, we have been very clear that the Compact is about learning, dialogue 
and partnerships. The UN does not endorse companies or their performance. Rather, it 
seeks to promote collaborative efforts, transparency and public accountability.

The COP remains a subjective account, even if verified externally, but does provide 
useful insight into activities of UN Global Compact signatories, and is probably the 
most important way in which external stakeholders can assess the performance of a 
participating corporation. It also provides a useful glimpse into corporate views on CR 
and underlying, implicit philosophies. This will be explored in the next section.
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2.	� An analysis of South African communications on 
progress

This section examines the extent to which South African corporations that are active 
participants in the UN Global Compact emphasise either the business case or the moral 
case when implementing, and communicating on, the 10 principles of the UN Global 
Compact. In order to do this, the COPs of all active South African corporations were 
assessed.9 The corporations that were included in the analysis were: Altron, AngloGold 
Ashanti, Barloworld, Coca-Cola Sabco, Deloitte, Edcon, Eskom, Exxaro, FirstRand, Gold 
Fields, Impala Platinum, Mondi, Nedbank, Pick n Pay, Richards Bay Coal Terminal, Sanlam, 
Sappi, Sasol and Unilever. These 19 corporations represent the total population of South 
African corporations that were active in the UN Global Compact at the time of writing.10

The purpose of the exercise was to analyse the level of public reporting. There were some 
instances where companies either provided a Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) table or 
links to external websites in their COP submission, referencing sources not uploaded on 
the UN Global Compact website. In these cases, the external sources were also included 
in the assessment.

As expected, it was a difficult task to measure the qualitative value of certain statements. 
Companies tended to have markedly different strategies for addressing the different 
areas. For environment, many companies had a business-centred strategy, given that 
improvements in energy efficiency have financial benefits. For human rights, such as 
the prohibition of child labour, it was more likely that companies would approach these 
issues from a moral perspective.

In general, corporations tended to focus on universal values and commitments with less 
emphasis on local flexibility. Companies did, however, place great emphasis on compliance 
with local legislation. This was understandable in the South African context where there 
are specific commitments to labour laws and black economic empowerment obligations. 
Hamann, Agbazue, Kapelus and Hein (2005) discuss the challenges that are specific to 
South Africa with regard to universal corporate governance standards. They mention the 
historical legacy of poverty and inequality, distrust of corporations, and accusations of 
‘greenwashing’, the existence of home-grown and disparate conceptions of CSR, the role of 
the state, and specific issues related to small and medium enterprises as some of the South 
African peculiarities and complexities that demonstrate how difficult it is for a global 
standard to add value at the local level (Hamann et al., 2005:3). Although their discussion is 
aimed specifically at the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), it can also 
be applied to concerns about the UN Global Compact (Hamann et al., 2005:16):

There is the danger that [a global] standard will contribute to an emphasis on a 
formalized set of universal norms and practices that represent the lowest common 
denominator in the international debate. The true test for the standard will not only be 
its ability and flexibility in allowing for the innovation, creativity, and responsiveness 
necessary to meet national or local challenges and priorities, but to actively encourage 
such context-specific approaches to CSR.
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3.	 Description of study population
The 19 active South African corporations that formed part of this investigation have 
been involved with the UN Global Compact for a substantial amount of time. Almost 
80 per cent of the South African signatories have been participants for more than five 
years, while the rest have all been signatories for between one and five years. Detailed 
information on all signatories, including the date of joining, level of participation and 
nature of communication can be found at www.unglobalcompact.org.

The UN Global Compact makes a distinction between three different levels: learner, active 
and advanced. The differentiation programme11 is based on a self-assessment in terms of 
the levels of disclosure as well as the implementation of the 10 principles. Sixty-eight per 
cent of the South African corporations indicated that they were at the active level. The 
active level is reserved for participants that fulfil all the minimum COP requirements, 
including addressing all four areas under investigation and communicating directly with 
stakeholders.12

Twenty-one per cent of the assessed corporations indicated that they were at the 
advanced level, which is reserved for corporations that strive to be top performers. 
These corporations declared that they had adopted, and reported on, best practices in 
sustainability governance and management, with specific reference to some of the UN 
Global Compact initiatives, such as the Blueprint for Corporate Sustainability Leadership 
and the UN Global Compact Management Model. The corporations which indicated 
that they had reached this level were Unilever, Sasol, Mondi and Eskom. In terms of 
organisation type, publicly listed companies dominated the South African sample (63 per 
cent), followed by private companies (26 per cent), one subsidiary (Unilever) and one 
state-owned company (Eskom). Large corporations dominated the sample, with 74 per 
cent having more than 10 000 employees, and 63 per cent having had a turnover of more 
than $5 billion in the last financial year. 

4.	 Methodology and results
The methodology of narrative analysis was applied. The COPs were assessed on the basis 
of their emphasis on either the business case or the moral case; on either the global or 
the local context; and either performance or conformance aspects of governance. Finally, 
a general assessment was made of whether the COPs were mainly a public relations 
exercise; mainly a compliance exercise; or whether a clear commitment to the principles 
of the UN Global Compact was demonstrated.

The assessment was done on the basis of an analysis of both the CEO statement and 
the COP itself. In all cases a four-point Likert scale was applied. Table 3 illustrates that 
the vast majority of companies used the business case to motivate their support for 
corporate responsibility. The one exception to this was Exxaro, which placed a very strong 
emphasis on the moral case. Exxaro explained its support for the UN Global Compact 
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as a “logical progression in our ongoing commitment to sustainability, given our shared 
goals and focus on universal values”.13 The corporations that focused most strongly on 
the business case were Altron, Eskom, FirstRand and Sappi.

Table 3:	 Corporate preference for business case or moral case in terms of corporate 
responsibility

Category Percentage of companies

Very strong business case 21

Emphasis on business case 74

Emphasis on moral case 0

Very strong moral case 5

The acknowledgement of global and local complexities was assessed, and the results are 
displayed in Table 4.

Table 4:	 Emphasis on global or local context

Category Percentage of companies

Very strong emphasis on global/universal values; little or no room for 
local flexibility 0

Strong emphasis on global/universal values; clear acknowledgement 
of need for local flexibility 68

Strong emphasis on need for local flexibility; clear acknowledgement 
of global/universal values 32

Very strong emphasis on need for local flexibility; little or no 
acknowledgement of global/universal values 0

The governance focus of the COPs was analysed to assess the relative importance attached 
to the two main components of governance as explained in the classical definition of 
governance: the system by which corporations are directed (performance) and controlled 
(conformance). Globally there has been a shift from conformance to performance, with 
the United States still a notable exception owing to its strong culture of legal regulation. 
With the inclusive, stakeholder-based approach of the South African King Reports, which 
also emphasise a balanced approach to governance, it was expected that performance 
would be the main emphasis. The results are displayed in Table 5.

Table 5:	 Analysis of governance focus

Category Percentage of companies

Exclusive focus on performance 21

Emphasis on performance 53

Emphasis on conformance 26

Exclusive focus on conformance 0

Finally, an overall assessment of the COPs was performed and the results are displayed 
in Table 6. Eskom was the only corporation that attained a best practice assessment.
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Table 6:	 Overall assessment of COP

Category Percentage of companies

Mainly public relations 21

Mainly UN Global Compact compliance 74

Clear commitment to UN Global Compact 0

Clear commitment to UN Global Compact, example of best practice 5

It is significant to note the good performance of Eskom, one of South Africa’s most 
controversial corporations. As the national electricity utility, the corporation has been 
under scrutiny for underperformance over the past few years. The fact that Eskom’s 
electricity generation is still largely dependent on high-polluting coal power stations does 
not improve its image from an environmental perspective. The reason for Eskom’s good 
performance in this assessment can therefore be found either in the positive view that 
the corporation made honest disclosures and a sincere attempt to improve performance, 
or in the cynical view that the corporation may be guilty of blue washing. 

The critical question is: To what extent were the disclosures that were made accurate 
and made in good faith? In his introduction to the COP, then CEO of Eskom Brian 
Dames states: “We are confident that we are setting the utility up for success; that our 
organisation is becoming financially sustainable” (Eskom, 2012:2). In the same document, 
the chairman of Eskom, Zola Tsotsi, states: “At a time when global economic uncertainty 
is forcing many companies to curtail operations and limit growth, Eskom is hard at work 
on one of the largest capital expansion programmes in South Africa’s history” (Eskom, 
2012:1). Yet, barely a year later Eskom had to accept a R250 billion bailout package from 
the South African government,14 the CEO resigned (for “personal reasons”15), the promised 
capital expansion was far behind schedule, and the pressure on the national electricity 
grid was such that frequent countrywide rolling blackouts were required. More recently, 
Eskom was also implicated in a report on state capture issued by the South African 
Public Protector. The purpose here is not to provide a detailed case study of Eskom. It 
is also not the intention to assess whether the corporation deserves its top position in 
terms of this assessment, or whether the advanced status according to the UN Global 
Compact differentiation programme is justified. However, it does underscore the fact 
that publicly available reports remain just that – publicly available reports. 

5.	 Conclusion
The purpose of business is and will remain a matter of dispute. Debates will continue 
within both academic and practitioner environments, and in the long term will be 
influenced more by a systemic focus than an organisational behaviour focus. Preferences 
for a normative approach can be articulated convincingly and consistently, but cannot 
be grounded empirically. There is no empirical proof that a normative approach is better.

It is too early to gauge the impact that the development of a theory of business will have 
on this debate. The one advantage that is offered by the early research offerings, which 
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is also present in integrative social contracts theory, is that the proposed theory has both 
normative and empirical relevance (Donaldson & Walsh, 2015:182). 

The main empirical findings presented in this article are that almost all South African 
signatories to the United Nations Global Compact emphasised the business case in their 
communications on progress (COPs) and that the majority of corporations also focused 
on the global picture rather than on local complexities. Although not part of the research 
performed here, it would be fair to state that it is very likely that the majority of these 
corporations (if not all of them) will be familiar with creating shared value (CSV), but 
not with optimised collective value (OCV), and – if given an immediate choice – would 
prefer the first to the second.

The empirical findings discussed here are illuminating and somewhat disillusioning and 
– if subsequent research proves these preferences to be present at the global level as 
well, which is very likely – it will indicate an uphill battle ahead for those who argue 
in favour of a normative approach. Such an indication will be no surprise, but the 
conceptual framework provided by the proposed theory of business could make this 
battle slightly easier.

Ethical approval 

This article does not contain any studies with human participants or animals performed 
by any of the authors.

References
Carroll, A., Lipartito, K., Post, J., Werhane, P. & Goodpaster, K. (2012). Corporate responsibility: The American 

experience. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139108041

Crane, A., Palazzo, G., Spence, L.J. & Matten, D. (2014). Contesting the value of “Creating Shared Value”. 
California Management Review, 56(2):130‑153. https://doi.org/10.1525/cmr.2014.56.2.130

Donaldson, T. & Dunfee, T. (1994). Toward a unified conception of business ethics: Integrative Social Contracts 
Theory. Academy of Management Review, 19(2):252‑284. https://doi.org/10.2307/258705

Donaldson, T. & Dunfee, T. (1999). Ties that bind: A social contracts approach to business ethics. Boston: 
Harvard University Press.

Donaldson, T. & Walsh, J. (2015). Toward a theory of business. Research in Organizational Behavior, 35:181‑207. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2015.10.002

Eskom. (2012). Advanced Communication on Progress 2012. Eskom, Johannesburg.

Friedman, M. (2002). The social responsibility of business is to increase its profits. In: T. Donaldson, P.  Werhane 
& M.  Cording (eds.), Ethical issues in business: A philosophical approach. Seventh edition. New Jersey: 
Prentice Hall. 33‑38.

Hamann, R., Agbazue, T., Kapelus, P. & Hein, A. (2005). Universalizing corporate social responsibility? South 
African challenges to the International Organization for Standardization’s new social responsibility 
standard. Business and Society Review, 110(1):1‑19. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0045-3609.2005.00001.x

Kell, G. (2013). Former Executive Director of the UN Global Compact. New York: Personal interview, 5 August.

Malan, D. (2016). Corporate support for the SDGs: A South African perspective. The Journal of Corporate 
Citizenship, 64(December):98‑21. https://doi.org/10.9774/GLEAF.4700.2016.de.00011



16 Malan & Ungerer  ■  Communicating progress on meeting the UN Global Compact goals

Porter, M. & Kramer, M. (2011). Creating shared value. Harvard Business Review (HBR Reprint R1101C):1‑17.

Porter, M. & Kramer, M. (2014). A response to Andrew Crane et al’s article by Michael E. Porter and Mark R. 
Kramer. California Business Review, 56(2):149‑151.

Rasche, A. & Kell, G. (2010). The United Nations Global Compact: Achievements, trends and challenges. New 
York: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511762642

Smith, N. & Lenssen, G. (eds.) (2009). Mainstreaming Corporate Responsibility. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons.

The Economist. (2005). The good company: A survey of corporate social responsibility, 22 January. 

The Economist. (2008). Just good business: A special report on corporate social responsibility, 19 January.

United Nations. (1998). Linking universal values with the global reach of business – Strategy note for Davos 
speech (summary). https://www.unglobalcompact.org/docs/about_ the_gc/GC_Strategy_note_18Dec98.
pdf [Accessed 14 December 2014].

United Nations. (1999). Secretary-general proposes Global Compact on human rights, labour, environment, 
in address to World Economic Forum in Davos. http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/1999/19990201.
sgsm6881.html [Accessed 12 February 2017].

Visser, W., Matten, D., Pohl, M. & Tolhurst, N. (2007). The A to Z of Corporate Social Responsibility. Chichester: 
John Wiley & Sons.

Williams, O.F. (2008). Responsible corporate citizenship and the ideals of the United Nations Global 
Compact. In: O. Williams (ed.). Peace through commerce: Responsible corporate citizenship and the ideals 
of the United Nations Global Compact. Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press. 431‑552.



17African Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 11 No. 2, February 2018, 1‑18

Endnotes
1.	 http://us7.campaign-archive1.com/?u=95a3a559c205fcb6178629d7e&id=aa0a3091fb&e=8e

6c207732, accessed 9 November 2016.

2.	 The Global Compact became the United Nations Global Compact in 2007, when the UN 
officially allowed its name to be attached to the initiative. 

3.	 The different types are described as follows (United Nations, 1998:11‑12): soft target 
corporations are those forced to confront social responsibility in response to encounters with 
lobby groups (Shell, BP, Rio Tinto, Nike, McDonalds and Reebok are used as examples); free 
riders are corporations that see general image gain by associating themselves with UN values/
principles without necessarily having to confront the issues (Nokia and BMW are used as 
examples); corporations that can gain from specific UN activities in order to expand markets 
or reduce risks (ABB is the only example mentioned here); and consulting corporations 
(the ‘big five’ accounting firms are used as examples). These corporations are described as 
“enthusiastic supporters of almost all forms of social responsibility as this creates a new 
market for auditing”.

4.	 http://www.unglobalcompact.org/AboutTheGC/index.html, accessed 7 February 2018. 

