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Companies argue that in order to attract more support charities need to present a good business case to them. Do you think this is a reasonable position for them to take or should companies be encouraged to consider that they have a moral responsibility – which motivates individual donors - regardless of the business benefits?
 Our July Quick Survey asked: Do companies have a moral responsibility to support the voluntary and community sector?

795 people took the opportunity to participate – thank you. The results were as follows:

	Answer
	Count
	Percentage

	Yes
	528
	66.42

	No
	252
	31.70

	Don’t know
	15
	1.89


Overview

Two-thirds of respondents believed that companies do have a moral responsibility to support the voluntary and community sector, of which nearly one-quarter (120) commented upon or qualified why the had voted ’Yes’. The main concerns expressed by this group were: the lack of advice and support from companies on how to  ‘present a good business case’; that smaller, less high profile charities were being ignored or placed at a disadvantage when competing for corporate funding; and, the apparent ignorance of some companies regarding what the voluntary sector do, why they do it, and the constraints under which large sections of it have to operate.
Of the one-third of respondents who disagreed with the majority view, just over 30 per cent  (77) explained their reasons for voting ‘No’. Aside from a comment suggesting that charities should help bail out loss-making companies from whom they had previously received support, the general opinions were: that the ‘business of business is business’; a need for charities to better justify why they should receive corporate support; and, for charities to have a greater awareness of what ‘business’ is about.
DSC says…
Given the background of the majority of  DSC e-news recipients, it is not surprising that the vote went in favour of those who do see companies has having a responsibility to support the voluntary and community sector. Of more interest, however, are some of the comments made both for and against the question raised.
At a fundamental level, a number of ‘No’ respondents took the view, rather along the line of Thatcher’s declaration that, ‘There is no such thing as society…’, that there is no such thing as a company. Existing only as a legal entity, it is neither moral or immoral, nor the sum of the individuals running it. Companies exist solely to maximise shareholder value, i.e. profits, and as such should not concern themselves with any supposed moral responsibility to their wider stakeholders.
This view not only fails to recognise the historical legacy of some of the great business leaders of the 19th century (see the article by Lord Haskins in the Financial Times 2/8/06 – http://www.ft.com/cms/s/1db88e84-21c3-11db-b650-0000779e2340.html), but also fails to recognise that whilst individual employees may have strong incentives to internalise the company’s obligation to maximise profits, they also have a collective responsibility to act morally and ethically as human beings. Furthermore, as a large proportion of the population engage with companies at multiple levels – be it as workers, consumers, activists and/or investors – is it so strange to have an interest in the ‘outcomes’ of a company’s daily business and how it effects the community?
Ironically, whilst some of those of a pro-business laissez-faire persuasion wanted to be left to their own devices without encumbrance from outsiders, they were swift to suggest how best the voluntary and community sector (VCS) should operate, at least vis-à-vis business. The perceived lack of professionalism, unrealistic expectations and a desire for ‘special treatment’, meant some of the ‘No’ group questioned the worth of the work being done by the VCS and stated repeatedly the need for the sector to present a ‘business-case’ when dealing with companies. To what definition of ‘business-case’ are they referring, however?
Before looking at that question, let’s be clear about what’s up for grabs. For the VCS we are talking, at best, about 4–5% of its annual income. Whilst this level of support can give a small degree of independence to charities too reliant on government funding, or the vagaries of public giving, the amount involved is but a drop in the ocean. For corporates, the returns in associating themselves with good-causes seem far greater in comparison. Not only do they enhance their reputations and gain a more contented workforce, there is even evidence to suggest increased profits can result!
So, given the not over-whelming incentives for the VCS to present a ‘business-case’ per se, where do the differences in definition lie? Most charities accept that it is not unreasonable to be asked to demonstrate to potential corporate supporters that they are well-run organisations, capable of  supplying a need in society through the prudent use of the donors money; in fact it’s something they already have to do when attracting trust, government or public support. Where disagreement does arise is in the apparent failure of companies to realise that the business of business is not the business of charities.
A recent study published by The Conference Board on 17 May 2006, asked CSR executives at 77 US-based multinational companies about their forthcoming giving priorities. One of the biggest changes noted was the increased drive towards using contributions to further business objectives. As pointed out in a number of comments, this definition of a ‘business-case’ changes the relationship between charities and companies from a charitable to a commercial one and thus potentially affects a number of related issues.
For example, in reducing the relationship to a business transaction should not companies start paying a business-like price for the benefits they reap from their relationship with the voluntary sector? If this form of ‘donation’ can no longer be classed as charitable, will they be forgoing their tax break incentives? Given that many charities have investments in companies should they take a more hard-nosed and united approach towards persuading them to adopt and implement socially responsible business practices?
In conclusion, based on the comments we received, there seems to be less opposition to change and a greater willingness to understand and learn from business by the VCS than vice versa. Furthermore, although it was acknowledged that numerous companies and their employees provide excellent help and support to charities and community groups throughout the UK, that companies benefited in anyway from the work of the sector was none existent, e.g. through support for individual's health and well-being, childcare, improvements to the local environment and so on. There seems, therefore, to be misunderstanding and mistrust on both sides of this relationship and as such a real need for one to educate the other, but how does one bring this about?
Sample ‘Yes’ comments

