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TOMORROW'S business will be defined by social responsibility, Sizwe Nxasana, CEO of 
FirstRand told a business breakfast earlier this year.  He is not a social activist advocating a 
new anti-capitalist epoch, so it is therefore safe to believe that Nxasana's opinion is informed by 
sound economic foresight. 
 
Ray Hartle's timely challenge to South African business leaders in last week's edition of The 
Weekender reminded me of this prediction.  Incisively rounding up prevailing socio-economic, 
failures Hartle pointed out that it will take much more than 'lip service' from business to 
transform the conditions which created the present economic meltdown - exacerbated in SA by 
intractable and escalating marginalisation, poverty and joblessness. 
 
It is widely acknowledged that 'the world has changed', and new and increasingly arcane 
economic analyses of the causes of the economic crisis emerge almost hourly, together with 
suggestions for restoring business confidence.  But in SA we have no time to ponder - we have 
a young democracy, a plethora of well-documented social challenges, and most dangerous of 
all, an increasingly iniquitous society - evidenced by community protests. So there is consensus 
that the world has indeed changed, and that radical action is necessary. 
 
What then will it take to induce a critical mass of business leaders to join Nxasana's camp? 
Perhaps the answers are obvious, but we are just not able to find the perspective necessary to 
see - like the view through a kaleidoscope, perhaps all we need to do is make a couple of 
critical adjustments to bring a mosaic of opportunities within reach.  The practice of social 
responsibility and associated social investment in SA provides a basic model for transforming 
the way business is conducted.  So much of the thinking has already been done. We are the 
only country in the world where social responsibility is legislated. We have a set of regulatory 
policies for transformation, complemented by the King Report with its emphasis on good 
governance and sustainability. We even have a report on Business and Human Rights. 
Together, these map approaches characterised by African values of inclusivity, high ethical 
standards, integration and strategic alignment. In this paradigm financial success is, of course, 
important but social and environmental performance and impact are integrated into business 
strategy. 
 
Once we accept that 'the world has changed' - and not for the better - then it is necessary to 
acknowledge the need for a paradigm shift. We need to step away from the collective folly of 
'market fundamentalism' towards a more inclusive and nurturing business philosophy, 
characterised by a high degree of ethics.  I am not suggesting that business should caricature 
the prevailing 'esoteric' worldviews propagated by those desperately scrabbling for easy 
solutions and quick absolution. The necessary changes will be much more demanding - at 
individual and institutional level.  From US President Barack Obama's stirring rhetoric to the 
curricula of management institutions, there are strong calls for 'a new age of responsibility'. 
Corporate guru Peter Drucker's view on business leadership is"... people and power; values, 
structure and constitution; and above all responsibilities".   
 



A paradigm characterised by social responsibility ethics and practice could provide a catalyst for 
the necessary systemic business change.  These ideas have already been tested - eminent 
Harvard strategy guru Michael Porter has been recommending strategic alignment of business 
and social agendas for years.  "Efforts to find shared value in operating practices and in the 
social dimensions of competitive context have the potential not only to foster economic and 
social development but to change the way companies and society think about each other," 
Porter argues.  "NGOs, governments, and companies must stop thinking in terms of 'corporate 
social responsibility' and start thinking in terms of 'corporate social integration'." 
At least two decades ago visionary economists and organisational strategists began pointing the 
way to a new economic paradigm: this shift would involve working with systems and organic 
processes. 
 
Now termed the 'ecological paradigm' this approach favours change over permanence, the 
whole over parts, dialogue over domination, relationships over individualism; and networks, 
interdependence and partnerships over mechanistic command and control.  These are precisely 
the elements which comprise strategic social responsibility programmes.  Most business leaders 
treat corporate social responsibility and corporate social investment (CSI) as components set 
apart from mainstream business activities.  Its benefits are regarded as public relations rather 
than sustainable and competitive business. This approach has inevitable negative 
consequences for both corporate and community. 
 
But there are some leaders who are able to see societal influence as the 'new frontier of 
competitive advantage'. By integrating social dimensions into the core strategy frameworks that 
guide business decisions, companies can build on the interdependence between business and 
society, rather than being held back by perceived friction between them.  The results are a new 
set of frameworks that enable companies to identify and address the specific social issues that 
matter most to their long-term success.  Beleaguered business leaders who might felt perturbed 
by Hartle's challenge last week need look no further than their corporate foundations and CSI 
departments to find inspiration. The time has never been more opportune to move social 
responsibility and investment out of the backroom and into the boardroom. 
 
Standard Bank CSI head Dr Nomsa Masuku recently pointed out that, "the worldwide economic 
downturn has made the work of CSI executives more difficult because businesses are 
increasingly anxious to ensure that non-performing units are jettisoned".  This is clearly 
misguided judgment on the part of leadership, where the decision is made to abandon 
sustainable, long-term, socially impactful projects in favour of cosmetic 'quick wins'. 
Sasol CSI director Pam Mudhray has guided the business and its development partners in a 
long-term and strategically-aligned social investment programme. This will provide about 
R250m over 10 years to chemistry and chemical engineering at selected South African 
universities.  The programme is an outstanding example of the practice of multi-sectoral 
cooperation through a public-private partnership. It is already yielding benefit for all South 
Africans and benefiting Sasol's business growth. 
 
Margie Keeton, previous CEO of Tshikululu Social Investments pointed out that "CSI is 
business" - it is not necessary to invent arguments about how CSI is 'good for business'. 
Well-managed social responsibility programmes are values-driven and ethical, they are 
stakeholder inclusive, they aim for sustainability, and they build corporate reputation. Is this not 
a formula for the new role of business? 
 
Colleen du Toit leads CAF Southern Africa, which aims to enhance the impact of 
investment in civil society 