5.	 https://www.unglobalcompact.org/about, accessed 15 March 2016.

6.	 These are: “[m]ake the Global Compact and its principles an integral part of business strategy, 
day-to-day operations and organisational culture; [i]ncorporate the Global Compact and its 
principles in the decision-making processes of the highest-level governance body (i.e. Board); 
[c]ontribute to broad development objectives (including the Millennium Development Goals) 
through partnerships; [i]ntegrate in the annual report (or in a similar public document, such 
as a sustainability report) a description of the ways in which the company implements the 
principles and supports broader development objectives (also known as the communication 
on progress or COP); and [a]dvance the Global Compact and the case for responsible business 
practices through advocacy and active outreach to peers, partners, clients, consumers 
and the public at large” (https://www.unglobalcompact.org/HowToParticipate/Business_
Participation/index.html, accessed 18 December 2014).

7.	 https://www.unglobalcompact.org/COP/cop_deadlines.html, accessed 23  November  2014. 
Previously, signatories were given two years to submit their first COP.

8.	 http://www.ethicalcorp.com/content.asp?ContentID=5898&newsletter=24, accessed 13 May 2008.

9.	 The valuable contribution of a research assistant, Roan Snyman, is acknowledged.

10.	 Although the name of the Public Investment Corporation also appeared on the list of active 
signatories at the time, there was only a placeholder COP available and therefore it was 
excluded from the analysis.

11.	 https://www.unglobalcompact.org/COP/differentiation_programme.html, accessed 25  November 
2014.

12.	 https://www.unglobalcompact.org/COP/differentiation_programme.html, accessed 25  November 
2014.

13.	 Exxaro 2012 COP, p. 1.

14.	 http://mg.co.za/article/2014-09-15-government-to-bail-out-eskom, accessed 7 February 2018.
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15.	 In an interview with a Sunday newspaper, Eskom CEO Dames said the following: “I just want 
to have a rest … (The job) takes a lot out of you. Really it never ends. I normally say to people 
that I just want a life.” http://www.iol.co.za/business/companies/i-just-need-a-rest-ex-eskom-
ceo-1.1618740#.VHulEM8cSpo, accessed 7 February 2018.
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Abstract
This study sought to track corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
reporting of local and foreign banks in Ghana from 2010‑2014 
financial year ends. Employing a qualitative approach, the 
study examined 50 annual reports sourced from the selected 
banks’ websites. The findings recorded more external than 
internal CSR disclosures. Concerning internal disclosures, only 
one foreign bank reported product and customer initiatives 
whilst one local and four foreign banks reported human 
resource initiatives. External disclosures reported uneven 
community involvement and environmental focus among the 
selected banks. Predominantly, the issues on health, education 
and sports development dominate Ghana’s banking industry 
CSR initiatives and disclosure. 

1.	� Introduction and background to the 
study

Over the last 63 years, corporate social responsibility (CSR) has 
been recognised as a significant conception that is prioritised 
in both professional and academic practices, and has aided 
organisations to achieve sustainable competitive advantages. 
Stakeholders judge companies’ efforts based on available 
information, especially with the growing concern about ethical 
and social issues. Communication plays a critical role in the 
CSR agenda but lacks the necessary attention (Ihlen, Barlett 
& May, 2014), and appears to be silent on CSR practices and 
studies (Schmeltz, 2012). As a result, some authors (Morsing & 
Shultz, 2006), have called for a more advanced communication 
approach, including stakeholder awareness of firms’ CSR 
activities and performance (Sloan, 2009:34). 
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Despite the growing skepticism that some companies overemphasise their social 
behaviour (Holme & Watts, 2000), there is deficiency in significance and reliability of 
such behaviour (Husillos, Larrinaga & Alvarez, 2011), and failure impact sustainable 
growth (Gray, 2010). Isenmann (2006) hinted that companies must use various media to 
communicate with their stakeholders about the changing business practices concerning 
local, national and global societal expectations. According to Nielsen and Thomsen 
(2012), CSR disclosure appears not to have a considerable impact on conventional CSR 
literature.

Stakeholder benefits and CSR motives are often communicated (Du, Bhattacharya & 
Sen, 2010), and Gray, Kouhy and Lavers (1995) shared the view that special publications, 
socially oriented advertising and proposed information in the annual report are 
appropriate for communication. Maignan and Ferrell (2004) also contended that how 
CSR is communicated is still under study, and “for most companies, the question is 
not whether to communicate but rather what to say, to whom, and how often” (Kotler, 
2003:563). 

According to Branco and Rodrigues (2006), CSR reporting is the exposé of information 
concerning companies’ exchanges with the society within which they operate. Guthrie, 
Cuganesan and Ward (2008) and Visser (2008) have emphasised the urgent need for 
scholars to examine CSR reporting in different industries. Although Poolthong and 
Mandhachitara (2009) have hinted that socially responsible programs are employed by 
financial institutions to enhance their reputation, the CSR initiatives required to put 
together encouraging stakeholder responses (Chomvilailuk & Butcher, 2013), are still 
unclear. Meanwhile, scholars have also argued that firms with a strong orientation 
toward disclosure of social responsibility actions and initiatives are well capable of 
developing and maintaining a good and long-term relationship with key stakeholders 
(Kitora & Okuda, 2017).

Although online CSR reporting has been investigated in a number of sectors such as in 
the insurance sector (Hinson, Zyl & Agbleze, 2014); firm’s starting point and industry 
area (Wanderley, Lucian, Farache & De Sousa Filho, 2008); and banks (Hinson, Boateng 
& Madichie, 2010; Hinson, 2011), studies by financial institutions on CSR disclosures 
(Hamid, 2004) remain very scanty. It is in line with the paucity of studies in this area 
that Ullmann (1985) has appealed for more longitudinal studies to be conducted on CSR 
engagements. 

Studies on banks’ CSR reporting which used longitudinal approaches are rare in Ghana 
and since banks play a “catalytic role” towards sustainable management and disclosure 
towards fulfilling stakeholder interests (Islam, 2013), it is the researchers’ view that 
this study will craft an imperative input to existing CSR and CSR reporting literature. 
Reflecting on the aforementioned gaps which include limited CSR reporting studies and 
the dearth of CSR longitudinal studies in Ghana’s banking sector, this current study 
sought to track the CSR disclosures of local and foreign-owned banks (which are privately 
owned) operating in Ghana from 2010‑2014 financial year ends by way of annual reports 
posted on their respective corporate websites. What CSR disclosures are recorded by 
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local and foreign banks in Ghana as posted in their annual reports sourced from their 
respective bank websites? Drawing on Branco and Rodrigues’ (2006) CSR reporting 
online framework, this article is also grounded in legitimacy and stakeholder theoretical 
perspectives. 

According to Narteh (2013), the Bank of Ghana (BoG) is mandated to ensure sustainable 
development in productivity and employment by providing the right environment for the 
economy of Ghana, and predominantly the banking sector. This is because, according to 
Bawumia, Owusu-Danso and McIntyre (2008), the banking sector accounted for about 
70% of the financial sector, and its role in capital concentration and distribution has been 
phenomenal. Again, the sector controls price immovability, lowers price increases and 
supports government’s efforts to ensure sound macroeconomic stability. 

The Ghana Banking Survey (2014) reported a slowdown in deposit mobilisation, despite 
the consequences of the 33% growth in total assets in 2013 compared to an average growth 
rate of only 26% recorded between 2008 and 2012. There are 27 universal banks in Ghana, 
and as at 2012 statistics show, 10 of these banks are locally owned whilst the remainder 
are co-owned by a blend of African banking groups, Americans and Europeans. The 
banking sector is also made up of 137 rural banks and 58 non-bank financial institutions 
respectively, which covers finance houses, leasing and mortgage, and savings and loans 
firms. Currently, there are 12 locally owned banks in Ghana. 

This study is a recent investigation into banks’ CSR reporting in Ghana over a five-year 
period and has contributed to the progress and significance of CSR reporting towards 
enhancing banks’ CSR practices. It has also exposed the position of CSR reporting in 
the banking industry, as well as the areas of CSR engagements, by revealing the actual 
differences of CSR disclosures between local and foreign banks. Again, the CSR disclosure 
position has exposed the need for Ghana’s government to establish CSR regulation to 
enhance the contributions of banks’ CSR engagements towards the national development 
agenda. Again, this article, which appears to be the first of its kind in Ghana, has 
confirmed that CSR reporting that requires longitudinal studies is indispensable and 
merits further consideration, more than ever, in developing countries. The study has also 
contributed to the knowledge gap in the CSR reporting literature and has contributed 
and responded to Ullmann’s (1985) appeal for more CSR longitudinal studies. 

2.	 Literature review

2.1	 Theoretical perspectives

Some researchers (Arvidsson, 2010; Branco & Rodrigues, 2006) have relied on legitimacy 
and stakeholder theories in discussing CSR in CSR communication. Some scholars 
(Tuokuu & Amponsah-Tawiah, 2016) have contended that “CSR takes its roots from 
the stakeholder theory”, and if organisations fail to receive stakeholders’ cooperation, 
“CSR programmes cannot be executed” (Huang & Zhao, 2016). The stakeholder theory, 
according to Maignan and Farrell (2004), seeks to advocate that firms consider other 
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goals in addition to profit maximisation and irrespective of the nature, size and type of 
business; companies that invest in CSR will achieve positive benefits. Predominantly, 
the stakeholder approach to CSR studies has focused on financial institutions’ social 
responsibility disclosures (Ofori & Hinson, 2007) and social responsibility communication 
(Porter & Kramer, 2006). 

The prevailing interpretative lens in sustainability reporting literature is the legitimacy 
theory, a view shared by Owen (2008). The theory tends to emphasise organisations’ 
dependence on the environment, society’s changing expectations and legitimising their 
organisations’ actions (Newson & Deegan, 2002). To gain community approval, particular 
information to convince all stakeholders that companies’ engagements are supportive 
and legitimate, must be voluntarily disclosed (Alawi & Rahman, 2011). This process can 
be achieved through communication (Ihlen, May & Barlett, 2014). Again, as hinted by 
Glennie and Lodhia (2013), countries and industries with stronger environmental agendas 
often employ the legitimacy theory to predict more CSR disclosure. 

Hoepner and Wilson (2012) contend that legitimacy theory is a good framework for 
considering banks’ reporting of social and environmental impacts. Lawrence, Botes, 
Collins and Roper (2013) also hint that in their bid to advance the image of being socially 
responsible, many firms attempt to deceive and manipulate information. However, this 
attempt can be revoked by the community (Deegan, 2007) by ensuring that, in order 
to secure their legitimacy, companies must disclose environmental and social impacts 
information. 

2.2	 Global banking industry CSR reporting 

The demand for companies to be transparent and act in a socially responsible manner 
has been influenced by wider stakeholder activism, globalisation and availability 
of information. For a company’s CSR efforts to have any impact on its business and 
stakeholders, choosing the appropriate form to communicate is relevant. Long, Doerer and 
Stewart (2015) assert that currently available multimedia platforms should be exploited, 
as companies’ reportage on social issues had comprehensively increased. According to 
a KPMG (2011) report, though 250 largest companies are disclosing CSR engagements, 
95% of these companies enthusiastically report their CSR activities. Another study by 
KPMG (2016) also disclosed that over 80% of smaller banks are keenly reporting their 
CSR initiatives. 

Firms employing annual reports and corporate websites to communicate have increased 
as a result of increasing CSR benefits and stakeholder demands (Spence, 2009). A study by 
Branco and Rodrigues (2006) which sought to compare CSR disclosures dimensions on 
websites and in annual reports reported that banks in Portugal with higher visibility disclose 
more ‘environment’ and ‘human resources’ information. Banks in India also focus their 
CSR engagements on customer satisfaction, education, health, environmental marketing 
and balanced growth (Narwal, 2007). A longitudinal study by Sobhani, Zainuddin, Amran 
and Baten (2011) on two case banks for ten years in Bangladesh also reported a low 
proportion (41%) of community involvement and human resources CSR disclosure.
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A study by Reinig and Tilt (2009), which investigated how CSR disclosures were reported 
in press releases, found that four Australian banks’ CSR initiatives were more directed at 
community involvement and customer issues. Again, a study conducted by Halabi, Kazi, 
Dang and Samy (2006) reported that four out of the top ten Australian banks disclose 
environment, labour practices, and human rights information. Bouvain, Baumann and 
Lundmark (2013) also conducted a study to compare banks in China and East Asia vis-à-
vis banks in America. They found that in Japan and South Korea brand value is positively 
associated with CSR, unlike in America, where banks are interested in green initiatives. 
These revelations indicate that even countries where CSR regulations predominantly 
exist, CSR engagements and reporting significantly differ. 

Companies should inform customers about their CSR activities using appropriate 
communication tools, including comprehensive reports and annual reports. A study by 
Thompson and Zakaria (2004) found that environmental issues were of very low interests 
to companies in Malaysia as they disclosed most of the products and consumers, 
employees and human resources, and involvement in community initiatives. In their 
study on environmental management and CSR disclosures, Kuo, Yeh and Yu (2011) 
established that Chinese firms and enterprises owned by the State significantly reported 
on information regarding environmental engagements due to the environmentally 
sensitive nature of those industries. 

According to Birch (2003), the rising call for companies to positively act responsibly has 
echoed the need to adapt mandatory and non-mandatory disclosure of social responsi
bility initiatives. Lindblom (1994) noted that CSR reporting enlightens stakeholders about 
companies’ social performance; influences stakeholders’ expectations; communicates 
positive acts; and attempts to manipulate stakeholders’ perceptions of certain events 
regarding the firm. To reach a wider audience at both national and international levels, 
some companies worldwide increasingly use their corporate website as a means of 
disclosing CSR initiatives (Moreno & Capriotti, 2009). 

2.3	 CSR reporting in Ghana’s banking industry 

According to the European Commission (2016), companies that are accountable for their 
impact on society practise CSR. Ofori and Hinson (2007) have also hinted that even 
though varying areas and levels of emphasis exist, the CSR concept remains similar 
everywhere; however, each company’s response to CSR issues is unique and influenced 
by its size, industry, business culture, stakeholder demands and historical progression. 
According to Amponsah-Tawiah and Dartey-Baah (2011), multinational enterprises in 
Ghana mostly focus more on CSR initiatives than small- and medium-sized enterprises 
do. Most banks are integrating CSR initiatives with their corporate strategies to earn 
credibility, yet their reporting and disclosures appear to be problematic. 

In the banking industry, CSR information is, more often than not, disclosed on a voluntary 
basis. As a result, to conform to societal expectations, firms disclose CSR information to 
enhance reputation, improve superior employee satisfaction and retention, and attract 
a lesser number of directives, etc (Moser & Martin, 2012). As a means of improving 
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stakeholder relationships and business performance, several Ghanaian organisations 
have employed annual reports and corporate websites as the avenues to issue CSR 
reports (Hinson et al., 2010). 

