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Introduction:          
From corporate social 
resonsibility to 
responsible lobbying 

According to UN Global Compact 

Executive Director Georg Kell, 

―Lobbying on behalf of the private sector, openly or surreptitiously, may arguably be the second-

oldest profession on the planet.‖ To many observers of the political process, lobbying has 

become a dirty word akin to the planet’s oldest profession. The term itself emerged toward the 

end of the 19th century, as businesses approached and sought favors from President Ulysses 

S. Grant in the lobby of the Willard Hotel in Washington, DC. 

While business has long maintained considerable interest in, access to, and influence over 

public policymaking, corporate lobbying has undergone a quantum leap in recent decades. 

Beginning in the 1970s, in response to a wave of increased government action and citizen 

activism, companies went on the offensive. The number of registered lobbyists and Political 

Action Committees (PACs) has increased dramatically over the past two decades.  Washington, 

DC had over 17,000 registered lobbyists in 2007, and lobbying expenditures doubled between 

2001 and 2009 to reach an all-time high of $3.49 billion. 

Corporate political activity often involves advocating policy stances, for example on tax breaks 

or industry deregulation, that advance the private interests of the company or industry in 

question at the real or perceived expense of the public interest. In this sense, the content and 

conduct of business lobbying—coupled with its sheer volume—threaten to undermine certain 

deeply held democratic principles. But as much as business influence in some realms of politics 

is highly questionable (e.g., electoral campaigns), corporations are major political actors with 

some legitimate place in the policy arena - even as societies actively debate what that place is. 

The key is therefore to ensure that their influence is transparent, accountable, and, above all, 

responsible. The concept of ―responsible lobbying‖ must go from being a perceived oxymoron to 

a standard business practice. 

In the 1990s, under increasing pressure from global civil society, companies created a new 

business function: corporate social responsibility (CSR). The purpose of CSR is to address 

public concerns about a company’s human rights and environmental record by changing 

business operations or supply chain practices to increase corporate undertakings these areas. 

Yet even the largest corporations can accomplish only so much through CSR projects, 

regardless of how sophisticated, cutting edge, or extensive those projects may be.  



Addressing social and environmental challenges at scale requires harmonizing responsible 

business engagement with relevant public policies. Though by no means perfect, public policy 

engagement remains the most efficient way to bring about change at a more systemic level (i.e., 

economy-wide) and in a more sustainable way, by enabling effective states and active citizens. 

In the foreword to the 2005 report ―Towards Responsible Lobbying: Leadership and Public 

Policy‖ by the UN Global Compact (UNGC) and AccountAbility, Simon Zadek notes, ―Political 

lobbying is arguably the most important opportunity for companies to deliver on [CSR] 

commitments because it can reshape how economics and businesses affect people and the 

environment.‖ 

For the past two decades, the two business functions of political advocacy and CSR have 

accelerated side by side but have rarely come together. ―Talking the walk‖ on CSR requires 

alignment and consistency between a company’s sustainability commitments and its political 

endeavors—including its public policy positions, trade association memberships, lobbying 

activities, and political contributions. Companies that integrate high social and environmental 

standards into their operations can systemically embed these improvements more broadly 

through responsible public policy engagement. 

On the other hand, any misalignment or inconsistency of action poses a significant brand risk for 

firms as investors, consumers, employees, and other stakeholders take notice. A 2007 survey of 

investors found that two-thirds of them actively considered the public actions of companies 

when making investment decisions. They see alignment between political advocacy and 

corporate social responsibility as an indicator of good management.  

The 2005 UNGC/AccountAbility report offers a useful two-pronged definition of responsible 

lobbying:
1
 

Being consistent with an organization’s stated policies, commitments to stakeholders, and 

core strategy and actions; and 

Advancing the implementation of universal principles and values (such as those embodied 

in the UN Global Compact) in business practice. 

The practice of responsible lobbying has evolved and taken root in recent years, reflecting 

changes in political realities as well as business practices.  But it still has a very long way to go.  

For example, during the 2006 and 2008 elections some actors in the business community 

aligned their policy agendas with socially responsible positions of key elected officials.  Broad-

minded business coalitions emerged in favor of comprehensive climate/energy legislation as 

outlined in the case study below.   In the health arena, corporations including Intel, Wal-Mart, 

and AT&T supported comprehensive health care reform via Better Health Care Together.  Such 

coalitions set forth a business case for congressional action. Yet most of the major U.S. trade 

associations and business organizations—whose corporate membership in some cases 

                                                      

1   Also in 2005, World Wildlife Fund and SustainAbility produced a report titled ―Influencing Power: Reviewing the Conduct and Content of Corporate 

Lobbying‖ to examine the lobbying practices of 100 of the world’s largest companies and the extent to which these companies’ lobbying practices 

align with the firms’ CSR commitments. Although the report found an increase in transparency around corporate political activity, it also observed 

―inconsistent approaches to corporate lobbying—saying different things to different people via different parties.‖ 



overlapped with members of these new coalitions—aggressively opposed the progressive goals 

of these new groups.  

