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Book Review

At this critical juncture in the history of the corporation, a new book
reflecting on the turbulent relationship of business with society over
the past century has hit the shelves. The author William C. Frederick is one
of the preeminent and most prolific scholars of the business-and-society
field. Corporation, Be Good! The Story of Corporate Social Responsibility
could not have come out at a better time. Business currently faces numer-
ous new social and environmental challenges brought on by dynamic
changes in the global economy. The social responsibility of business
appears today to be highly salient to the public because of the recent out-
break of corporate scandals led by Enron, WorldCom, Tyco, Adelphia, and
Parmalat, among others. Frederick illustrates in this book that a corporate
social responsibility (CSR) mindset was present for some six decades. With
this reality in mind, he tells the reader that story—the more than half-
century-long saga of CSR.

It is not insignificant that the author of this book is William Frederick.
He was one of the founders of the business-and-society field and a recipi-
ent of the Sumner Marcus Award in the Social Issues in Management
Division at the Academy of Management. He has observed and interpreted
the emergence and development of CSR throughout his academic career.
There are few scholars who could adequately write a prospectus of the CSR
concept framed as a retrospective evaluation of the past six decades. This
book is an ensemble of classic pieces from Frederick’s career with fresh
interpretations and new chapters interwoven to create a concise chronicle of
CSR and business ethics from their grassroots to their modern image.
Throughout the book, Frederick offers his vision for the future of CSR and
an agenda for both academics and practitioners on the road ahead.

Frederick is a master storyteller who takes readers on a journey from ini-
tial corporate outcries for increased attention to societal issues to the edge
of the cliff where only open skies of opportunity are visible to potential
forward-thinking ethicists. Inviting readers to sit back and take the quest
with him, the author asks much from his fellow travelers. To know where
corporate responsibility should go in the new millennium, it is important to
know from where one has come. So although the book is a comprehensive
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eyewitness account of CSR’s history, it is laced with calls for a new way of
thinking. He asks readers first to shed their preconceptions of what business
responsibility entails and how it has been framed by business, the public,
governments, politicians, and academics. He then asks readers to create and
accept new paradigms for advancing work in the field and improving ethics
education so that business social performance adapts to the unique chal-
lenges of the future.

The book is structured as a series of snapshot glimpses of critical time
periods in the field’s history. This time-capsule approach provides a rea-
sonable format for organizing the book by the phases of the development of
the concept. This approach makes the book accessible to academics and
practitioners—it is clear in the book that the author is speaking to both
groups. The book is organized chronologically, starting in the 1950s—the
inception of the idea of the social responsibility of business—to the present
day. In each of the eras presented, Frederick keeps looking at the horizon,
a proper location for the end of the book. The remainder of this review will
examine each of the five main sections separately.

The first era in the development of corporate social responsibility is
what Frederick calls Part I, “Emergence and Struggle” (1950 to 1983). Here
the journey begins with the first inklings that business may have an addi-
tional responsibility to society other than to earn a profit. But right from the
beginning, Frederick shows his cards that he is not antibusiness.
Corporation, Be Good! is not a book highlighting the social ills of business,
nor does the book ever take an admonishing tone. Rather, the book
describes how business accepted the CSR idea and adapted to new ways of
conduct in a rapidly changing global environment. The author correctly
points out how the initial call for greater corporate responsibility to society
came from within the business sector after World War II. Standard Oil
chairperson Frank W. Abrams wrote a classic piece about the new functions
of the executive in 1951, which included a social component. Before the
war, when Chester 1. Barnard (1938) outlined his functions of the executive,
that book was absent such a direct call. To his credit, Abrams urged execu-
tives to alter their way of thinking about their role in society. Of course, this
call met with much resistance too, as Frederick chronicles very thoroughly.
Nevertheless, the opposition to the social responsibility concept was not
strong enough to harness and mitigate the new way of thinking.

During this first era, Frederick documents how the CSR doctrine devel-
oped and grew as a concept through the trials and tribulations of the vari-
ous social movements that took place during the middle part of the 20th
century. The social upheavals from race and gender movements to con-
sumer and environmental causes played no small part in the identity and
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meaning of CSR. These influences are appropriately outlined in this section
of the book prior to the author explaining the effects on the actual phases
of CSR. Periodically, Frederick traces the public approval rating of business
at key years in the evolution of the concept. As the years tick by from
chapter to chapter, readers cannot help but notice that the social approval
rating of business plummeted from an estimated 66% in the 1950s to a hor-
rifying low of 15% before the start of the Reagan administration.

Conceptually, the author traces the transformation of corporate social
responsibility—CSR(1)—into corporate social responsiveness—CSR(2)—
categories that Frederick himself developed. Thus, the descriptions of the
various public outcries in the 1960s and 1970s, and the associated response
of government in imposing additional regulations on the negative harms
caused by business operations, are instrumental in Frederick’s laying out
the rationale for the idea that business should work to promote social bet-
terment. He revisits the debate that took place at the time as to what corpo-
rate social responsibility actually entails. Then, he describes how the
“what” turned into a debate as to “how” business was to deliver a socially
responsible agenda, giving rise to the idea of corporate social responsive-
ness. Significant to Fredericks’s main point in this first part is the argument
that to engage in a debate about how to manage these socially responsible
goals, business must already have accepted the fact that philosophically, a
social responsibility exists.