Hinson et al.’s (2010) study reported that banks disclose CSR initiatives through 
newspapers, annual reports and television broadcasts among others; listed banks in 
Ghana report more CSR information than unlisted ones despite the absence of CSR 
reporting regulations; and bank CSR awardees exhibit poor CSR communication content 
on their individual company websites than non-awardees do. The study, however, was 
silent on the dimensions of CSR disclosures posted by local and foreign banks on their 
company websites. In a sectoral study in Ghana, Amponsah-Tawiah and Dartey-Baah 
(2011), found that banks focus CSR initiatives on donations to the underprivileged; 
educational sponsorship to bright but deprived students; restoration of school facilities; 
and financial support for adult literacy programmes. 

2.4	 Conceptual framework

Branco and Rodrigues’ (2006) online CSR reporting framework as depicted in Figure 1, 
was adapted to track banks’ CSR disclosure in Ghana as reported in their annual reports 
and sourced from their respective corporate websites. The framework classifies CSR 
reporting into internal and external disclosures. Similarly, recent studies have postulated 
that the two classifications under which CSR practices fall are internal and external 
disclosures (Fifka, 2013). 

Internal disclosures cover human resources and product and customer initiatives. Human 
resources capture initiatives regarding the well-being and safety of employees, as well as 
employee training and compensation (HR Dis.) disclosures whilst product and customer 
initiatives also capture client displeasure and/or satisfaction, product superiority, and 
access conditions for customers who are physically challenged (P&C Dis.). External 
disclosures, on the other hand, cover initiatives regarding environmental and community 
engagements. Environmental initiatives capture engagements about the investment and 
lending policies, the energy conservation of business and the concern for the environment 
(E Dis.) disclosures while community involvement disclosures also capture engagements 
that include support and sponsorship for education, sports or recreational projects, and 
charitable donations and activities (CI Dis.). 

Though the framework includes the internet as a disclosure medium in an analytical 
category, it does not address any specific conceptual elements pertaining to the online/
internet environment. Again, although the framework presents data about CSR reporting 
on the internet, this study appears to present data about CSR initiatives reported in annual 
reports sourced from selected banks’ websites. The annual reports were published on the 
websites, not because banks use the online environment in any particularly innovative 
way – for example, daily or monthly CSR reporting, or blogs, or any other innovative 
online media – for CSR reporting. 

The absence of such innovative ways of CSR reporting suggests that more people can read 
the annual reports posted on banks’ websites. Disclosures are mostly non-statistical in this 
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current study, except where the selected banks have stated the donations amount and/or 
sponsorship monetary value. Ernst and Ernst (1978:31) postulated that “quantification of 
a disclosure improves its quality by specifying the amount of effort a company spends in 
a particular area of social responsibility”. Of special interest in adopting this framework 
is to track CSR disclosures of local and foreign banks, as reported in their annual reports 
and posted on banks’ websites. 

INTERNAL DISCLOSURES
Human Resource 

Disclosure
Products and customers 

disclosure
•• Employee health and 

safety
•• Employee training
•• Employee remuneration

•• Product quality
•• Customer complaints /

satisfaction
•• Provision for physically 

challenged customers
EXTERNAL DISCLOSURES

Environmental Disclosure Community Involvement 
Disclosure

•• Company’s concern for 
the environment

•• Lending and investment 
policies

•• Conservation of energy in 
business operations

•• Charitable donations and 
activities

•• Support for education
•• Sport sponsoring or 

recreational projects

Bank online  
CSR  

Communication

Figure 1:  Branco and Rodrigues’ (2006) online CSR reporting framework 
[Adapted]

3.	 Methodology 
A qualitative research design was employed to track and evaluate the level of CSR 
disclosure of both local and foreign banks operating in Ghana. Initial consideration was 
given to all 27 banks operating in Ghana within the study period. However, drawing from 
their company annual reports on CSR disclosure regularity from 2010‑2014 financial year 
ends, as posted on their respective banks’ websites, the researchers selected five locally 
owned and five foreign-owned listed banks, totalling a sample of ten banks. The period 
of study was chosen because CSR disclosure appeared to have been more consistent. 

In order not to rely on other archival records and some foreign and local search engines 
for CSR information, the researchers’ main modus operandi was to browse annual 
reports sourced from selected banks’ websites, and to record only the CSR disclosures 
reported from 2010‑2014 financial year ends. The five local banks selected for the study 
included CAL Bank (CAL), Ghana Commercial Bank (GCB), HFC Bank (HFC), Fidelity 
Bank (FB), and Agriculture Development Bank (ADB). The five foreign banks selected 
included Ecobank (EB), Zenith Bank (ZB), Societé Generale (SG), Standard Chartered 
Bank (SCB), and Guaranteed Trust Bank (GTB).

The study employed 50 company annual reports posted on the websites of the selected 
banks. Due to the soaring level of reliability of the information contained therein, earlier 
studies have emphasised the annual report as an important document concerning 
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CSR (Islam, 2013). Identifying CSR disclosures of local and foreign-owned listed banks 
operating in Ghana over the study period appears to be relevant in terms of contributing 
to CSR reporting literature in Ghana and beyond. 

As a situational study, after collecting all the relevant data sourced from the banks’ 
respective websites, a scoring method was developed to measure the level of CSR 
disclosures. For this purpose, the researchers employed the binary scoring approach in 
arriving at the CSR disclosures recorded in the annual reports and posted on the selected 
banks’ websites. This approach is followed in a disclosure study (Jiang et al., 2010). Any 
CSR item reported in the bank’s annual report earns a score of “one”, and “zero” otherwise. 
Finally, the scores of the items were added up to ascertain the concentration of bank CSR 
disclosure from the annual reports posted on the website, a view shared by Hinson et al. 
(2010) and Branco and Rodrigues (2006). 

Drawing on Branco and Rodrigues’ (2006) online CSR reporting framework, this study 
was grounded in legitimacy and stakeholder theoretical perspectives, to meet stakeholder 
expectations – customers, employees and the society. 

4.	 Presentation and discussion of the findings 

4.1	 CSR disclosure of selected banks

Table 1:	 CSR disclosure of selected banks

Name  
of Bank

Disclosure 
of CSR

Internal Disclosure External Disclosure Year Total 
scoreHR Dis. P&C Dis. E Dis. CI Dis. Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5

LOCAL 
BANKS

CAL Bank

2010 1 0 0 0 1 2

2011 1 1 0 1 0 3

2012 1 1 0 0 1 3

2013 1 1 0 0 1 3

2014 1 0 0 1 1 3

5 3 0 2 4 14

GCB

2010 1 0 0 0 1 2

2011 0 0 0 0 0 0

2012 1 0 0 0 1 2

2013 1 0 0 0 1 2

2014 1 0 0 0 1 2

4 0 0 0 4 8
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Name  
of Bank

Disclosure 
of CSR

Internal Disclosure External Disclosure Year Total 
scoreHR Dis. P&C Dis. E Dis. CI Dis. Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5

ADB

2010 1 0 0 0 1 2

2011 1 0 0 0 1 2

2012 1 0 0 0 1 2

2013 1 0 0 0 1 2

2014 1 0 0 1 1 3

5 0 0 1 5 11

HFC

2010 1 0 0 0 1 2

2011 1 0 0 1 1 3

2012 1 0 0 1 1 3

2013 1 0 0 1 1 3

2014 1 0 0 1 1 3

5 0 0 4 5 14

Fidelity 
Bank

2010  1 0 0 0 1 2

2011 1 0 0 0 1 2

2012 1 0 0 0 1 2

2013 1 0 0 0 1 2

2014 1 0 0 0 1 2

5 0 0 0 5 10

FOREIGN 
BANKS

Ecobank

2010 1 0 0 0 2

2011 1 0 0 0 1 2

2012 1 0 0 0 1 2

2013 1 0 0 1 1 3

2014 1 0 0 1 1 3

5 0 0 2 5 12

GT Bank

2010 1 0 0 0 1 2

2011 1 0 0 0 1 2

2012 1 1 0 0 1 3

2013 1 1 0 0 1 3

2014 1 1 0 0 1 3

5 3 0 0 5 13



28 Nyarku & Hinson  ■  CSR reporting of banks operating in Ghana

Name  
of Bank

Disclosure 
of CSR

Internal Disclosure External Disclosure Year Total 
scoreHR Dis. P&C Dis. E Dis. CI Dis. Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5

SSB  
now SG

2010 0 0 0 0 0 0

2011 0 0 0 0 0 0

2012 1 1 0 1 1 4

2013 1 1 0 1 1 4

2014 1 1 0 1 1 4

3 3 0 3 3 12

Zenith 
Bank

2010 1 1 1 0 1 4

2011 1 0 0 0 1 2

2012 1 1 1 0 1 4

2013 1 0 0 0 1 2

2014 1 0 0 0 1 2

5 2 2 0 5 14

SCB

2010 1 0 0 0 0 1

2011 1 1 0 0 0 2

2012 1 0 0 0 1 2

2013 1 0 0 0 0 1

2014 1 0 0 0 0 1

5 1 0 0 1 7

Table 1 shows the selected local and foreign banks’ CSR disclosure from 2010 to 2014. 
With regard to CSR disclosures, though non-mandatory, the findings indicated that 
the banks posted a far-reaching amount of information about CSR initiatives on their 
respective websites, which leads the researchers to conclude that CSR reporting in 
Ghana’s banking industry is prevalent. All the selected banks attained five points each 
over the five-year study period. However, GCB, which is a local bank, did not report any 
CSR disclosure in 2011 and thus attained four points. Similarly, SG, which is a foreign 
bank, also attained three points as there were no CSR disclosures in 2010 and 2011. 
The results showed significant differences of CSR disclosure between local and foreign 
banks in Ghana. Internal disclosures covered CSR initiatives categorised under human 
resource (12 points) and product and customer (two points), while external disclosures 
also covered CSR initiatives categorised under community involvement (41 points) and 
environmental (12 points). CSR initiatives reported were mainly external disclosures.

The observations presented from these findings suggest that although CSR disclosures 
were inconsistent over the study period, all selected banks appreciated the significance of 
communicating some CSR initiatives in their annual reports as posted on their websites. 
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CSR reporting plays an imperative role and requires banks to communicate CSR efforts 
through different communication platforms, yet none of the selected local and foreign 
banks recorded on all four CSR disclosure dimensions. As hinted by Hinson et al. (2010), 
an integration of online presence with firms’ activities is fairly new in Ghana owing to 
the non-existence of CSR reporting regulations; however, the results indicated a growing 
interest in CSR disclosure in the banking industry. 

4.2	 Local banks’ CSR disclosures

With respect to CSR disclosures of the local banks, the findings revealed the following 
results: CAL (25%), HFC (25%), ADB (19%), FB (17%) and GCB (14%). Local banks reported 
both internal and external disclosures but areas of CSR efforts mottled. 

Internal disclosures covered both human resource as well as product and customer 
issues. The study found out that just one local bank (CAL bank) reported on internal 
disclosures (specifically human resource – employee and management training, and 
health and safety issues) from 2011 to 2013, thereby obtaining three points. Concerning 
CSR internal disclosures under human resource initiatives, CAL Bank was more oriented 
towards capacity building, employee empowerment and training programmes. CAL 
Bank can use this disclosure as a strategy to attract skilled employees, improve corporate 
image and enhance competitiveness. The remaining four local banks did not report any 
CSR initiatives on human resource disclosure. 

Unexpectedly, CSR initiatives categorised under product and customer disclosures, which 
were meant to address issues of customer complaints and/or satisfaction, the provision 
for physically challenged customers and product quality received no reportage of CSR 
efforts and disclosure over the study period. Concerning CSR engagements and internal 
disclosure, the findings appear to suggest that local banks in Ghana do not often consider 
customer complaints, product quality issues and provision for physically challenged 
customers as very fundamental to the banks’ success. Even though compliance is still not 
compulsory in Ghana, some businesses have adopted the concept as a business strategy 
towards gaining competitive advantage (Kuada & Hinson, 2012). The findings suggest 
that local banks prefer to empower employees than address customer satisfaction issues. 

Local banks recorded external disclosures, which encapsulate community involvement 
and environmental issues. Community involvement which covered support and 
sponsorship for education, sports or recreational projects, and charitable donations and 
activities (CI Dis.), scored 23 points collectively. ADB, HFC and FB scored five points 
each. GCB and CAL banks also scored four points each. Three out of the five local 
banks that reported on environmental disclosure which captured initiatives such as the 
investment and lending policies, the energy conservation of business and the concern 
for the environment (including cleanliness activities and projects) scored seven points 
collectively and yielded the following results: HFC (four points), CAL bank (two points) 
and ADB (one point). Concerning environmental disclosure, HFC stands tall amongst 
the local banks. Local banks’ CSR engagements tend to focus more on community 
involvement initiatives than environmental initiatives.
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This finding supports Reinig and Tilt’s (2009) study of CSR disclosure which found that 
by employing press releases, four Australian banks’ CSR disclosures were mainly focused 
on initiatives concerned with customers and community involvement engagements. The 
finding again contradicts Sobhani et al.’s (2011) longitudinal study in Bangladesh on two 
case banks for ten years that reported a low proportion (41%) of community involvement 
and human resources CSR disclosure. 

4.3	 Foreign banks’ CSR disclosures

The findings indicated that collectively, foreign banks yielded the following results: 
ZB (25%), EB (22%), SG (22%), GT (22%) and SCB (9%), and reported both internal and 
external disclosures. However, areas of CSR efforts speckled. Internal disclosures which 
captured human resource and product and customer reported that one foreign bank 
(EB bank) made no disclosure on human resource – employee and management training, 
and health and safety issues, from 2011 to 2014. However, the remaining foreign banks 
scored GT (three points), SG (three points), ZB (two points), and SCB (one point). 
Indicatively, the four foreign banks’ (GT, SG, ZB and SCB) CSR internal disclosures 
under human resource were more oriented towards employee capacity building and 
training programmes, and could equally use these disclosures as a strategy to attract 
skilled employees and enhance competitiveness.

Only one foreign bank (ZB) recorded CSR internal disclosures under product and 
customer disclosures (specifically on product quality innovation). This finding suggests 
that as part of its CSR, ZB has integrated product quality innovation into its operations. 
Again, only one foreign bank (SCB) recorded the amount spent on CSR initiatives. This 
amount declaration supported Ernst and Ernst’s (1978:31) assertion that to improve 
disclosure quality, a company must specify the amount of effort it expended on the 
initiative. Unlike the local banks, foreign banks focused more on human resource than 
product and customer disclosures and scored eight points (five points higher than local 
banks’ disclosure). The findings also suggest that foreign banks prefer to empower 
employees than to address customer satisfaction issues. 

