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Corporate Social Responsibility in the Public Sector
Although an evolving concept that is yet to establish a universally recognised definition, the philosophy of corporate and social responsibility (CSR) in the modern era of large enterprise is regarded by many as an integral element to all institutions whether they be public or private that wish to operate in a manner which achieves social, environmental and ethical accountability (Malecki 2018). However, despite the difficulties in establishing a universal consensus on its meaning, due to its subjective interpretation, various academics have stipulated their own definition of CSR. According to Dhanesh (2012, p.4) an early definition in 1979 of by Professor Archie Carroll was;
“The social responsibility of business encompasses the economic, legal, ethical and discretionary expectations that society has of organisations at a given point in time.”

The topic of social and corporate responsibility within public sector services in the United Kingdom has long been a subject of debate in British political affairs. However, since the financial crash of 2008, debate on how best to implement and maintain a sustainable operating strategy for the nations core emergency services has stemed intense public and political clashing especially in light of the government’s current economic austerity policies (Hopkins 2012). The root behind such passionate deliberation over the future shaping and sustainability of public sector services and the identity they create lies in the fact that today’s British society, pivots heavily upon these public bodies. The very nature of these services reflects many principles of social responsibility and transparency despite all having different complexity and varieties of functions in providing key service to the community. Thus, the value and often high appraise the public place in them (Rasche and Moon 2012). In recent years, major public bodies in the UK have implemented official, annual CSR strategies to maintain standards of transparency and scrutiny and to formally hold themselves accountable in order assure the public on the quality of organisational management. 
The National Health Service, Prison, Fire and Ambulance services have all begun to implement their own unique strategies in accordance to the services they deliver. The Police in the UK are no exception to this, with all forty three territorial police forces in England and Wales each having their own tailored CSR strategies in accordance to aspects such as geographic area, civilian population, environmental concerns and crime volume (Ortenblad 2016). Private sector services were also substantially affected by the economic hardship of the last decade however unlike public sector services, are not supported by public revenue, thus depending almost entirely on profit orientated revenue for survival (Chaston 2011). 
As such, the distinct differences in the framework and nature of both entities has prompted heated dispute as to the applicability of CSR within private organisations, with globally renowned academics such as Milton Friedman who campaigned heavily against its application within private enterprise (Chaston 2011). Despite these difficulties however, there are many large private corporations operating in the UK that have endeavoured to maintain sustainable business and tried to build a society in which a proper balance is created between economic, social and environmental goals, commonly referred to as the triple bottom line (Fleming and Jones 2012). The John Lewis partnership is amongst those corporations who have shown unwavering devotion to transparency and sustainability with downward accountability at the forefront of their work (Eweje & Bathurst 2017). 
With its first store opening in London in 1864, the John Lewis Partnership is now a chain of employee owned high end department stores employing over eighty thousand staff across the UK, Northern Ireland and Australia. The partnership also owns Waitrose supermarket chain which itself has over three hundred branches in England and Wales, employing an additional sixty thousand staff. The partnership is a member of the Corporate Leaders’ Group on Climate Change, a group of nineteen business leaders determined to combat greenhouse gas emissions, with carbon dioxide (CO2) production being its principle focus due to it being the primary environmental polluter globally (Yudelson 2017).  
Despite this, Hennigfeld and Toolhurst (2016) argue that CSR is nothing more than a smoke screen, a corporate ploy of sorts that aims only in disguising the immoralities of modern day capitalism, implemented by companies that wish proclaim to adhere to CSR but have no genuine concerns associated with its principles. Furthermore, many exploit its model as a public relation tool and when their reputations becomes shattered by scandal, the now globalised economy facilitates corporations in moving from boundary to boundary by simply changing their corporate identity, thus starting afresh. Sullivan (2017 p.187) shares accord with Hennigfled and Toolhurst, and highlights the most famous dictum of American writer, Groucho Marx who said in 1970;
“Integrity and honesty are the foundations of success, if you can fake those, you’ve got it made.”