‘As a small local charity, trying to get into a company is very difficult, but it is often the case that their employees are using the services for themselves or their families.  Companies basically give out their favours with great panache, letting us know that they are doing us a favour and often demanding a great deal of work which is costly to the charity with no guarantee of a good result.’

‘But companies do not need to give away their profits.  Voluntary Sector organisations can improve a company's business performance by engaging with them in mutually beneficial initiatives.  Unfortunately, not many decision makers in the private sector recognise or believe this. In fact they for the most part do not trust the sector to be professional nor even actually recognise that a "third" sector exists.’

‘Companies need to know that their support - cash or whatever is being managed effectively. But -it is very frustrating to be told that the project does not 'stack up' or the idea is 'not sustainable'.   We know that - that's why we need their support. If it was sustainable, somebody would run it as a business and it wouldn't be run by the voluntary or community sector.’

‘I think companies SHOULD adopt a moral responsibility to the communities in which they operate and from which they make profits. I think the company argument that this duty is exercised through its creation of wealth is not good enough. As for the business case - charities should always have a good "business case" based upon the social or environmental nature of their cause. If companies just support charities that meet their business objectives then that is BUSINESS and NOT charity.’

Sample ‘No’ comments

‘Voluntary Sector organisations are not the only gateway to meeting the needs of communities.  To consider that companies have a moral responsibility to support charities when they may have thought through very carefully how to help people (or a community) can come across as arrogant and not focused on the end beneficiary.  A company may very effectively be helping to change people's lives for the better through their own business or supporting public services; it does not have to be through a voluntary sector organisation.’

‘The pursuit of profit at all costs cant be compatible with the act of voluntary giving. A business is not a neutral enterprise there will always be a commercial advantage at the bottom line It is only expedient to give with strings attached and the recipient organisation will speedily be dumped to pick up the pieces if the big guys withdraw funds This could result in the old saying 'he who pays the piper plays the tune'. To argue otherwise is daft.’

‘It is good practice for companies to support the voluntary and community sector, especially if it has a positive impact on an area directly related to their business.  There is, however, no moral obligation.  If companies are more transparent in how they manage their social responsibilities, charities can be more professional in their approach.’

‘As the voluntary sector moves rapidly to adopting competitive business models, it is only right that a voluntary organisation presents a business case for corporate donations, as those with a social conscience already have trust funds etc for normal applications.  We are moving towards this competitive model we can not be choosy in what we want and do not want, it all comes as a package business case and all.’

‘Please leave the little businesses alone!!!’
Sample ‘Don’t know’ comments

‘I think they should support what they feel they can believe in.’
‘Its a difficult question.  Companies would be inundated with begging letters if there were not some criteria for applying for funding.  Unfortunately, they usually want to know what is in it for them i.e. publicity etc. rather than wanting to give to contribute for example to their local community as a gift. So I think charities should have to give a good case for needing funding but not have to highlight clear benefits for the company.’

‘It's difficult to position 'moral responsibility' within the context of a state system that is founded on the principle of there being winners and losers, both in the VCS and elsewhere.’
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