The book provides a bounty of examples of businesses responding to the
needs of various constituencies within society. During the first part, these
examples really solidify the notion that socially responsible thinking is
instilled in the institutions of business and government. Moreover, it is
unavoidable given that the public expects its needs to be addressed. By the
end of the “emergence” phase (the 1980s) Frederick shows readers that there
was no turning back. There is a very smooth transition out of Part I as
Frederick indicates where he is going with these lessons. He posits that social
responsibility is naturally a part of the business order and that economizing
values are engrained in the minds of business managers. Instead of the com-
mand-and-control reactive approach to societal problems, business should
embrace this natural order and work in conjunction with these values.

Part II, “Values and Corporate Culture” (1985 to 1991), builds on the
foundation laid out in Part I to argue that naturally formed values are the
key to understanding how CSR can be nurtured. This argument is a major
advance and theoretical shift for the business-and-society field. The argu-
ment is that ethics and social responsibility are inextricably tied to a cultural
context. Promoting moral behavior in business requires an understanding
of the values that underlie managers’ way of thinking and form the basis of
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business existence. Documenting research from 1985 to the end of the mil-
lennium, Frederick addresses how values provide insights into human
behavior. More importantly, he takes the position that because values are
deeply embedded into the human psyche, it is unavoidable that any discus-
sion about CSR would take on a normative tone. Methodically, he explains
how the CSR paradigm began to mature into a research agenda centered on
personal and cultural values. He argues that naturally formed individual and
cultural values influence behavior at all levels of analysis. What is so
important about this new development in CSR research is that with values
research and an acceptance that social responsibility is rooted in social
norms, CSR expanded from a broad concept with multiple meanings to an
area of social science inquiry.

In this section, new streams of research are presented that when viewed
alongside CSR-specific work, demonstrate how the field started to grow
and coalesce. Values research informed work in moral reasoning, ethical
work climates, and corporate controls. The reader is reminded that
Frederick continues to speak to a variety of audiences. As he moves from
his discussion about corporate governance to global business concerns, he
steps back and reflects on the normative sources of corporate and govern-
mental guidelines. He posits that values can serve as the common thread by
which all international guidelines can be bound. The moral minimum of
shared “human” experiences manifested in commonly held values, should
be the source for global business dealings.

Building on this idea that values are naturally derived, Part III, “Nature
and Corporate Morality” (2000 to 2005) takes the reader into the 21st
century. With business approval ratings still hovering in the 20% range in
part because of the breadth of corporate scandals and corruption, Frederick
begins to show how research in the field incorporates natural science
processes and theories for the understanding of behavior. Frederick asks his
audience to once again broaden their perspective and think of business in a
new light. Business, presented here, does not exist in a vacuum but rather
rests comfortably within the natural environment, governed by natural laws
from physics, neuroscience, and evolutionary biology. If the reader is able
to accept the fact that the natural values that dictate organizations originate
in the biological and physical sciences, then the challenges facing business
become more clear, yet no less daunting. The premise in this section is that
businesses are self-organizing entities designed to economize and to sustain
themselves in the midst of a constantly changing physical and cultural envi-
ronment. Thus, to survive a nonstable environment, business organizations
and the individuals who exist within them use universally held, naturalistic
values that enable mutually beneficial, reciprocal arrangements to form. In
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the presence of unavoidable disorder, organisms organize into self-contained,
closed-process entities to economize, ecologize, and survive. Despite the
existence of these natural values, Frederick acknowledges that at multiple
levels of analysis, firms are also faced with power-aggrandizing values—
still naturally held—that disrupt the sustaining behaviors that can lead to
socially responsible outcomes.

It is not difficult to see how the power-aggrandizing values that the author
describes in this part could be partially responsible for the scandals and
corruption of the late 20th century. Frederick deals with this directly by
describing how decision making at the managerial level is influenced by evo-
lutionary neural circuits in the brain. Unethical behavior could be the result
of value tensions that shape business processes and managerial decisions (i.e.,
power-aggrandizing values conflicting with economizing values).

Still, amidst the chaos, complex systems emerge capable of self-organi-
zation. He offers a new model of the firm, different both from the manage-
rial capitalist view of the purpose of the company and also from the
stakeholder view of the firm. Frederick’s evolutionary firm is formed by
natural selection and contains five core functions: motivator, innovator,
organizer, enabler, and moralizer. These five functions are driven by natural
processes, such as thermodynamics, ecosystem dynamics, and neural net-
works. His main point here is that these natural forces often work in con-
cert but also contradict each other, which creates conditions that may lead
to ethical dilemmas in the evolutionary firm. So although moral values are
a human cognitive invention, they are a product of natural processes, as are
the values that generated them. Through a series of propositions, Frederick
suggests relationships within his new model of the firm that are designed to
explain how corporate corruption emerges.