Sir Charlie Mayfield however, the Chairman of John Lewis partnership acknowledge the scepticism surrounding the misuse and unethical exploitation of the CSR module within corporations, believing that, unlike John Lewis, many pretend to adopt its principles as a red herring of sorts to mask their entirely profit oriented agendas and manage their reputation whilst doing so (John Lewis 2018). Cunningham and Roberts (2016) supports Sir Mayfield’s views by arguing that the John Lewis partnership is unusual in its ability to substantiate its long-term commitment to CSR activities and that they can provide real, tangible evidence of their work. Furthermore, the partnership demonstrates a ‘top to toe’ organisational commitment to social responsibility where they have proven their understanding of the altruism code through their various initiatives which include tackling their emission production, increasing their plastic recycling and funding education projects in their local communities. Since 2003, Waitrose has spent over forty million pounds on new and improved eco-friendly refrigeration technology in order to tackle their emissions production. (Cunningham and Roberts 2016).

According to John Lewis (2018), the partnership by the end of 2018 exceeded its target of reducing its energy consumption by twenty percent based on a 2010 baseline, two years ahead of schedule, a claim verified by an independent limited assurance report provided by external audit firm KPMG. According to Sherman (2012) external verification, for those entities that wish to portray themselves as genuine practitioners of CSR, is fundamental in the validation and auditing of published information. The process crucially avoids deviations that may go unnoticed due to the bias and by seeks to ensure that no data is lost in the flow of information. Although total reliability can never be accomplished, external verification provides the most credible degree of reliability to the data provided in a report. 
Zadek (2012) shares accord with Sherman, arguing that the absence of external investigation in CSR reports runs the risk of being viewed by key stakeholders as a self-promotional document, thus jeopardizing its worth as a tool for improving public trust and confidence.  On the other hand, Demir and Sethi (2017) argue that there does not appear to be a commonly agreed assurance framework on external CSR evaluation. There is considerable variation in the implementation of assurance services and subsequent quality of the assurance reports. Goodman and Hirsch (2015) call for measures toward standardisation of the assurance scope of coverage, and the quality and independence of assurance providers. 
As such, Demir and Sethi (2017) emphasise that the failures in establishing a mutual consensus on the methodology of assessing a company’s sustainability reports makes any constructive assessment and comparison between other major food retailers impossible to achieve. Thosrup (2014) however underlines that the publication of CSR reports are in fact produced on a voluntary basis and that organisation are under no obligation or legal mandate of any kind to provide oversight into the sustainability and ethicality of their corporate operations, thus a degree of credit should be given to those who do endeavour to do so. However, Bhat (2017) argues that although the claims made in John Lewis’s 2014-17 annual reports has been verified by external auditors, the degree and thoroughness in which this has been done is only detailed in the small print of their online assurance statement. 
KPMG state that the work they performed on behalf of the John Lewis Partnership was a ‘limited assurance engagement’ and not a ‘reasonable assurance engagement.’ According to Warren (2018), the level of assurance gathered in a limited assurance engagement is substantially lower and simply indicates that, from the assessors’ review, no evidence can be found to indicate that the report published by a company is dishonest. Furthermore, the ‘limited assurance’ engagement gathering procedures that KPMG used to audit the John Lewis Report, although perfectly legal and above board, would have been significantly reduced when compared to that of a in depth and systematic audit provided by its more thorough alternative, that being reasonable assurance (Warren 2018). 
Reasonable assurance audits performs further evidence gathering procedures which dynamically assess risks and comprehensively evaluates all evidence gathered. Although it cannot provide absolute assurance, it is the highest level of assurance that can be obtained (Warren 2018). Furthermore, KPMG stipulate that their scope of audit did not address all information with the 2018 John Lewis Corporate Responsibility Report and only reviewed selected data marked with a ‘*’ within the report. No review was made by any external auditor in relation to the progress claims made by Joh Lewis in relation to farming and foods, reuse and repurpose or their modern slavery objectives (John Lewis 2018).
Despite Sir Mayfield’s praise of the company, (Harrison) 2018 highlights John Lewis’s inadequate raw material policies for areas such as leather, feather and down where the partnerships own published 2016 Corporate Social Responsibility Report stipulates their goal to receive one hundred percent of their raw materials from certified responsible sources by year 2020/21. Despite this target however, the partnership failed outright in providing any figures or accompanying comments at all of their progress in this area a year later in their updated 2017 CSR chart report, although paid detailed appraisal of their target success in other fields, consequently bringing into question the partnerships claims of transparency (Harrison 2018). 