Foreign banks also recorded some external disclosures, which captured issues concerning 
environmental and community contribution. The environmental disclosure, which 
considered the investment and lending policies, the energy conservation of business and 
the concern for the environment, scored five points (two points short of local banks’ 
disclosure). The only two foreign banks that made environmental disclosures scored 
SG (three points) and Ecobank (two points). The remaining three foreign banks (SCB, 
GT and ZB) did not report on any environmental disclosures. Internal CSR disclosure 
which covered initiatives regarding the well-being and safety of employees, as well as 
employee training and compensation (HR Dis.) scored eight points (five points more 
than local banks’ performance) with GT and SG scoring three points each. Regarding 
product and customer initiatives that also capture client displeasure and/or satisfaction, 
product superiority, and access conditions for customers who are physically challenged 
(P&C Dis.), EB and SCB had no disclosures; however, ZB recorded two points. 
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As hinted by Preston and Post (2012), to legitimise corporate CSR actions, the corporate 
exposé is prepared in response to environmental factors. Indicatively, from 2010‑2014 
financial year ends, the findings reported poor environmental disclosures, and thus 
contradict Preston and Post’s (2012) submission. Community involvement disclosure, 
which captured support and sponsorship for education, sports or recreational projects, 
and charitable donations and activities (CI Dis.), scored EB (five points), GT (five points), 
ZB (five points), SG (three points) and SCB (one point). Community involvement reported 
the highest CSR efforts disclosed by foreign banks despite scoring 19 points (which is 
four points less than local banks’ disclosure). EB and SG are the only two foreign banks 
that undertook environmental initiatives (external disclosure) and reported in the 2013 
and 2014, and 2012‑2014 periods respectively. 

Drawing from legitimacy and stakeholder theories, this current study found that despite 
the absence of CSR reporting regulations, local and foreign banks in Ghana voluntarily 
report CSR disclosures. Indicatively, this initiative appears to signal that CSR disclosure 
intensity can be increased where there is advanced need to display conformity with 
public obligations. Though disclosure is voluntary, most selected local and foreign banks 
appear to have reported on CSR disclosures. 

The stakeholder theory sought to suggest that firms should not only consider profit 
maximisation but that they should also consider other goals (Maignan & Farrell, 2004), 
and must devote some resource commitments towards CSR engagements irrespective of 
the business’s nature, size and type. As hinted by Glennie and Lodhia (2013), to foresee 
additional CSR disclosure in economies and industries with growing environmental 
agendas, the legitimacy theory can be employed. However, without a stronger 
environmental agenda in Ghana, the banking industry appears to be reporting on CSR 
environmental disclosure. These findings support Alawi and Rahma’s (2011) assertion 
that to convince and gain community support, specific information about companies’ 
legitimate activities must be voluntarily disclosed to the society via communication 
(Ihlen et al., 2014).

5.	 Conclusion and recommendations
the main aim of this study was to track the development of local and foreign banks’ CSR 
disclosure in Ghana. The annual reports posted on the selected banks’ websites, over 
a five-year period, served as the data source. Using Branco and Rodrigues’ (2006) CSR 
online reporting framework and employing the legitimacy and stakeholder theoretical 
underpinnings, this current article employed a situational approach by means of a non-
statistical CSR reporting of selected local and foreign banks in Ghana. The study found 
that in Ghana’s banking industry, both local and foreign banks reported some internal 
and external disclosures, but paid more attention to external disclosures, which covered 
CSR engagements in education, sports development and health, but with uneven focus. 
Two foreign and three local banks reported on the aforementioned environmental 
disclosures.
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Concerning internal disclosures, none of the local banks, except one foreign bank, 
reported on product and customer initiatives. These findings suggest that local banks 
are less interested in addressing customer complaints and/or enhancing satisfaction, 
improving product quality, and providing for the physically challenged customers. One 
local bank and four foreign banks also reported on human resource initiatives which 
covered employee and management training, and health and safety issues. These findings 
also suggest that foreign banks appear to be more interested in employee empowerment, 
remuneration and training programmes than their local counterparts. Overall, foreign 
banks reported more CSR internal disclosures than the local banks.

Concerning external disclosures, the study revealed that three local banks and two foreign 
banks reported on environmental initiatives which captured lending and investment 
policies, concern for the environment, and energy conservation in business. Again, local 
banks are more interested in education about environmental cleanliness, tree planting 
and sanitation programmes as compared to their foreign counterparts. Unexpectedly, 
all the local and foreign banks reported on CSR engagements and posted on their 
websites community involvement disclosures which cover support and sponsorship for 
education, sports or recreational projects, and charitable donations and activities. Even 
though foreign banks disclosed higher CSR initiatives in community involvement, the 
accumulated scores indicated that foreign banks scored 19 points (which is four points 
less than the local banks’ disclosure of 23 points). Local banks, therefore, reported more 
CSR external disclosures than foreign banks. 

Indeed, the researchers expected that foreign banks with European and American 
backgrounds would report adequately on CSR disclosures, since CSR reporting appeared 
to be mandatory in their respective parent countries. However, reportage appeared to be 
inadequate and inconsistent. This poor CSR engagement and disclosure can be attributed 
to the absence of CSR reporting regulations in Ghana. 

Drawing from Branco and Rodrigues’ (2006) online CSR reporting framework, the 
researchers recommend the establishment of CSR departments in all the banks 
conducting business in Ghana. The department should oversee all CSR initiatives and 
reporting; improve annual reports’ CSR disclosures; and create particularly daily or 
monthly CSR reporting, blogs, or any other innovative online media to enhance online 
environment initiatives. This means that CSR reporting must be reported uniquely and 
distinct from other reports posted in annual reports on banks’ websites. 

It is again recommended that the departments should collaborate with stakeholders to 
spread CSR initiatives amongst all four dimensions over time, as well as initiate and 
formulate proper guidelines for CSR initiatives and implementation. This initiative can 
be achieved when a proper CSR reporting regulation is developed. The uneven focus of 
CSR initiatives and reporting by the banks will be reduced or eliminated, and particularly 
so when it is linked to Ghana’s developmental policy directions. 

Again, it is recommended that the framework’s classification of CSR reporting into 
internal and external disclosures serves as an avenue for the banking industry to mandate 
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either the local or foreign banks to focus CSR engagements on either internal of external 
initiatives and/or vice versa as a development agenda. The industry can, therefore, 
mandate local banks to only consider external CSR engagements whilst the foreign 
counterparts can consider internal CSR initiatives. Alternatively, the banking industry 
can also focus CSR engagements and disclosure under any of the classifications. Other 
industries can also be mandated to consider CSR engagement and disclosure on the 
other classifications. It is also recommended that banks integrate internal and external 
disclosures and clearly communicate this information to its stakeholders to enhance 
effective online CSR communication and competitive posture.

Increased stakeholder engagements to discuss areas of critical CSR initiatives are also 
highly recommended. The findings expose vital information that is useful for researchers, 
governments, law makers, banks, policy makers and other corporate bodies alike. For 
researchers and practitioners, the findings appear to push towards appreciating CSR 
disclosure trends in Ghana. Furthermore, the government of Ghana must ensure that CSR 
disclosure is mandatory and fully legislated. Strict compliance will raise CSR reporting 
standards and practices in Ghana. Strategic efforts to use the online environment in 
innovative ways for CSR reporting should also be encouraged. Reliance on CSR reporting 
in annual reports posted on company websites is highly inadequate, and thus weakens 
the rationale for CSR disclosures.

Limiting the study to the banking industry in Ghana and adopting a qualitative approach 
have provided some foundation for further quantitative studies. Future studies could look 
at comparative studies and more longitudinal studies of CSR disclosure amongst other 
industries or countries to ascertain the CSR disclosure position in Ghana. More case 
studies and empirical studies must be conducted to validate these results and to provide 
in-depth information about specific banks’ CSR disclosures. Employees’ perceptions and 
conceptualisations of CSR and the factors that influence CSR engagement and reportage 
can be studied. Another study could consider analysing the contents of some newspaper 
CSR reportage initiatives in certain selected industries in Ghana. 
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Abstract
This article uses a paradigmatic lens to conceptually explore 
the global sustainability crisis. To anchor what would 
otherwise be an abstract thought experiment, the discussion 
focuses on GDP, economic growth and progress measurement. 
By reviewing the extensive debate around GDP through a 
paradigmatic lens, the article explores why the prevailing 
growth-centric paradigm is “in crisis”. More importantly, 
it suggests that the crisis is unlikely be resolved by human 
agency, unless the requisite convincing forces for a paradigm 
shift are present. Or, failing this, that aggravating sociological 
and/or ecological conditions over time could impel the shift to 
some new, hitherto-unimagined paradigm. 

1.	 Introduction
“Sustainable development” is entrenched as the overarching 
goal of modern society, at least according to the discourse 
in recent decades among the major supranational entities 
responsible for global decision-making. From a sustainable 
development perspective, it is acknowledged that the sort of 
“progress” mankind should be aiming for in the 21st century 
is multifaceted and complex … as multifaceted and complex as 
the profound challenges that must be overcome. 

According to this discourse, “economic growth” is a component 
of progress, not synonymous with it. In reality, though, the 
conflation1 between the two concepts is pervasive, and there is 
no better demonstration of this conflation than the continued 
predominance and widespread use of gross domestic product 
(GDP)2 as an indicator of how well or how poorly society 
is doing. 
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GDP has been the subject of academic scrutiny for as long as it has existed, largely owing 
to the temptation to conflate GDP growth with success, and GDP shrinkage with failure. 
From the start, one of the architects of the GDP methodology, Nobel Laureate Simon 
Kuznets, cautioned against stretching the interpretation of GDP beyond production 
factors. Since then, many successive experts – among them Nobel Laureates Joseph Stiglitz 
and Amartya Sen, and Nominee Herman Daly – have echoed Kuznets’ warning: that GDP 
was not intended to be an all-encompassing progress measure and that its methodology 
is not suitable for this purpose. These arguments have proliferated at the highest levels 
of society today, with the United Nations (UN), Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) and World Economic Forum (WEF) largely agreeing that 
the concept of progress is far more ambiguous and epistemologically complex than 
that which the linear logic of GDP is designed to capture. Some academics and experts 
argue vehemently for the dismantling of GDP, suggesting that its interpretation as an 
indicator of progress is an institutionalised “mirage” (Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi, 2009:9) and 
a “structural information failure” (Van den Bergh, 2009:124).

Yet, GDP remains the most widely used economic statistic in the world, featuring 
regularly in almost every discussion forum there is: multilateral negotiations, national 
politics, business, news media, online networks and, indeed, the dinner table. Any 
mention of GDP invariably carries the same semiotic understanding: the bigger, the 
better. International laws, national policies, institutional investments and individual life 
choices are impacted positively or negatively by news of changes in GDP. An overall 
increase is read as an indication that progress has been made at the societal level, and an 
increase per capita implies that the standard of living has progressed at individual level.

To explore this apparent paradox at the conceptual level, this article draws from the 
physical sciences, in the form of Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 
(1962) and, specifically, the description therein of paradigm shifts. In writing about the 
progress of scientific knowledge, Kuhn developed a lens for understanding how and why 
major changes in thinking take place – and why sometimes they do not. He suggested 
that no empirical practice exists in isolation from the inherited set of beliefs and values 
of the prevailing paradigm and, by extension, that a change in empirical practice is 
inextricable from a change in beliefs and values (Kuhn, 1962). If we accept that the 
prevailing paradigm elevates economic growth in all facets of life – from policy-making 
to individual consumption choices – it is not difficult to see why such a society treats 
the empirical measurement of GDP as its sole health barometer. However, this practice is 
being challenged by the growing consciousness of sustainable environmental and human 
development imperatives. These imperatives – blind-spots in the GDP calculation – have 
risen to the fore of global planning for the future (the most obvious example of which is 
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals). Humanity may respond with a paradigmatic 
shift away from economic growth-centricity toward a more holistic definition of progress, 
or it may not. 

Thus, the aim of this article is not to offer yet another interrogation of the methodological 
robustness of GDP as a progress measure, though this will be outlined briefly to establish 



39African Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 11 No. 2, February 2018, 37‑55

context. Rather, the shortcomings of GDP are treated largely as given, and a more abstract 
question is asked, specifically of the advocates for change: Why has the widespread 
critique of one-dimensional (economic) progress measurement failed to inaugurate a 
new paradigm in which economic growth is not automatically equated with rightness? 

The article will proceed according to the following structure: As background, Section 2 
outlines the historical origins of GDP, before touching on some of the perverse outcomes 
of using GDP as a catch-all for societal progress. The section concludes with a brief 
snapshot of the alternative measures that have been proposed over time, and why they 
have been largely unsuccessful in challenging GDP primacy. Section 3 introduces the 
main features of Kuhn’s ideas of scientific paradigm shifts and situates these within 
the context of societal change. As a broad framework for the discussion, the three 
fundamental conditions required for a shift to occur, as described by Kuhn, will be 
explored. Shortcomings in each of these conditions, which will be described in detail, 
constitute a possible explanation for the paradoxical pre-eminence of GDP in the face 
of so much opposition. Section 4 investigates the limitations of the discussion, which 
primarily relate to its necessarily high levels of abstraction. Section 5 attempts to pull 
the discussion back from the brink of a bleak and hopeless conclusion, by appealing 
especially to educators to understand that, in order for students to make paradigm-
shifting decisions in future, the structure, content and ethics of their education today 
cannot be business-as-usual.

2.	 Relevant literature: perspectives on GDP

21.	 The origins of GDP

The historical path of GDP begins with the most significant event of the twentieth 
century: the Second World War. While work on methods for calculating national income 
had been undertaken by scholars since the 17th century (England, 1998; Lawn, 2003; 
Van den Bergh, 2009), the statistical framework of GDP was developed by leading 
economists before and during the war and became an indispensable tool to the Allied 
governments eager to account for the impact of military expenditure on their economies 
(Fogel, 2001; Marks, 2010). Maximising production of armaments and supplies was 
critically important to strategic planning and GDP captured precisely those factors 
in a single statistic. Similarly, production growth, as reflected in GDP in the post-war 
recovery period, was a clear indicator that nations were rebuilding, thereby improving 
the material welfare of society (Marks, 2010). The purpose of the GDP measure was 
therefore narrow but legitimate, borne out of a specific and urgent need for a reliable 
measurement of production (Philipsen, 2015). In 1953, the UN institutionalised GDP in 
the System of National Accounts to promote international comparability among national 
accounting systems (United Nations, 1953). A number of writers argue that this legislated 
foregrounding of a production-based measure of progress effectively shut the door on 
potential alternative indicators (Philipsen, 2015; Van den Bergh, 2009; Hartwig, 2005). 
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2.2	 Criticisms of GDP as a progress measure

GDP as an economic measure is not of interest here. Indeed, were GDP figures interpreted 
en masse as the summative production statistics they were designed to be – nothing 
more, nothing less – there would be little cause for controversy. But that is not the case. 
GDP plays a prominent role as a catch-all measure for society’s collective well-being, 
which has several perverse outcomes that a number of writers have described in detail 
(for example Stiglitz et al. 2009; Talberth, Cobb & Slattery, 2007; Stiglitz & Fitoussi, 2011; 
Kubiszewski, Costanza, Franco, Lawn, Talberth, Jackson & Aylmer, 2013; Fioramonti, 
2010; Philipsen, 2015). The common threads among these views are GDP’s failure to 
discriminate between welfare-enhancing and welfare-degrading expenditures, as well 
as its embedded blind-spots, namely, environmental and social “externalities”, and 
“informal” economic activity. To paraphrase a few trenchant examples:

•• Pollution is computed as a double benefit to the economy – for example, GDP is 
boosted by the production of toxic chemicals and again when they have to be cleaned 
up and remediated. Furthermore, GDP is increased by crime, a socially destructive 
behaviour, insofar as the related costs of repairing damaged property and security 
features are included (Talberth et al., 2007). 