Since 2010, a new state of play has emerged—a tale of two business communities.  On the one 

hand are traditional business voices defending the status quo. On the other are progressive 

business voices calling for policy reforms that advance social and environmental sustainability 

and the long-term bottom line. 

Case study: Climate change policy 

Business engagement in climate change policy is a useful case study on the dynamics of 

corporate responsibility in the political arena. As a number of leading U.S.-based companies 

shifted toward a reduced carbon footprint in their operations, supply chains, and product and 

service lines, they became convinced of the need for government action to put a price on 

carbon. By aligning their sustainability initiatives with their public policy engagement, they broke 

with the status quo to become progressive corporate voices in the climate and energy policy 

debate.  

In the US and around the globe, these businesses formed diverse and innovative lobbying 

alliances—in some cases alongside NGOs—to press the business case for ambitious climate 

action before government officials. Yet a number of strong and well-funded traditional business 

voices opposed this action.  In order to counter and overcome this strong opposition, and 

ensure that socially responsible policies are adopted, many more corporations and their 

powerful trade associations must join the effort to advance climate legislation. 

In the United States, two major business coalitions (in addition to other coalitions of renewable 

energy companies) have been instrumental in making the business case for climate change 

policy. The US Climate Action Partnership (USCAP) was launched in January 2007 with a 

founding membership of 26 major companies, including General Electric, Duke Energy, DuPont, 

and Ford, and six major environmental organizations. The coalition released a detailed policy 

report in January 2009, which served as a blueprint for comprehensive climate and energy 

legislation—the Waxman-Markey bill—which the US House of Representatives narrowly passed 

in June 2009. While this bill had significant shortcomings, its passage by the House still 

represented an important step forward in the efforts of the world’s largest economy to mitigate 

catastrophic climate change. 

Business for Innovative Climate & Energy Policy (BICEP), the second major business coalition, 

got underway just after the election of President Obama in November 2008.  It is a coalition of 

18 leading consumer-facing companies including Nike, Starbucks, Levi Strauss, Target, and 

eBay.  BICEP advocates for stronger and more climate-friendly policies.  Member companies – 

all of which have made clean energy and energy efficiency investments internally - promote 

policy reforms that put the US and global economies on a low-carbon path in line with scientific 

evidence.  While BICEP membership does not draw from high-emitting sectors, its companies 

do have what Nike calls ―skin in the game‖ because of the risks climate change poses to their 

global supply chains (coffee, cotton, apparel, etc.) rooted in vulnerable communities in 

developing countries. The coalition—together with other major companies such as Swiss Re, 



investors including Calvert Investments, and NGOs including Oxfam—has been a consistent 

voice calling for robust investments in domestic and international adaptation to climate change. 

In addition to aligning CSR efforts and policy positions, companies must be consistent with their 

memberships in business organizations.  In the area of climate policy, the Chamber actively 

opposed the Waxman-Markey bill and has historically has been a strong opponent of 

government efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  Several companies could not 

reconcile their membership in progressive business coalitions with their membership in the US 

Chamber of Commerce.  As a result, in the fall of 2009, some members of USCAP and 

BICEP—including Exelon (the largest US nuclear utility), PG&E (California’s largest electricity 

utility), and Nike—were among a handful of major companies that withdrew from Chamber or its 

board. Investors, NGOs, and thought leaders in the media saluted these moves as a step 

toward coherent and sound governance. 

More recent developments point to the dynamic and evolving nature of business engagement in 

the climate policy arena.  BP, ConocoPhillips and Caterpillar all pulled out of USCAP in 

February 2010.  This was due to both the challenge of holding diverse coalition together and 

also to BP’s wavering commitment to environmental sustainability and stewardship. Soon 

thereafter, Target and Best Buy—the second-largest US general retailer and the largest US 

electronics retailer, respectively—joined BICEP.  

Recommendations for companies 

Companies must show that the social and environmental sustainability commitments they 

uphold in their headquarters are consistent with their political positions and activities in 

Washington, DC. Companies must pursue greater alignment between these realms—to break 

with business as usual and be responsible corporate citizens.  