Furthermore, Harrison (2018) argues that the partnership has no clear toxics policies at all in areas specifically such as clothing and electronics. This is especially concerning as hazardous chemicals such as PVC, BFR and phthalates are all used within John Lewis products which have a significant negative environmental impact when released after disposal. Despite this, no targets dates for ending its use have been stipulated by the Partnership and the companies’ lack of transparency in relation to plastic packaging is also poor. Laville and Taylor (2018) support this claim and argue that according to European Union Environmental Directive, chains such as John Lewis are required to declare the volume of plastic they place on the market annually. However, in January 2018 the company refused a request by the Guardian Newspaper for data in relation to this subject, replying that such information was ‘commercially sensitive’ (Laville 2018).  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Brown (2007) insists that corporate entities that wish to reduce their disposal and insurance costs in line with their environmental liabilities should endeavour to improve their toxics policy. Furthermore, businesses that actively seek to reduce their toxic footprint will likely in turn better their corporate image through the eyes of consumers, undoubtedly benefiting them financially in the long term. Regardless of the endeavours that entities such as John Lewis pursue to fulfil their acclaimed moral, ethical and legal obligations to society in an effort to portray themselves as ‘good corporate citizens,’ this vision conflicts with Milton Friedman’s Shareholder Theory. According to Brown (2007) Friedman hypothesised that a business has only one responsibility, which is to maximise profit for its stockholders as long that it adheres to law, thus disagreeing with philanthropic projects that have little or no connection to the company’s work. Friedman hypothesised went even further stipulating that companies which concerned themselves with the community rather than profits, led to totalitarianism. According to Goodman and Hirsch (2010, p.133);
“There is one and only one social responsibility of business – to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rule of the game.” 

Reich (2016) disagrees with Friedman’s theory believing that such a single, amorally minded approach to corporate management that only accommodates its legal obligations, fails to accommodate the interests of its stakeholders, employees, customers and the wider community which will be the future components of successful modern-day enterprise. Horrigan (2010) argues however that although Friedman’s proposal seems counterintuitive at first glance, a single-minded profit orientated approach accompanied with a suitable framework of tailored legislation would be a more plausible means of generating social good than exhortations that corporations be socially responsible. 
Thus, Horrigan (2010) argued that if businesses do have other social responsibilities other than profit maximization alone, the most suitable forum for such determinations is the political and governmental sphere whereby the merits of any such policies can be discussed and voted upon according to any relevant legislation or existing precedent. Ebenstein (2012) shares accord with Horrigan, stipulating that it is not reliable nor efficient to simply impose ill-defined sets of moral or ethical obligations that are inherently subject to arbitrary interpretations by corporate managers, and that the only way to properly manage externalities is by legislative authority. 
Despite this, Sir Charlie Mayfield stipulates that CSR has, and will continue to be a factor of pivotal importance to the daily operations of the John Lewis Partnership in their aspiration to continue to improve their business sustainability and maintain accountability to all their stakeholders (John Lewis 2018). As already outlined, there is no clear distinction in CSR practices between different organisational types, including that of public sector services therefore any attempt in determining a generalised consensus on its definition has to date, proven elusive (Idowu and Schmidpeter 2015). Furthermore, the discrepancies and lack of consensus on the external framework and audit verification standards of corporations in their CSR reports currently makes it arduous at best to comprehensively and constructively compare individual procedures and practices of food retailers. Thus, a pressing issue which merits prompt discussion and reflection. 
What is clearer however, is that the field of CSR is at a point of significant emergence in western culture with ever growing public demand for corporations to operate and conduct their business in an ethical and moral fashion, acting in the interests of all possible stakeholders. Furthermore, with the ever-growing impact of globalisation creating an increasingly competitive global market, the framework of CSR has already begun to surface in various nations outside of the western world which have otherwise before been less eager to its implementation, especially when considering aspects such as environmentalism and liberalism (Ferrary 2015). 
Brown (2012) argues that although CSR is driven by building reputations and relationships to improve its collective overall identity to consumers, those entities that adopt its principles not only succeed in improving the way they look but can also achieve dramatic, material result in terms of achieving real financial growth. Brown (2012) does however stress that above all, it is of crucial importance to remember that CSR should not deflect business from its primary economic goal, as without a profitable business, CSR activity, which would otherwise seek to improve social and environmental change could never take place. Jeremy (2017) concludes that the role of CSR in tomorrow’s competitive business world and the discussion as to whether its core principles are adopted either conceptually or in working practice by businesses, is a matter that can only be determined by time itself. 
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