•• Activities that enhance welfare but do not involve a monetary transaction are left out, 
such as picking vegetables from one’s garden, whereas buying them frozen from a 
store are included because money is exchanged (Kubiszweski et al., 2013). 

•• Traffic jams result in increased fuel expenditure, which is a boost to GDP – yet traffic 
jams are a miserable daily experience for most working adults (Stiglitz et al., 2009).

•• The exponentially scalable capacity of digital technology in the modern age has a 
profoundly deflationary impact on the value of individual things and the majority 
of what is bartered among people today is non-monetary and intangible: knowledge, 
networks and ideas (Libert & Beck, 2016).

What these writers and many others are pointing to is the gap between what GDP 
actually indicates versus what it is perceived to indicate, and the subtle conflation of 
economic growth with progress that underpins this gap. Probably the most high-profile 
study of this kind to date is the 2009 report by Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi, Mismeasuring our 
Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t Add Up for the Commission on the Measurement of Economic 
Performance and Social Progress (CMEPSP). Describing the common use of GDP, they 
write, “Those attempting to guide the economy and our societies are like pilots trying 
to steer a course without a reliable compass” (Stiglitz et al., 2009:9). Indeed, Stiglitz et 
al. (2009) identify political leaders and policy-makers as their targeted readership, as 
these groups generally attach extreme significance to GDP in their decision-making. 
They make the example of certain autocratic regimes whose leaders, when observing the 
slower GDP growth of developed, democratic nations, are emboldened to suggest that 
political freedom impedes growth and should therefore be postponed (Stiglitz et al., 2009). 
The writers suggest that the global financial crisis, which started with the implosion of 
the ostensibly robust economy of the United States, is incontrovertible proof that GDP 
information is not just misleading, but far-reaching (Stiglitz et al., 2009). 
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It is worth probing further into the notion that GDP is far-reaching, largely because this 
discussion will soon turn to a macro-level, paradigmatic view of these dynamics. Consider 
the convoluted path that GDP information makes through society, which environmental 
economist Van den Bergh describes as a “structural information failure” (2009:124). 
Firstly, economic growth statistics are reported on by statisticians on a periodic basis 
and diffused in the mainstream media. Positive real growth results tend to engender an 
optimistic response, which is most easily observed in upside trading patterns in financial 
markets and accelerated retail activity. The opposite scenario is equally true, and the 
ensuing instability and pro-cyclic effect create volatility – a hair-raising reality for the 
majority of working adults with retirement savings. Secondly, central banks formulate 
their interest policy on growth expectations in GDP terms, as do credit ratings agencies 
when determining sovereign solvency. Thirdly, politicians know that a negative GDP 
forecast may hurt them at the voting polls and therefore subordinate decisions that 
risk this outcome, even if the investment will have long-term pay-offs, including those 
relevant to climate change.3 Van den Bergh (2009) emphasises this last point as being 
particularly relevant for future planning: by omitting the depreciation of natural capital 
associated with climate change, as well as the depletion of extractive resources through 
industrial activity, GDP falsely implies that we are richer than we really are, and that we 
will continue to be rich into the future (Van den Bergh, 2009).

A final point, which is conceptual in nature, is made by a number of writers (for example 
Alexander, 2015; Philipsen, 2015; Jackson, 2009): because the fundamental logic of GDP 
is based on growth, it can only be an appropriate indicator in a boundary-less context, 
which is a characteristic the earth does not have. Since the publication of Limits to 
Growth in 1972 (Meadows et al.), experts in the earth sciences have been debating the 
nearness and nature of biophysical limits, but have generally agreed that these limits are 
absolute (Daly, 1992; Swilling & Annecke, 2012; Robinson, 2004; Alexander, 2015; Cabeza 
Gutés, 1996; Jackson, 2009). Thus growth, as an end in itself, is an inappropriate goal for 
life on this planet. 

2.3	 Some alternatives proposed

It is worthwhile to briefly touch on some of the challengers to GDP that various 
individuals and groups have come up with over the years. At the risk of grossly simplifying 
a highly complex and multifaceted historical period, it is fair to characterise the last 
few decades as having witnessed a gradually increasing awareness of a sustainability 
crisis. This awareness has magnified the scepticism that was already surrounding GDP 
and its exclusively economic parameters. The Brundtland Report in 1987 for the UN 
World Commission on Environment and Development projected the environmental 
debate onto the world stage, stating categorically that the issues of environmental 
degradation and human under-development were at crisis level (Robinson, 2004; Swilling 
& Annecke, 2012). Three years later, the UN introduced the Human Development Index 
(HDI). HDI is probably the national social wellness indicator most widely used, and 
is intended to complement, not replace, GDP, by centring human beings as the locus 
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of measurement, though it excludes environmental indicators or any computation of 
human happiness. 

Ecological economists Daly and Cobb produced one of the first comprehensive attempts 
at a truly holistic indicator in 1989 in the form of the Index of Sustainable Economic 
Welfare (ISEW) and its later version, the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI). Intended 
as a substitute for GDP, the ISEW/GPI begins with personal consumption expenditure 
at the top line and adjusts for a wide array of different factors, including income 
distribution, environmental reparation and crime (Daly & Cobb, 1989). It is not without 
its shortcomings, either: what is generally acknowledged is that ISEW under-accounts 
for non-market household labour (which the creators admit in a later edition) and 
misrepresents human capital because, as critics point out, education is excluded as is a 
measure of happiness (Daly & Cobb, 1994; England, 1998). 

The Happy Planet Index (HPI), developed in 2006 by the New Economic Foundation, 
calculates an efficiency indicator of how societies use environmental resources to promote 
lives that are happy, healthy and long4 (Marks, 2010). Only a decade old and lacking 
the institutional backing of an entity such as the UN, the value of the HPI is currently 
more of a thought experiment to demonstrate the skewness of national ranking based 
on national income; indeed, it finds that Costa Rica (75th in GDP terms) is the most 
efficient country at creating happy adults with minimal environmental damage and the 
United States (first in GDP terms) is 114th in HPI terms (Marks, 2010; Statistics Times 
Online, 2016). 

While there are a number of other indices that have been proposed by various bodies 
over time, the contentions surrounding the HDI, ISEW/GPI and HPI capture the major 
challenges that arise in trying to develop a truly holistic measurement, simply because 
the concept of progress is profoundly complex. For every new index proposed, dozens 
of methodological oppositions arise in response. Specific difficulties aside, there is 
the overarching challenge of widespread acceptance and diffusion, without which the 
impact of a new measurement will remain limited. While the example of Bhutan and its 
Gross National Happiness (GNH) indicator has received much publicity, it remains an 
isolated case.

2.4	 The persistent primacy of GDP

The calculation of a single statistic to capture a multifaceted reality is useful for decision-
making. Human beings have been committing vast amounts of energy to measuring 
things since the early Enlightenment period. Clark, Crutzen and Schellnhuber (2005) and 
later Swilling and Annecke (2012) suggest that the so-called Copernican revolution of the 
16th century introduced objective reasoning as a tool to unlock the immutable laws of the 
universe by communicating their reducibility in mathematical formulae. This curiosity-
driven conviction in the empirical quantifiability of all observable phenomena led to some 
of the major scientific discoveries of the modern age. Indeed, a reductionist approach 
at the theoretical level is, arguably, necessary. The alternative would require trying to 
account for all the contingencies, uncertainties and informational incompleteness of 



43African Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 11 No. 2, February 2018, 37‑55

real life, rendering decision-making a virtually impossible task. To paraphrase Swilling 
and Annecke (2012), the allure of reductionism can be explained thus: by reducing a 
complex reality into a few basic elements which are judged to hold primary explanatory 
weight within the system, society is able to apply analytical logic to the present and, 
indeed, forecast the future. The (apparently) objective ordering of reality brings a degree 
of certainty and comfort. 

Where does this leave the GDP discussion? Those writers who take a historical view 
posit that a conviction in empiricism in the early 20th century provided the ideological 
underpinnings for the institutionalisation of a national accounting system, with GDP as 
the essential figure (Fioramonti, 2010; Fleurbaey & Blanchet, 2013). Kuznets is credited as 
having transformed economics into an empirical science (Abramovitz, 1986; Fogel, 2001); 
and yet, it was he who said the following when delivering his framework of national 
accounts at the US Senate in Washington D.C. in 1934:

The valuable capacity of the human mind to simplify a complex situation in a compact 
characterization becomes dangerous when not controlled in terms of definitely stated 
criteria. With quantitative measurements especially, the definiteness of the result 
suggests, often misleadingly, a precision and simplicity in the outlines of the object 
measured. Measurements of national income are subject to this type of illusion and 
resulting abuse, especially since they deal with matters that are the centre of conflict 
of opposing social groups where the effectiveness of an argument is often contingent 
upon oversimplification.

Kuznets is suggesting that, while the reducibility of a complex reality is useful, it can 
lead to an “illusion” of simplicity, which effectively blinds the decision-maker to factors 
that fall outside of the delineated measure. In the case of GDP, these would include the 
ecological, social and non-market indicators which can also be measured, though not 
necessarily in monetary terms. Reductionism in quantitative sciences has a conceptual 
sibling in behavioural psychology: bounded rationality. Van den Bergh (2009) suggests 
that, because human beings are limited in their ability to comfortably entertain a large 
and diverse number of informational inputs at the same time, we are predisposed to 
focus on only one or two in the way we construct the world. This bounded selection 
process is informed by personal preference of what is convenient or quick or familiar 
or, ideally, all three. The GDP calculation and mainstream interpretation thereof fulfils 
these criteria, making it the obvious choice of progress measure (Van den Bergh, 2009).

This brief, and by no means exhaustive, look into the history and contextual use of GDP 
yields certain observations that can be summarised thus: though GDP was not intended 
to be an over-arching measure of progress and has been criticised as such for as long as 
it has existed, it continues to be used widely owing to its simplicity and embeddedness. 
Because alternatives have largely failed to beat GDP “at its own game” – namely, as a 
catch-all for progress – GDP continues to be the default. This impasse is far deeper than 
an ordinary debate among experts: until “progress” is understood to be multidimensional, 
a stalemate is likely to remain. 
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A statement, attributed to Albert Einstein (as quoted in Philipsen, 2015:1), is instructive 
at this point: “We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when 
we created them.” Thus, the remainder of this article will explore some of the complex 
dynamics surrounding GDP and economic growth through a paradigmatic lens. 

3.	 A paradigmatic conflation 

3.1	 A summary of paradigm thinking

The following summary is not intended to be a definitive précis of Thomas Kuhn’s work 
on paradigm shifts. Though he was writing about the history of science, Kuhn’s ideas 
have been adapted and featured in a swathe of different disciplines, including economics, 
political science, sociology and theology (see for example Urry, 1973; Barnes, 1982; Kung 
& Tracy, 1989; Fuller, 1992; King, 2002; Longino, 2002). The word ‘paradigm’ is employed 
in the way that Kuhn did, at a fairly high level of abstraction, as an inherited set of 
preconceptions that informs how we perceive the world.

In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), physicist Thomas Kuhn challenged one 
of the fundamental tenets of the sciences: the conviction that successive discoveries are 
events in a cumulative process of uncovering the objective truths of the universe. Kuhn 
argued instead that what constitutes “normal science” – in other words, the generally 
accepted laws for explaining scientific phenomena – is constructed among its human 
proponents, and therefore subject to the fallibilities of social behaviour. Empirical 
evidence is not a sufficient “convincing force” to adopt new thinking; it is human agents – 
a “community of adherents” – who must accept the evidence and then drive its diffusion. 
Once this evidence has been accepted as normal science, and all the old rules have been 
discredited in favour of the new evidence, a paradigm shift has taken place. 

Far from being connected steps in a cumulative process of uncovering an objective 
truth, the different paradigms are fundamentally incompatible or, to use Kuhn’s term, 
incommensurable. Because of the radical or revolutionary nature of the change between 
paradigms, normal science is highly resilient in the face of novelties, which potentially 
question its fundamental elements. These novelties are suppressed as merely “anomalies” 
by demonstrating that they can be explained by normal science: this is how the discipline 
grows and expands through new discovery. When the number of anomalies has grown 
to the point that normal science cannot explain them, the existing paradigm is said to be 
in “crisis” and the revolution to an alternative can take place. Can – not necessarily will. 

Without a sufficiently promising alternative supported by a community of adherents, 
the discipline will remain in crisis. In such a case, the convincing force of the paradigm 
shift may end up being time itself and the toll it takes on human beings. Kuhn, quoting 
German theoretical physicist and Nobel Laureate Max Planck, wrote in the 1970 edition 
of Structure:

A new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and making them 
see the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and a new generation 
grows up that is familiar with it.�  (p. 150)
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To simplify these concepts further, it is helpful to break down the convincing forces that 
bring about a paradigm shift: logical evidence with the strength to discredit the existing 
paradigm, a community of adherents promoting an alternate paradigm and sufficient 
promise of the alternative itself. It must be pointed out, however, that this simplification 
is the authors’ interpretation of Structure and does not reflect Kuhn’s conceptualisation, 
which is far more nuanced and, ultimately, less accessible. The interpreted structure of a 
paradigm shift for use in this article is illustrated in Figure 1.

Alternate 
paradigm

Prevailing 
paradigm

Convincing forces

Logical strength

Community of adherents

Promising alternative

Figure 1:  Interpreted structure of the convincing  
              forces necessary for a paradigm shift

The circle and the square in the figure above are a deliberate metaphor of the 
incommensurability of different paradigms and a nod to the famous mathematical 
problem of “squaring the circle”, so ancient that it was used by Aristophanes in an 
anecdote of a man who was trying to attempt the impossible, described as a “circle-
squarer” (as told in Robinson, 2004). To put it plainly: a true paradigm shift is nothing 
short of a revolution. Kuhn, and subsequent iterators of paradigm thinking, stress the 
power of linguistic determinism in constructing and fortifying the normal science of 
the prevailing paradigm against revolution. Language prescribes how we “see” the world; 
indeed, proponents of different paradigms will look at the same phenomenon and “see” 
different things (Pajares, 2000; Gotkurk, 2011; Lock & Strong, 2010). As the framework 
suggests, all three convincing forces are required to bring about a paradigm shift (also 
referred to as a Gestalt switch).

