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Creating a Sustainable Image: A Critique of Eco-Friendly Companies


What a business is ultimately responsible for is argued in every way imaginable. In a 1970 New York Times Magazine article, economist Milton Friedman argued “that the only ‘social responsibility of business’ is to ‘increase its profits’” (Porter & Kramer, p. 6). He further goes on in his book Capitalism and Freedom and asserts “The corporation is an instrument of the stockholders who own it.” Money talks, and stockholders have wallets that speak. This can be viewed as dangerous, not just for the consumer, but for the longevity of the company’s existence as well as the quality for the employees, product, and image... Not to mention the impact on the environment.

In a public corporation the product may be the stock, because all decisions made by the CEO and other internal stockholders, or by holders of options on the stock and the board of directors (also stockholders), are made not for the long-term health of the corporation but to keep the stock price up until the principals can cash out ... The real product may be the company itself, which is just being grown to be sold one day (Chouinard p. 159). 


We see this happening not only in America, but globally as well, China being a prime example of production being the main goal and of more importance to the cost of the company’s employees and surronding environment. Minimal health care and safety regulations is provided for industry workers in China, which further helps the country to grow at such a rapid rate, but at the cost of poor living and quality conditions. Until recently, there hasn’t been much of an inflex in consumer interest to be aware and conscious of knowing where their products come from, where they are produced, and who they are made by. We are a consumer society, with not much interest to know the origins of a product, only to keep riding the hedonistic tredmill to get perpetual happieness. Over the past few decades, media and scholarly articles have brought many environmental problems to light to the public eye. The way we as consumers look at products has shifted, thanks to gained knowledge and encouragement to seek out how to cut back and practice more sustainable living. We can look to the automobile industry for a few examples of how our idea of sustainability has shifted: The popularity of Hummers went from an audience of awe to an audience of hate; Organized protests were held in front of Hummer dealerships where anti-Hummer placards were held up with slogans such as “How many lives per gallon?” (Cova, p. 287). Leading up to 2010, Hummer dealerships began shutting down due to the depletion of inventory as well as the sales of the sports utility vehicle to be unlikely. Conversly to this, Volkswagon released it’s global eco-campaign “Think Blue” to the U.S. In 2011- it was an initiative to promote “eco-friendly mobility and progrssive ideas for responsible action in everyday life” (brandcahnnel.com). So where is it in a business that responsibility for their employees and the environment is in their mission? Is it possible to have  and follow higher standards by setting examples to do the “right thing” while maintaining a successful business and remain in the black? Why do companies (like Volkswagen) behave altristically? 


Ultimately, comapnies behave altristically to create a lifestyle. They release this altruisic act or movement as a philanthropic campaign so consumers will associate the good-natured act with the company’s product. This is called strategic philanthropy and is defined as “the practice of companies by which they target their respective charitable and philanthropic activities around a specific issue or cause that will in turn support their own business objectives” (dowelldogood.net). This definition means that companies use philanthropy as a means to simultaneously and directly benefit their business interests and those of a beneficiary organization. 

“Increasingly, philanthropy is used as a form of public relations or advertising, promoting a company’s image or brand through cause related marketing or other high-profile sponsorships” (Porter & Kramer p. 5). 

U.S. Corporate spending on cause-related marketing jumped from $125 million in 1990 to an estimated $828 million in 2002. Arts sponsorships are growing, too- they accounted for an additional $589 million in 2001. While these campaigns do provide much-needed support to worthy cuases, they are intended as much to increase caompany visibility and improve employee morale as to create social impact (Porter & Kramer, p. 5)


An example on just how much a company will put in to delivering a positive message to the public is an instant from Tobacco giant, Phillip Morris. The company spent their $75 million charitable contributions budget in 1999 and then launched a $100 million advertsiing campaign to publicize it. The model of strategic philanthropy  works and is worth it. But company’s do use it for the greater good of all, which in turn does continue the strength of support for their company. Companies behave altruistically to create a lifestyle that is associated with their product through their employee’s, their customer’s, and their  image (essentially to their prospective/potential customers). 