Frederick ends Part III by questioning whether Frank Abrams’ vision for
socially responsible business can be protected by lessons taught in business
schools. Ironically, for as far as the field has progressed in terms of an
understanding of human behavior and the acknowledgement of the impor-
tance of socially responsible outcomes for current generations and beyond,
it is alarming that business schools still must struggle to incorporate busi-
ness ethics education into their curriculum. Part IV, “Teaching Corporate
Social Responsibility” (1961 to 2005), takes a step or two back in the his-
torical development of the field to examine the saga of CSR’s place in the
business curriculum. Revisiting the early 1960s, Frederick starts by remind-
ing readers of the skepticism that CSR scholars had to overcome to get their
courses into the business curriculum. He recalls Clarence C. Walton’s quest
for requiring a textbook that expands on commonly held beliefs at the time
that business was dominated by rational self-interest from the neoclassical
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school of economics. From there, the battle was all uphill. It may be hard
for young academics getting started in their business ethics education to
imagine a time when CSR was not an acceptable field of study. What may
be even more difficult to believe for modern-day readers is the fact the
debate continues.

From the very beginning, business minds saw the need for managers to
form an awareness of social issues and the development of skills for resolv-
ing these challenges. These skill sets are developed through business ethics
education and training programs, which—despite all the progress through
the various phases of CSR described in Part I—has remained a critical
ingredient for the future of social responsibility. Ironically, those initial
calls from early business school professors and pioneering businesspeople
for a widening perspective and dialogue about social issues have not
ceased. Frederick frames this entire section as a plea for a revised program
of study for business schools—one that includes a nonbiased view of the
natural forces operating on individuals and organizations. According to
the author, this approach must go beyond simply revising the curriculum
but should also involve a new generation of instructors with fresh ideas that
allow for the synthesis of values, culture, and nature in a discussion about
the business model for the new millennium. No more debates about whether
CSR and ethics can be taught or have a place in business schools. It is time
to move beyond that archaic notion.

Finally, this book’s last section, “Horizon and Hope” centers on the
future. Frederick makes a passionate plea for research that pushes the field
into a new paradigm. The author strongly believes that on the horizon of
CSR-based research lies an inspired new line of questioning that takes into
account the natural sciences and religion. In a call for a Kuhnian-style par-
adigmatic shift, Frederick hopes the field can shed the assumptions that
have gotten the field to this point and create a new perspective of business’s
place in the world. For Frederick, this new perspective involves a partial
rejection of philosophic notions of justice and rights theories, which are
designed to be resilient and applicable across all contexts. Instead of being
concerned with balancing stakeholders’ rights from a strict social science
perspective, new models should seek meaning and normative solutions to
ethical challenges through models that integrate various scientific perspec-
tives and a spiritual curiosity for meaning. On this latter point, Frederick
hopes that individuals can wield their propensity to seek meaning through
religion and apply it to a similar quest for new socially responsible initia-
tives. Ironically, this also requires that researchers and practitioners no
longer be trapped by CSR terminology. The phases of CSR inquiry and
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ethics research has been based on a focus on the business—society relationship.
Frederick asks readers to be inquisitive and to seek out a more dynamic
organizational existence. He ends by offering seven research questions to
get the quest under way.

Corporation, Be Good! The Story of Corporate Social Responsibility is
an important scholarly work for moving forward with research in business
ethics and social responsibility. The author’s insight into the potential for
the business-and-society paradigm is a significant contribution to the field.
This reviewer highly recommends the work to a variety of audiences. There
are lessons to be learned for academics and practitioners. Particularly, this
book should be required reading for all master’s-level business students and
doctoral candidates in the social issues field. On one level, it provides a
much needed history lesson of the major developments of business’s rela-
tionship with society and government. It is difficult to know where one is
going if the origins are not well known. On another level, the book offers a
powerful theoretical punch for researchers in the field. Viable agendas
bridging the social and natural sciences are suggested that serve as a bea-
con for scholars and practitioners alike. That is a significant contribution.
What makes the book more important is Frederick’s technique for guiding
the reader through the murky history of a complicated and battered concept.
With this book, the social and corporate history is presented alongside the
evolution of the concept illustrating that the field’s often seemingly dis-
parate streams of research were logical and necessary for the development
of the paradigm. Affectionately, Frederick ponders what Frank Abrams
would think of CSR today. If scholars in the field have the courage to take
on the challenges laid out by Frederick, one wonders what he would think
of the field at the beginning of the next millennium.

Professor Frederick’s dedication to the book is to a list of his doctoral
students. The author of this review, David Wasieleski, is one of those doc-
toral students.

David M. Wasieleski
Duquesne University, Pittsburgh, PA
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