Applying this framework to the discussion: the persistent primacy of GDP is akin to 
the power of normal science in harnessing hegemonic accepted truths to suppress 
novelty. In this case, the “novelty” is the proposed alternative progress measures and 
their ideological underpinnings, while the “accepted truth” is that growth, measured in 
GDP terms, is always good. The community of adherents of this view has largely been 
mainstream economics, politics, the media and, critically, the billions of consumers who 
conflate wealth and material accumulation with success. The growing counter voice has 
long been from academia and, more recently, from supranational entities. Depending 
on the discourse foregrounded, the descriptive term for the shift required could be 
“short-termism to long-termism” (Swilling, 2013; Klauer et al., 2013); “anthropocentric to 
biocentric” (Robinson, 2004; Alexander, 2012); “overconsumption to sufficiency” (Swilling 
& Annecke, 2012; Alexander, 2012); “wealth to well-being” (Easterlin, 1974, 2016; Layard, 
2005; Fioramonti, 2010); “Newtonian science to heuristic science” (Klauer et al., 2013); or 
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“development to sustainability” (Robinson, 2004). If we agree with Kuhn’s emphasis on 
the need for a promising alternative paradigm to discredit the prevailing paradigm, then 
it is clear that the multidimensional nature of the counter-views is an inherent stalling 
factor, particularly in the face of the monolithic growth paradigm. Indeed, to paraphrase 
Daly (1992), it is not enough to be a critic of the status quo – the critic must also be able 
to coherently and convincingly answer the question “What would you put in its place?”

Perhaps where society’s fixation on growth is most similar to Kuhn’s description of 
scientific paradigms is that it is virtually invisible. The strength of a paradigm is in its 
unacknowledged ubiquity (Kuhn, 1962). Because it provides the fundamental explanation 
for the world, it allows scientists to experiment with the details and make new discoveries 
within the bounds of its truth. Similarly, the assumption that growth is good and worth 
striving for is, to use Van den Bergh’s (2009) analogy, like the water that a fish swims 
in without knowing of the existence of water. Part of the process of discrediting the 
prevailing paradigm is to make explicit its invisible assumptions in order to question 
them (Pajares, 2000). A number of writers, most notably Clark et al. (2005), suggest that 
this is currently happening and, furthermore, that a second Copernican revolution has 
already taken place. Citing the fact that the fallibility of empirical science and humanity’s 
dependence on the earth have been acknowledged, this view holds that the long-term 
growth-focused cycle has come to an end (Swilling & Annecke, 2012; Fioramonti, 2010; 
Alexander, 2015; Clark et al., 2005). However, when using paradigm thinking as the tool 
of analysis, this seems unlikely: while the recent discourse around growth and GDP at 
the highest levels of society is consistent with a paradigm in crisis, revolution is not yet 
in the picture. 

The remaining paragraphs in this section will attempt to demonstrate that shortcomings 
in all three convincing forces have contributed to the resilience of GDP and the prevailing 
growth paradigm in which it retains primacy. Furthermore, it will be argued that the logic 
of sustainable development – informing the decoupling, ecosystem services and Green 
Economy efforts – remains rooted in a growth worldview. Indeed, very few contributors 
offer truly revolutionary ideas that constitute an alternate paradigm, and fewer still 
venture to describe what this could actually look like. For as long as this is the case, 
it is likely that time will ultimately be the convincing force, and, to paraphrase Planck 
(quoted in Kuhn, 1970:150), it will be for a new generation to enact a society whose 
definition of progress is predicated on something other than economic growth.

3.2	 Logical strength

Kuhn uses the example of chemists in the 18th century who were convinced that 
homogenous solutions were chemical compounds and, by extension, that chemical 
reactions did not occur in fixed proportions. However, John Dalton’s work on atomic 
combinations, which take place in simple, whole-number ratios, rendered the previous 
theory in compounds invalid. The undeniable evidence brought about a paradigm shift 
(Kuhn, 1962). 
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Thus, the normal science of the prevailing paradigm comes under threat when successive 
discoveries discredit its fundamental truths (Pajares, 2000; Gotkurk, 2011; Agamben, 
2002). In the case of economics, a number of theories have been posited to describe the 
normative trajectory of a growth model. To summarise the diverse but epistemologically 
similar theories (including Adam Smith’s stationary-state economy and Simon Kuznets’ 
growth curve and its environmental impacts version), the intrinsic forces of supply 
and demand will ultimately result in a state of market equilibrium where resources are 
maintained at sufficient levels for their long-term use by human beings (as described by 
Van den Bergh, 2009). However, the critical insights of the Brundtland Report, and the 
sustainability research it catalysed, imply the opposite. The single-minded pursuit of 
economic growth has had disastrous impacts on both the environment and humanity, 
to the extent that the long-term future of both is threatened. With this kind of anomaly 
threatening its fundamental assumptions, the prevailing paradigm can be said to be in 
crisis, with the potential for revolution. 

However, by adopting a “sustainable development” discourse, the normal science can 
be said to have expanded to embrace these challenges without altering from a growth 
course. While the sustainable development movement should be lauded for calling for 
significant change, it manages to avoid the more intractable problems described by 
ecologists and sociologists as a “crisis”, which require a fundamental change in the way 
individuals and societies operate. In other words, the negative impact of unqualified 
growth is acknowledged, but the solution proposed thereto is not revolution, but a more 
responsible version of growth: sustainable or inclusive growth. Notions of decoupling, 
ecosystem services, and the Green Economy, which feature prominently in the UNEP’s 
future planning (UNEP, 2011), are all children of the sustainable development discourse 
in that they suggest that economic growth can be “decoupled” from environmental and 
social damage, that the environment can be accounted for in monetary terms and that 
the resources of the earth exist for human use. At the individual level, the message is: if 
you want to be part of the change for good, you ought to buy an electric car and buy a 
solar geyser and not buy products with palm oil. In other words, your ambit of influence 
is your buying power and you should strive to be a responsible economic agent, but 
otherwise carry on. 

Technology is regularly hailed as the flagship of sustainable development because of the 
improvements it can bring, particularly for resource use. While this is undeniable, it must 
be acknowledged that we do not fully understand the impact of technology on society, 
and it would be disingenuous to hail its capabilities in isolation from the human beings 
who use it. It remains to be seen whether the union of man and computer will have a 
happy ending – but that debate is beyond the scope of this article. In the literature, the 
view that technology will bring about the realisation of sustainable development ideals 
has been challenged by a number of writers who maintain that, as long as material and 
wealth accumulation are the signifiers of success, resource depletion and inequality will 
not be averted by technological intervention (Fioramonti, 2010; Alexander, 2012; Jackson, 
2009). The economies of scale afforded by digital production will just make us more 
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efficient at producing the stuff – homes, overseas trips, running shoes and smartphones 
– we desire. Robinson (2004:379) states that the discourse of sustainable development 
“misses the point” posed by the ecological and social crisis, and that the change required 
is of a much more fundamental nature.

Therefore, while the logical strength of the evidence to discredit the prevailing paradigm 
is acknowledged, the normal science of growth has successfully expanded to include it. 
The mainstream discourse, of sustainable development and technology, is the prevailing 
paradigm’s answer to the sustainability crisis, leaving the fundamental paradigmatic 
characteristics of society unchallenged (Jackson, 2009; Swilling & Annecke, 2012; 
Alexander, 2012, 2015, 2016). The multi-dimensional nature of the problem and the diverse 
voices from different disciplines and constituencies act as further stalling factors, as shall 
be demonstrated below. 

3.3	 Community of adherents

Continuing with Kuhn’s example of 18th-century chemistry, John Dalton’s work on atomic 
theory received significant interest because of its direct opposition to the generally held 
view of compounds. Even prior to publishing, Dalton had a formidable reputation and 
had lectured at the Royal Institute in London, the pinnacle of the academic world at that 
time. A growing community of adherents (within a not very large academic community) 
accepted the evidence and, with the weight of Dalton’s reputation, drove its diffusion 
among their colleagues. The more evidence emerged with successive experiments, the 
stronger the belief in its scientific integrity (Kuhn, 1962). 

In the case of the GDP discussion, the community calling for its amendment or 
replacement has grown substantially in recent decades and, since the global financial 
crisis, with greater vehemence (Fioramonti, 2010; Stiglitz et al., 2009; Fitoussi & Stiglitz, 
2011; Philipsen, 2015). However, far from presenting a coherent alternative, this 
community is characterised by fragmented efforts in multiple directions and few sharing 
the same interpretation of critical concepts (Robinson, 2004). In other words, while there 
is general consensus that there is a problem, different views on its exact nature, timing 
and, more importantly, solution, abound. Swilling and Annecke (2012) point out that 
ecologists have a limited understanding of institutional power and social change, while 
social scientists lack an appreciation of the ecological context of social ills. Perhaps this 
absence of a clear counter-community has provided adherents of the growth paradigm 
with the opportunity to absorb sustainability challenges without altering fundamentally. 

It would be remiss not to mention the largest and arguably most powerful community 
of adherents to the growth paradigm: the general populace. It is when discussing the 
established buying and investing patterns of ordinary people that critics of the growth 
paradigm and GDP become most despondent (Alexander, 2012, 2015, 2016; Swilling & 
Annecke, 2012; Van den Bergh, 2009). For example:

Societies that reward overconsumption and thrive on social inequalities will not 
be rescued by a new numerical device, no matter how useful and long-overdue its 
invention might be. � (Fioramonti, 2010:2)
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Ordinary people are the final recipients of the interconnected institutional channels that 
reinforce a growth-centric worldview and foreground GDP (Van den Bergh, 2009). The 
invisible conflation of success and wealth has a powerful influence on virtually all spheres 
of life, including employment choices, voting patterns and interpersonal relationships 
(Elgin, 1981; Alexander, 2015). Linguistic determinism comes into play here as terms 
such as “wealthy”, “rich” and “successful” would arguably have different definitions in an 
alternate paradigm. Research into human happiness has added empirical weight to the 
notion that consumption for consumption’s sake brings with it a certain malaise (Van 
den Bergh, 2009; Alexander, 2016; Easterlin, 2016; Layard, 2005). The voluntary simplicity 
movement, comprehensively described for the first time in 1981 by Duane Elgin, is one 
example of individuals opting out of a consumption lifestyle in favour of a pursuit for 
“meaning” in terms of relationships, work and spirituality (Elgin, 1981:30). The growing 
online community that calls itself minimalism reflects similar ideals of decluttering one’s 
material life in order to find psychological clarity (for example, theminimalists.com). 
Whether these kinds of alternative lifestyles will spread to the extent that they convert a 
large portion of the general populace away from a growth-centric worldview remains to 
be seen. Even then, the challenge would likely remain, as it is those who have benefited 
most from the growth paradigm who have the power and status to draft new policies 
to change it. Robinson (2004:378) stresses the importance, and unlikeliness, of such 
a change:

Without a political constituency for change, a market for different products and 
consumption patterns, and social acceptance of both the public policy and private 
sector actions needed to accomplish these goals, no fundamental changes in behaviour 
or practice are possible. 

Therefore, while the movement for a new progress measure to shift the focus away from 
economic growth has gained significant momentum, it lacks the necessary coherence to 
convince the mainstream that change is necessary, worthwhile and achievable. It may be 
that the deeply complex nature of the crisis itself renders the articulation of a coherent 
solution impracticable. Indeed, it is this last point – the practicability of change – that 
presents the major sticking point of the discussion. This shall be explored briefly below.

3.4	 Promising alternatives

To close Kuhn’s chemistry example: John Dalton’s discoveries of the behaviour of atomic 
particles provided an elegant solution to many of the unsolved phenomena of the 
previously held theory of compounds. The promise of atomic theory was in its simplicity 
(not in the sense that it was easy, but rather in the sense that it offered one integrated 
explanation for a number of puzzling elements of the previous science). The future of a 
discipline which incorporated atomic theory could be clearly imagined, and so it was 
adopted (Kuhn, 1962).

The same cannot be said for the proposed alternatives to GDP and the growth paradigm 
in which it has proven so resilient. The unsolved phenomena associated with unqualified 
economic growth – chiefly, environmental degradation, resource depletion and poverty 
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– remain unsolved. The scale, depth and multi-dimensional nature of the sustainability 
crisis has meant, to some, that efforts to develop a new progress indicator that reflects 
this complexity is a “chimera that will not be achieved” (England, 1998:102). That it 
will take more than a new statistical measure to bring about societal change is widely 
mentioned; yet, the commentary does not go much further than general ideas of a “new 
ethic” (Robinson, 2004:376), a “philosophical re-thinking” (Fioramonti, 2010:2) or a “new 
contract between science and society” (Clark et al., 2005:7). What do these phrases 
really mean for the daily lived experience of human beings? The question is largely not 
answered. Samuel Alexander, of the Melbourne Sustainable Society Institute, is one of 
very few writers who have attempted to describe a fundamentally different economy, 
what he calls the “sufficiency economy”. Alexander describes futuristic versions of the 
basic facets of ordinary life – drinking water, food, clothing, housing, energy usage, 
transport, work and financial markets (Alexander, 2012:10‑26). He is, however, sceptical 
about the propensity of society to bring about such a radical change: to paraphrase his 
concluding statements, the Earth is likely to make the decision for society, not the other 
way around.

In general, positive projections of a sustainable future are, at best, guarded (Clark et al., 
2005), while prognoses for the environment (particularly from climate change experts) 
are, frequently, pessimistic (see especially Lovelock’s [2006] The Revenge of Gaia). Thus, 
as far as a promising alternative as a convincing force for change is concerned, the 
sustainability crisis is without one. The resilience of GDP, then, can possibly be attributed 
to a simple idiom: Rather the devil you know, than the devil you don’t. As Alexander 
(2012:2) points out in the opening paragraphs of his sufficiency economy description:

If people cannot picture the alternative society, it is very difficult to desire it; and if we 
do not desire it, no social or political movement will arise to bring it into existence.

In summary, the shift to an alternate paradigm has not taken place, owing to a pervasive 
conflation of economic growth with progress. The normal science has successfully 
re‑clothed the fundamental challenges posed by the sustainability crisis as sustainable 
development, a more responsible and inclusive version of growth. Furthermore, the 
disarray of the adherents for change weakens their collective cause, especially in the face 
of institutionalised growth-centric values that are embedded in the very language used 
to frame the debate. Lastly, because a desirable alternate future is virtually impossible to 
imagine beyond the dystopian vision of the more pessimistic environmentalists – flooded 
coastlines, metastasising desserts, mass starvation – the case for change lacks convincing 
force. The application of Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm thinking has therefore suggested that 
a revolution has failed to take place at a number of levels, and that the paradigm that 
exclusively conflates economic growth with progress has prevailed as a result. 

4.	 Limitations
Because of the broad paradigmatic lens applied to this discussion, scope for detail is 
limited. The subject matter is handled at a high level of abstraction, which obstructs 
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inquiry into the subtlety of the concepts introduced, none of which is straightforward, 
uncontested or treated synonymously in the literature. Secondly, an epochal perspective 
such as paradigm thinking is useful for identifying the necessary conditions for change, 
but not the sufficient conditions; in other words, the question “How ‘much’ of each 
convincing driver would lead to a paradigm shift?” is not answered. Thirdly, while 
economic frameworks are mentioned, the vast literature on the mechanics of growth from 
various schools of thought over the past two centuries is glossed over in favour of a more 
philosophical approach. Lastly, a high-level discussion of this nature fails to discriminate 
between different geographies and cultures, which risks implying that the trends 
described therein are universal. Indeed, the nascent concept of inclusive growth, which 
is a critical subject in many departments of development economics in some developing 
countries, is not investigated. Nevertheless, the application of Kuhn’s paradigm lens 
offers a useful insight into the failed revolution, so to speak, of economic primacy.