Yvon Chouinard is the founder and CEO of the outdoor apparal and gear company, Patagonia. Founding Pategonia in 1973, He presents his comapny a an “ongoing experiment”. The company rests it’s ideas and standards to not accepting the “accepted” notions of capitalism and responsibility it owns for the destruction of nature- He believes in proving to the rest of the corporate world and that “doing the right thing makes for good, financially sound business”. As a business man, Yvon is considered just the opposite of that: an anti-businessman. In his book Let My People Go Surfing, Chouinard asks how his business is “to follow its philosophies in light of the expanding Internet market, the effects of NAFTA and GATT, dozens of technological laps that significantly affect design and production, new and different employee demographics, and the ever-changing styles and lifestyles of customers?” (Chouinard, p. 83). Differeing from a business man, Chouinard didn’t believe in dominating the workplace by money and power; instead he wanted to build a respectable brand by building the best you could get in climbing gear- the best built, period. Concerning Pategonia’s products, “Having quality useful products anchors (the) business in the real world and allows (them) to expand (their) mission” (Chouinard, p. 85.) “Trying to make the best product also inspires us to create the best childcare center and the best production departmet and to be the best at our jobs. Since adults will perform best with knowing their children are in a safe and healthy environment, this is an area that is incredibly important to the company (Chouinard, p. 87). He also aknowledges the blame that companies get for being an “enemy of nature” and destroying native cultures and for poisening the earth with the effluent from its factories. Chouinard believes a business can produce food, cure disease, control population, create employment for people, and generally enrich our lives; He believes a business can do all of these good things and make a profit without loosing its soul. Teaching his company’s employees about ideals and philosphies is huge to Choinard’s vision of how to run a successful company. His philosphies must be communicated to everyone working in ever part of the company so that each of them becomes empowered with the knowledge of the right course to take; effiecinecy is promoted and chaos is avoided when communication is strong.


It is that of which consumers should also be empowered with knowledge, and then would be more inclined to do the right thing and do good, being that they have a fair chance to. “People are... nudge-able. Their choices, even in life’s most important decisions, are influenced in ways that would not be anticipated in a standard economic framework” (Thaler & Sunstein, p. 87). In addition to the knowledgable employees of a philanthropic company, with the right information consumers can be influenced to act out in “doing good” by aspiring to emulate what a company stands for: everybody wins. Se are a consumer society, which can be contributed to our incredibly wasteful habits. We should wake up, and adopt the concept “Buy less; buy better. Make Make fewer styles; design better” (Chouinard p. 90). Yvon Chouinard thinks like a small businessman, but for infact a large company. He doesn’t expect to grow to the size of the large corporation, like  the sports company Nike, if he is to make the world’s best outdoor clothing and gear. He believes to focus on intrensic hapieness both personally and for his company, and if that is met, then work will be reflected with more energy, dedication, and pride. Work has to be enjoyable on a daily basis: Creativity and energy is essentioal. The philosophy of Pategonia is a blur of work, family, and play- employees are encoraged to fulfill the need to surf the waves when they are good, ski the freshly dropped powder when snow has fallen and is fresh, and to even stay home if your child is sick. We see that play and fun is adopted into the company’s philosophy, to encourage the company employees to do the right thing and work their hardest. As a company, this appeals to the public consumer as well. We support fair and healthy labor laws, and are facinated by companies who bend over backwards to treat their employees well. In addition to making their mark on the “corporate world” the company has noted on saving 12 tons of material from winding up in a ladfill, saving $150,00 in packaging, and boosted sales by 25 percent largely because product wasn’t hidden in a wrapper- people could feel the material and appreciate it’s quality. The reason Chouinard and his company are able to be flexible and adjust to do things like this, is becuase there are no shareholders orchestrating the moves of the company for the sole reason of making a dollar.
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