―Talking the walk‖ on CSR means that companies establish a framework for responsible 

lobbying.  Such a framework should include the following guiding principles:2 

Consistency with business strategy and universal principles 

Alignment: Are our lobbying positions in line with our strategy, actions, universal principles, and 

values? 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines—the world’s most widely used sustainability-

reporting framework—include indicators highlighting alignment between public policy positions 

and sustainability policies and objectives, as well as transparency of lobbying activities and 

political contributions. 

Materiality: Are we lobbying on the important issues that affect our organization and our 

stakeholders? 

 

                                                      
2  Drawn from the 2005 AccountAbility/UNGC report ―Towards Responsible Lobbying: Leadership and Public Policy‖ and reinforced at the UNGC’s US 

Network 2009 symposium in Washington, DC, titled ―Integrating CSR into Public Policy Initiatives.‖ 



Transparency and responsiveness to stakeholders 

Reporting: Are we transparent about our lobbying positions and practices? 

A US-based coalition of investors and public interest NGOs, including the Center for Political 

Accountability, has been instrumental in prompting half of the S&P 100 companies to disclose 

their political spending. The January 2010 Supreme Court decision Citizens United v. Federal 

Election Commission that allows companies to fund electoral campaigns directly, as well as 

inconsistencies in business coalition memberships (e.g., US Chamber of Commerce, USCAP, 

BICEP) have added urgency to the effort to increase the transparency of corporate political and 

lobbying activity. 

Stakeholder engagement: Are we open and responsive to stakeholders in developing and 

debating our lobbying positions? 

USCAP and BICEP are powerful examples of policy advocacy partnerships with civil society. 

Companies and their NGO partners can collectively promote public policies that advance global 

social and environmental sustainability, reduce poverty, and strengthen livelihoods—especially 

for women who anchor the development process.  

Effectiveness in translating policies into practice 

People: Do we know who is lobbying on our behalf and where our spheres of influence are?  

Processes: Are management systems and guidelines in place to ensure that what we do in 

practice is effective and in line with strategy and policies? 

Companies should align their internal governance structures to ensure consistency between 

public policy engagement and CSR commitments.  

Conclusion: Responsible lobbying for sustainable 
development 

Making the business case for pro-poor policies is an ethical approach, but business support for 

such policies is also crucial to their long-term political viability.  Furthermore, forward-looking 

businesses recognize that pro-poor development policies are good for their business model.  

Such policies increase the stability, resilience, and long-term viability of global supply chains  - 

i.e. the poor as producers.  These policies also create or expand markets for goods and 

services in the developing world - i.e. the poor as consumers.  

In the late 1940s, CEOs from Coca-Cola, Kodak, and other large, well known US companies 

engineered a major public awareness campaign to help President Truman ―sell‖ the Marshall 

Plan.  They recognized that rebuilding the economies of US trading partners in Europe and 

eliminating trade barriers served their long-term bottom line as well as the common good.  

Global brands of the 21st century have a similar compelling business interest to reduce poverty, 

boost incomes and living standards, and foster economic growth in the developing world. As 

their sales strategies increasingly target the expanding markets of the developing world, 

companies have a long-term business imperative to lobby for pro-poor development policies. 



Such policies, that support effective states and active citizens, will create an enabling 

environment for business activity, wealth creation, investment, trade, and equitable economic 

growth in developing economies.  As a result, large portions of their populations will move from 

the base of the pyramid into the global middle class (albeit one based on sustainable 

consumption).  This will pay off in the long run for all. 

 

 

 

 

 

Forty percent of the people on our planet—more than 2.5 billion—now live in poverty, struggling 

to survive on less than $2 a day. Oxfam America is an international relief and development 

organization working to change that. Together with individuals and local groups in more than 90 

countries, Oxfam saves lives, helps people overcome poverty, and fights for social justice.  

To join our efforts or learn more, go to oxfamamerica.org. 

Headquarters 

226 Causeway Street, 5th Floor 

Boston, MA 02114-2206 

(800) 77-OXFAM 

 

 

 

Policy & advocacy office 

1100 15th Street, NW, Suite 600 

Washington, DC 20005 

(202) 496-1180 

 

oxfamamerica.org  

© 2011 Oxfam America Inc. All Rights Reserved. Oxfam America is a registered trademark of  

Oxfam America Inc., and the Oxfam logo is a registered trademark of Stichting Oxfam International. 

http://www.oxfamamerica.org/
http://www.oxfamamerica.org/