5.	 Implications
This discussion has reiterated the abiding theme of the literature calling for a radical 
change: for as long as economic growth is the hegemonic truth of society, proposed 
alternatives to defining progress will implicitly reflect a growth-centric worldview. This is 
in spite of over forty years’ worth of evidence of the unsustainability of such a trajectory 
within the finite bounds of planet Earth. While it is tempting to rebut this discourse with 
a question along the lines of “But how do we invest in a better, more sustainable future if 
the economy isn’t growing?”, this is a misunderstanding of that which is fundamentally 
at stake. It is the nature of the activity that is causing the growth, shrinkage or 
equilibrium of an economy that will determine whether sustainability is built into the 
fabric of society, or something for which we have to keep extracting resources (human 
and environmental) in order to afford sometime in the future. 

So, what is to be done? Kuhn’s suggestion that the “ultimate” convincing force – time – 
need not be the death sentence it at first appears to be, if we take to heart its implications 
for cross-generational knowledge sharing. Let us again return to the words of Max Planck 
which made such an impression on Kuhn (1970):

A new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and making them 
see the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and a new generation 
grows up that is familiar with it. � (Authors’ emphasis)

If it is only the next generation of decision-makers who will have the knowledge, networks 
and coherent future plans to bring about a different paradigm, then it is up to today’s 
adults responsible for their education to ensure they are “familiar” with what is at stake. 
In other words, the most powerful community to advocate for change today is, surely, 
those educators who recognise the paradoxes of modern life and decide to do something 
about it. They can make an ethical commitment to empower their students with the tools 
and values which they can then use to disrupt the stalemate when it is the students’ turn 
to make the important decisions. 
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This article thus concludes with something of a plea to educators of future leaders 
– particularly in the schools of economics, business and politics – to understand the 
current failings in the three necessary convincing forces, and actively address them 
in the way they impart information and model ethics to their students. Firstly, resist 
the urge to be assuaged by technologically-driven “solutions” under the sustainable 
development banner; secondly, reach across disciplinary boundaries to amass a more 
unified and coherent counter-community; and, thirdly, utilise transdisciplinary networks 
and harness courageous creativity to imagine and promote a different way of living. No 
young person who completes formal schooling this side of the release of the Sustainable 
Development Goals should be without a clear understanding of the nuances of society 
and the interconnected vulnerabilities of mankind, peace and planet. 

If future decision-makers can be conscientised to appreciate the complexity of the 
concept of progress to the extent that they reject the notion that any single indicator 
could capture it, the advocates of this generation will have succeeded. It will be no small 
achievement – nothing short of revolutionary – and it is not an exaggeration to say that 
the future depends on it. 
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Endnotes
1.	 Modern usage of “conflate” has shifted its meaning slightly, according to Daly (2012) in an 

article available online. Once a fairly neutral term describing the merging of two things, 
“conflate” is increasingly imbued with negative connotations, to the point that it is largely 
interpreted as confusing two things by merging them. While a synonymous relationship 
has not been officially recognised by the Oxford English Dictionary, Merriam-Webster 
lists “confuse” and “confound” as synonyms of “conflate”. This article uses the word in this 
modern sense.

2.	 The term GDP (originally referred to as gross national product) is used to encompass a 
similar indicator of almost equal prominence, gross national income (GNI). GNI measures 
goods and services produced specifically by domestically-owned factors of production (Lawn, 
2003). GDP does not differentiate source of ownership in its calculation, but this distinction 
is not material at this level of abstraction and the terms are generally used interchangeably 
in the literature.

3.	 For example, the magnitude of the initial costs associated with curbing carbon emissions 
was one reason provided by the Bush administration for refusing to ratify the Kyoto Protocol 
(Van den Bergh, 2009:121).

4.	 As Marks (2010) puts it: “It [HPI] recognises that a satisfying life is not ideal if it is very short, 
but also that a long life is not ideal if it is miserable.”
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Abstract 
Based on a turn to the rational human subject in Descartes, Kant 
and Feuerbach, this article critically examines four efforts at 
shaping sustainability discourse: the definition of sustainability 
in our common future; stewardship in Christian theology; forms 
of partisan justice; and GDP as measure of economic growth. 
These efforts made certain advances, but because they share 
the underlying anthropocentric bias of Western philosophy, 
they fail to step out of the current sustainability paradigm. 
The article closes with two suggestions of how to decentre the 
human subject and build a network-view of all species.

It is only with great effort that we have managed to make 
ourselves unhappy.� (Rousseau) 

1.	 The turn to the rational subject 
The “turn to the rational subject” in modern Western philosophy 
may be illustrated with reference to three of the most 
influential thinkers from the 16th to the 18th century, namely 
René Descartes (1596‑1650), Immanuel Kant (1724‑1804), and 
Ludwig Feuerbach (1804‑1872). 

As is well known, Descartes’ philosophical aim was to establish 
an irrefutable basis for knowledge.1  Via a process of methodical 
doubt he came to the conclusion that the only certainty is, 
in fact, doubting all existing knowledge. But to doubt means 
that I, the doubting individual, must exist. He wrote in his 
Meditations II: 

So that after having reflected well and carefully examined 
all things, we must come to the definite conclusion that 
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this proposition: I am, I exist, is necessarily true each time that I pronounce it, or that 
I mentally conceive it. � (Descartes, 1952:78)

An extended form of the dictum cogito ergo sum is sometimes given as: “I doubt, therefore 
I think, and hence I am.” Descartes’ further conclusion, after positing that thought is a 
vital attribute belonging to him, is that he is a real thing and really exists. “But what 
thing? I have answered: a thing which thinks” (Descartes, 1952:79).2 

In his famous essay, “Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklärung?” originally published 
in Berlinische Monatsschrift,3 Kant describes the un-enlightened or immature person as 
follows: “Unmundigkeit ist das Unvermὃgen, sich seines Verstandes ohne Leitung eines 
anderen zu bedienen.”4 According to him, it is very difficult to escape from immaturity and 
to use our own mind, because the immature state – marked by a reliance for knowledge 
and truth on the insights of tradition or others in authority – has become a “natural” 
part of who we are. Enlightenment only develops when one displays the courage to use 
one’s own mind. 

This essay was followed in 1787 by Kant’s revised edition of Kritik der reinen Vernunft 
where he wrote a new, extended preface. In this preface, he compares the critical method 
of his metaphysics with the Copernican revolution of a heliocentric universe, because 
the apparent temporal, spatial and causal order of the world is not attributed to the 
world in itself, but – in an anthropocentric turn – to the structure of the perceiving mind, 
enabling the possibility of a priori knowledge.5 

Feuerbach published Das Wesen des Christentums in 18416 and argues for the true or 
anthropological essence of religion. The apparent antithesis between God and humans 
can be overcome if we understand that “… in religion man contemplates his own latent 
nature. Hence it must be shown that this antithesis, this differencing of God and man, 
with which religion begins, is a differencing of man with his own nature” (Feuerbach, 
1957:33; my emphases). God as God is only an object of thought. He is consequently 
“nothing but the objective nature of the thinking power … whereby man is conscious of 
reason, of mind, of intelligence”. God as God – as a purely thinkable being … – is thus 
nothing else than the reason in its utmost intensification become objective to itself” 
(1957:36). 

Feuerbach, in discussing the essential nature of man, works with the proposition that 
“the object of any subject is nothing else that the subject’s own nature taken objectively” 
(1957:12). He deifies human reason and inverts the traditional theological idea that God 
creates humans; instead it is humans that create God. “The divine being is nothing else 
than the human being, or rather, the human nature purified, made objective … All the 
attributes of the divine nature are, therefore, attributes of the human nature” (Feuerbach, 
1957:14). Consciousness of God is nothing other than self-consciousness and knowledge 
of God is in fact self-knowledge. 

Whereas Descartes established the thinking human subject as key to our epistemological 
endeavours, Kant argued for the constructive nature of all knowledge via categories of 
the human mind, and Feuerbach turns theology into anthropology, thereby ascribing 
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traditionally transcendent and infinite qualities to the immanent human person. The 
cumulative force of these ideas led to the rational, autonomous and material human 
subject being at the centre of Western philosophy’s conception of anthropology and 
epistemology. 

It is impossible to understand and appreciate the enormous social advances contained 
in the critical-constructive nature of modern science; an economy built on private 
enterprise; and political systems with individual human rights, without some recourse to 
the human person as a “thinking thing”. It is equally impossible to understand the misuse 
of technology, private greed and growing economic inequalities, and the curtailment of 
democratic freedoms, without recourse to the same human subject. Human history is, 
by its very nature, ambiguous. 

The key point for this article is that the free, critical, autonomous and rational subject 
constitutes a fundamental anthropocentric paradigm from which the world is constructed. 
Insofar as this paradigm fosters the misuse of human power, it turns into anthropo-
centrism where the self-designed needs of humanity blind us to our relative position in 
the natural order. The “thinking thing” has acquired the power to un-create the natural 
order and – via the aptly named era of the Anthropocene7 – alter the very geological 
history of the earth. 

I will argue below that, unless this latter paradigm changes, we will not be able to 
fundamentally address behavioural adjustments and sustainability questions in the 
context of our current ecological crises. As illustration, four examples are briefly outlined 
below to demonstrate how difficult it is to relativise the human subject in relation to 
other species, and how persistently the anthropocentrism bias operates even in worthy 
attempts to explicate and advance “sustainability” thinking. In each of these examples 
massive primary and secondary literature have been published. Each could form a 
dissertation on its own. I deliberately adopt an exploratory attitude, focusing on the 
overall flow of the argument and hence do not engage in more detailed analyses.

2.	 Four examples of the anthropocentrism bias 

2.1	 First example: Sustainability 

The first example stems from the classic definition of sustainable development itself 
as put forward in Our common future (1987) drafted by the UN World Commission 
on Environment and Development. “Humanity has the ability to make development 
sustainable – to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (1987:8). In the context of the mid-
1980s, this definition did make huge strides in at least two ways: 

•• It firstly understood that the unfettered pursuit of human needs is not possible on 
a finite planet. Sustainable development “does imply limits” and these are related to 
“the ability of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human activities” (1987:8). The 
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more affluent amongst us, who also use more natural resources, shall therefore have 
to adopt lifestyles “within the planet’s ecological means” and population growth must 
be in harmony with “the changing productive potential of the ecosystem” (1987:9). 

•• It secondly gave inter-generational ethics a sharper focus with the insight that the 
effects of our ecological actions today will impact negatively on those who live after 
us. “We borrow environmental capital from future generations with no intention or 
prospect of repaying … We act as we do because we can get away with it: future 
generations do not vote; they have no political or financial power; they cannot 
challenge our decisions” (1987:8).8 

But the fundamental weakness of this definition is that “meeting the needs of humanity”, 
now and in the future, leaves the anthropocentrism bias unchallenged. The idea is still 
“to guard and maintain human progress, to meet human needs, and to realize human 
ambitions” (1987:8, my emphases), but only to do so in a sustainable way. At that time 
it was indeed a great step forward, but we now have the benefit of hindsight about 
the actual effect of this type of thinking. There were limited successes in a raised 
consciousness for environmental conservation and, once climate change became a more 
accepted fact, there were marked improvements in production of eco-efficient products, 
and global efforts to reach agreements on limiting carbon emissions, the latest being the 
2016 Paris Agreement under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (from 
which the USA has just withdrawn). 

But we know that despite the rise of sustainability talk and limited action in business 
and politics, we have not yet been able to significantly alter human behaviour vis à vis 
the environment. Conservation makes us feel good, but it does nothing to limit damage 
on non-conserved areas and may in fact be a contradictory cover for the ill-use of natural 
resources outside the conservation ambit. Eco-efficiencies are important advances, but 
they have a very limited effect if the quantity of consumer goods is not itself reduced 
and their very material production processes are not radically altered (see Stuchtey et al., 
2016:18‑20). 

The underlying reason why “sustainable development” has in fact – contrary to intentions 
– accelerated global environmental deterioration is that human needs-satisfaction 
determines the paradigm of the inter-relation between us and the rest of the natural 
environment. 

2.2	 Second example: Christian theology 

In his well-known essay, “The historical roots of our ecological crisis”, Lynn White Jnr 
argued that – from an historical perspective – the Christian interpretation of the relation 
between humans and nature played a decisive role in shaping the attitude of people 
toward nature, even in a so-called “post-Christian” era. White refers to the Hebrew 
creation narratives where man is given dominion over physical creation and the latter is 
there for the benefit of man and to serve man’s purposes whilst man himself is not simply 
part of nature, but made in the image of God.9 He concludes: “Especially in its Western 
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form, Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen” (White, 
1967:1205). The fusion of science with technology in the context of the Christian dogma 
of man’s transcendence of, and mastery over, nature, explains the axioms underlying our 
ecological crisis (White, 1967:1206). 

His essay sparked various responses and contributed to the rise of what became known 
as eco-theology.10 This theology, in varied ways, attempts to undermine the hermeneutics 
of dominion and reinterprets the biblical traditions from the perspective of humans as 
stewards, caretakers, custodians or priests of creation. 

For my purpose here, I focus only on the stewardship metaphor as developed by Douglas 
John Hall in his book The steward. A biblical symbol come of age (1990).11 His analysis of 
the Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament brings him to regard the relation between 
master and steward from two perspectives: 

On the one hand, the steward is the representative or vicar of the one who has 
employed him/her. The steward is the “one who has been given the responsibility for 
the management and service of something belonging to another” and consequently the 
office of the steward “… presupposes a particular kind of trust on the part of the owner or 
master” (Hall, 1990:32). On the other hand, the steward is at the same time only a slave, 
strictly accountable to the owner and master who may retract the relative authority 
given to the steward at any point in time (see Hall, 1990:32‑41). 

Hall concludes that the steward metaphor assumes two mutually informative tasks: 
responsibility and accountability. “The owner is not the master and owner (possessor) and 
therefore is accountable. The steward is given a vocation to fulfil and the wherewithal to 
fulfil it, and therefore is responsible” (Hall, 1990:235). 

The stewardship metaphor is indeed a huge improvement on dominion language: God is 
the owner of the earth and humans are commissioners who should act on behalf of God 
to oversee and care for the non-human part of creation as well. Stewardship requires 
humans to discharge their vocation and act in a responsible manner whilst constantly 
realising that we are ultimately accountable to God in caring for the earth. 

From a sustainability perspective, this metaphor with its noble intentions and real 
advances, suffers from a number of weaknesses. For this article, the most fundamental 
point is that stewardship is an expression of the anthropocentric bias as it still presupposes 
human superiority over all other creatures. It is very difficult to be a “steward” and not 
understand yourself as not only qualitatively different, but also as holding power over 
that which you are commissioned to rule. 

Despite the geological fact that nature existed for millions of years without the human 
species (and therefore without humans as knowing and managing subjects), stewardship 
still maintains the natural environment as an object for our use and safekeeping albeit 
under stricter ethical precepts. The managerial language reveals an androcentric power 
bias, and we know from bitter experience that humans have been more prone to be 
exploitative, self-serving managers than caring, commissioned stewards. The managerial 
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steward, Hall acknowledges too, may be a sanctified version of the technocrat (Hall, 
1990:234). As scientists struggle to inter-connect all the variables that, for example, 
affect climate change with its unpredictable consequences, the idea of the steward as 
manager – even good manager – represents an over-estimation of human “managerial” 
capacity and an under-estimation of human inability to understand and steer complex 
eco-systemic factors. 

From a Christian perspective, perhaps Luther’s first and third theses (quoted out of 
context!) are apt responses to our devastation of the natural environment in the pursuit 
of personal and collective gain: “Our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ, when he said 
‘Poenitentiam agite’,12 willed that the whole life of believers should be repentance.” But 
this does not mean inward repentance only; no, “…  there is no inward repentance which 
does not outwardly work divers mortifications of the flesh.”13 

2.3	 Third example: Ethics expressed as preferential justice 

The third example of our anthropological bias comes from ethics. My reference here is 
to the laudable tradition of preferential, partisan or prioritarian justice14 that seeks to 
address the difficult question of a fair distribution of goods, opportunities and services 
in society. 

In response to the developmentalist agenda for Latin America in the 1960s, it was 
particularly Latin American liberation theologians like Gustavo Gutierrez (1973) who put 
forward the “preferential option for the poor”. The motivation for this preference stems 
from the conviction that the biblical traditions reveal God as a God of and for the poor 
with the consequence that the poor has a preferential hermeneutical position in reading 
Scriptures and understanding who God is. This poverty may be social, economic, political 
and spiritual, but the ethical implication is that justice will only be realised if the poor 
and marginalised receives preference in allocation of resources or opportunities in any 
“development” trajectory. Gutierrez explains that the “very term preference obviously 
precludes any exclusivity; it simply points to who ought to be the first – not the only – 
objects of our solidarity” (1993:239; original emphasis).

In his influential notion of justice as fairness, John Rawls (1971) develops a theory of 
justice where the least advantaged representative persons serve as criterion for the moral 
assessment of distributive justice. His principle of social justice states that “…  social and 
economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are … to the greatest benefit of the 
least advantaged” (1971:302), known as the Difference Principle which stipulates that in 
our distributive efforts we should maximise the minimum level of welfare. 

In the extension of this theory to a global situation, Rawls (1999) proposes eight principles 
that should guide. Whereas the first seven principles all presume equality and non-
partisanship, the addition of the last principle15 is significant: “Peoples have a duty to 
assist other peoples living under unfavourable conditions that prevent their having a just 
or decent political and social regime” (1999:37). This is, according to my interpretation, the 
only law that moves Rawls’s egalitarianism toward its special version of prioritarianism, 
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namely “a duty” toward those “living under unfavourable conditions”. Rawls refers to 
these as “burdened societies”16 because they “lack the political and cultural traditions, 
the human capital and know-how, and often, the material and technological resources 
needed to be well-ordered” (1999:106).

From an economic perspective, Joseph Stiglitz (2002) understands that the global 
financial order produces discontent with winners who benefit and losers who suffer 
from increasing global trade. To make globalisation work (Stiglitz, 2006) and lessen 
power-asymmetries, he suggests special and differential treatment for poor nations who 
should have open access to the markets of middle-income and rich nations whilst being 
allowed some protectionist measures for the development of their own economies. In 
what he calls “fair trade for the poor” Stiglitz suggests a reform of international trade. 
This reform would entail that the principle of “reciprocity for and among all countries – 
regardless of circumstances” be replaced by the principle of “reciprocity among equals, 
but differentiation between those in markedly different circumstances” (Stiglitz, 2006:83, 
my emphasis).

Although controversial, the notion of preferential justice is an important correction 
to theories of justice that do not adequately account for socio-economic inequalities 
either at the starting point of providing equal opportunities or as the result of uneven 
capabilities to participate in a competitive market economy. 

Looking back, it is interesting to note that Gutierrez and Rawls wrote their influential 
books in the early 1970s at about the same time that the first awareness grew about our 
ecological crisis.17 They responded to the question of how to create a more just human 
society – an important question to this day. But these theories of preferential justice only 
included humans or nations in their understanding of marginalisation and vulnerability 
and, due to this anthropocentric focus, missed the reality that the weakest and poorest 
and most voiceless of all are non-human species and the natural environment in general. 
The “preferential option” should indeed be extended beyond the focus on human needs 
to include a wider scope of species. 

2.4	 Fourth example: GDP growth 

The fourth example comes from the tenacity with which Gross Domestic Product is 
held as norm for growth and wealth-creation. The statistical framework for GDP was 
developed after the Second World War to express in a single figure a reliable measure of 
production growth in the post-war economic recovery. GDP received significant status 
when in 1953 the UN institutionalised it in the System for National Accounts in order 
to establish comparability among nations. It is fair to say that – to this day – GDP is 
the most closely followed and eagerly awaited economic indicator, and has reached a 
status where in the minds of most people “growth” (increase in the GDP figure) equals 
“progress” or “wealth creation”. 

Many critics have pointed to the fact that GDP cannot measure welfare, happiness or 
inclusive economic growth.18 But the most glaring gap in GDP is that it may increase 
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and create the impression of wealth creation whereas – if natural resource use and 
depletion are taken into account – “real” growth might be much lower or even negative. 
As Martin Stuchtey et al. suggest: “A lot of GDP growth we are measuring might in fact 
be borrowing from the future rather than real progress.” The provocative question is: Are 
we in fact growing poor? (2016:15). 

That we are indeed getting poorer seems to be the case if one takes the calculations 
of the Global Footprint Network into account: They calculate on an annual basis the 
biological surface required to sustainably produce all the natural resources used in that 
year. In 1970 we stepped over the red line for the first time and by 2015 we used a full 
1.6 planets. In economic terms – but not reflected in GDP – the overuse, contamination 
and depletion of the natural environment is reducing the productivity of our natural 
resource system. It will thus become increasingly difficult to transform natural capital 
into other forms of capital if the former is reduced or is simply not available (Stuchtey 
et al., 2016:12-13). 

With its bias for human production of consumer goods, elegantly expressed in one figure, 
the anthropocentric paradigm makes it very difficult to endorse alternatives to GDP. In 
their influential report, Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi demonstrate that exclusive use of GDP 
has the practical effect that policy makers are not only mis-measuring our lives, but that 
they engage in a dangerous calculation that on the surface seems to add up, but simply 
does not19 exactly because it excludes the externalities of the natural environment. 

3.	 How could we approach human subjectivity? 
Let us start with an obvious point: It is impossible to jump over the shadow of the 
“thinking  thing”. It is we who interpret the world and it is we who act upon the 
world. However, two movements are possible to counter anthropocentrism in its 
ideological guise: 

The first movement is the decentring – in our minds and consequently in our actions 
– of the human subject as superior apex- and reference point of the natural order. We 
stand in and with the natural order,20 as intrinsically part of, and not above, this order. 
Such decentring of a specific subject already occurs in other contexts that require an 
adjustment to self-understanding for ethical purposes: As a white, male person living 
in the historical context of apartheid, my default subjectivity represents the power-
injustice accompanied by gender, class and race constructs. It takes deliberate mental 
re-orientation to not exert this “centring” power and to not “usurp” default authority 
when entering social settings. Living according to the value of inclusivity requires the 
deliberate and conscious decentring of the I toward a “re-centered” subjectivity marked 
by humility, equality, reciprocity and respect. 

On a global scale, a new Copernican revolution is required: Instead of seeing the human 
person as the sun around which all other species and objects in the natural world revolve, 
we should adopt a bio-centric21 approach where all species share in one life- and eco-
system, and the enhancement of life22 (or not) becomes the ethical norm for economic 
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actions and scientific development.23 This revolution moves us beyond a pragmatic 
motivation for a kind of enlightened anthropocentrism to a principled choice for bio-
centric thinking and action. Intimations of what this means have been put forward 
in concepts like “accretive” economics built on “net-positive” outcomes, including the 
measurement of natural resource use in economic progress reports (Stuchtey et al., 
2016:24‑28). 

The second movement – as convincingly argued by eco-feminism24 – is acknowledging and 
realising the subjectivity of other species and natural phenomena, and then constructing 
our earthly existence as an intricate web of interdependent reciprocity and mutuality. 
What is required, says Sallie McFague, is an holistic, instead of an atomistic paradigm. 
In the former, “the absolute divisions between human beings and other beings and even 
between organic and inorganic are softened, as are many of the hierarchical dualisms 
that have accompanied those divisions: spirit/flesh, subject/object, male/female, mind/
body (McFague, 1987:4). The subject-object structure of the modern epistemological 
turn must be transcended to conceptualise that what humans consider as objects in fact 
represent other subjects. 

We now see interesting legal developments that relativise and complement the 
anthropocentrically formulated universal declaration of human rights25 by according 
rights to so-called inanimate objects. The Whanganui River, after a long battle by the 
Maori people, recently became the first river in the world to be accorded the same rights 
as a human person, implying that it will be represented as a separate legal entity in 
court proceedings.26 The tightening of legislation that requires extensive independent 
environmental impact assessments before developments are approved, also increasingly 
reinforces the legal recognition of non-human natural resources. 

4.	 Conclusion
A simple definition of behavioural ethics is that it seeks to determine the reason why 
people make the ethical decisions that they do. “What we do about ecology,” says Lynn 
White, “depends on our ideas of the man-nature relationship” (1967:1206). Based on the 
assumption that “renewal of the mind” is a prerequisite for behavioural change,27 it seems 
that our most urgent task in facing the ecological crisis is to address the underlying 
thought patterns, implicit values, and resultant language28 that determine the self-
understanding of the human species and his/her place in the natural and cosmic order. 
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Endnotes
1	 Read the recent impressive history of scientific thought and the prominence of Descartes in 

the scientific revolution in Wootton (2015:361‑367; 433ff.). 

2	 See also Meditations III: “I am a thing that thinks, that is to say, that doubts, affirms, denies, 
that knows a few things” (Descartes, 1952:82).

3	 Published December 1784, 481‑494. See Kant 1999:20 for the version used in this article.

4	 My gender-neutral translation: “Immaturity is the inability to use one’s understanding or 
mind without guidance from another.”

5	 In B xvi Kant writes: “Up to now it has been assumed that all our cognition must conform 
to the objects; but all attempts to find out something about them a priori through concepts 
that would extend our cognition have, on this presupposition, come to nothing. Hence, let 
us once try whether we do not get farther with the problems of metaphysics by assuming 
that the objects must conform to our cognition, which would agree better with the requested 
possibility of an a priori cognition of them, which is to establish something about objects 
before they are given to us. This would be just like the first thoughts of Copernicus, who, 
when he did not make good progress in the explanation of the celestial motions if he assumed 
that the entire celestial host revolves around the observer, tried to see if he might not have 
greater success if he made the observer revolve and left the stars at rest” (Kant, 1998:110). 

6	 See References for the 1957 English publication used in this article. 

7	 Read more by accessing www.anthropocene.info (accessed 9 May 2017). This term describes 
the earth’s most recent geological time “as being human influenced or anthropogenic, based 
on overwhelming global evidence that atmospheric, geological, hydrological, bio-spheric and 
other earth system processes are now altered by humans”. 

8	 The Commission proposed a principle of “inter-generational equity” which reads as follows: 
“States shall conserve and use the environment and natural resources for the benefit of 
present and future generations” (1987:348). 

9	 I retain the gender-exclusive language of the original essay. 

10	 Consult Conradie 2006 for an overview and literature on ecological theologies. 

11	 This is a revised edition of a book with the same title published originally in 1982. 

12	 A reference to the injunction μετανοιτε in Matthew 4:17. 

13	 Luther’s theses retrieved from wikisource on 28 April 2017. See https://en.wikisource.org/
wiki/Works_of_Martin_Luther,with_introductions_and_notes_Volume_1/Disputation_on_
Indulgences#Ninety-five_Theses 

14	 For a fuller discussion with literature, read Naudé 2007. 

15	 Rawls himself remarks: “This principle is especially controversial” (1999:37, note 43).

16	 A well-ordered and even rich society may become a burdened society through a natural 
disaster. Irrespective of the cause, Rawls argues that a rational view of reciprocity would 
agree to the principle that peoples have a duty to assist burdened societies. 

17	 Stiglitz obviously had the benefit of writing about globalisation at a time when serious concerns 
about environmental sustainability were already in the public domain. See Chapters 2 and 6 
in Stiglitz 2006. 

18	 For a concise overview of criticism against GDP, see Garland 2016. Alternative indicators like 
the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), the Inclusive Wealth Index (IWI) and Happy Planet 
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Index (HPI) have been developed to include a more accurate account of natural resource 
use, but these have not yet been able to gain significant traction and influence in policy 
directions. 

19	 Hence the title of their study: Mismeasuring our lives: Why GDP doesn’t add up (2009). 

20	 I retain the “in” and the “with” because in some accounts of the former the distinctiveness and 
demonstrated power of humans may be denied, whilst the “with” retains this distinctiveness, 
but could easily slip into dominion again. See Hall for a discussion of three models: humanity 
above, humanity in, and humanity with nature (1990:199‑214). 

21	 I do not venture into a theological interpretation of this approach. It could be derived from 
God as creator of life, Christ as mediator of life, and the Spirit as indwelling life. 

22	 See the interesting multi-disciplinary research project called “Enhancing Life” at enhancinglife.
uchicago.edu where the ethical significance of life-enhancement is explored in fields as wide-
ranging as medicine, theology and architecture. 

23	 White pins his hope for a renewed form of Christianity on the ideas of Francis of Assisi who 
“tried to depose man from his monarchy over creation and set up a democracy of all God’s 
creatures” (1967:1206). 

24	 Eco-feminist ethics in general “critiques not only androcentric but also anthrocentric and 
naturist bias in ethics”. See Warren and Cheney 1991:180ff., and for an overt focus on tying 
feminist ethics to the planet, read Swanson 2015. 

25	 “All human beings have the fundamental right to an environment adequate for their health 
and well-being” is the first principle proposed by the World Commission on Environment and 
Development (1987:348). 

26	 See the news item on bbc.com/news/world-asia-39282918 (accessed 28 April 2017).

27	 See St Paul’s call in Romans 12:2: “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, 
but be transformed by the renewing of your mind …”. (NIV). The idea underlying virtue ethics 
is that it is not primarily rules (deontology) or outcomes (utility), but character that shapes 
ethical behaviour. 

28	 “Language that supports hierarchical, dualistic, external, unchanging atomistic, anthropo
centric and deterministic ways of understanding these relationships (between ourselves and 
the world) is not appropriate for our time, whatever their appropriateness might have been 
for other times” (McFague, 1987:13, original emphasis). 
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