
WHY WE SHOULD CARE ABOUT ESG. 
 

 

“Creating a strong business and building a better world are not conflicting goals – they 
are both essential ingredients for long-term success.” 

William Clay Ford, Jr., Executive Chairman, Ford Motor Company 

 

ESG: What is it, and how does it affect you? 
 

ESG stands for environmental, social, and corporate governance. Corporations have a social 

responsibility (CSR) to protect the welfare of all stakeholders, including you, the consumer. 

Perhaps more definitive, corporations consume and affect natural resources that impact 

communities and the health and well-being of employees and consumers that they serve. CSR is 

the combination of corporate efforts to be socially responsible, and ESG is a way to measure 

those corporate efforts. 

 

Who cares about ESG and CSR?  
 
You should.  Corporate governance plays a strong part on how the world, and people, are 
treated.  So, these interdependent concepts should be monitored. 



It doesn't take a scientist to see and smell smog billowing from big pharmaceutical plants. At 
least if you travel into a metropolitan area, you see it.  
 

We have watched devastating category 4 and 5 hurricanes (which have doubled over the past 35 

years) rip across the U.S. and around the globe, killing people, destroying ecosystems, families 

and small businesses; Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane Sandy pop into mind. And we know 

warmer temperatures bring droughts, cause fires, decrease agricultural yields, and unleash 

infestations of killer bees and disease-carrying insects.  

 
Let's not forget, last year, California alone had over 10,000 wildfires. If you think you aren't 

affected, think again. Every crisis there inflates your prices here. Who do you think pays for 

recovery, mitigation and management when a corporation pollutes and impacts the climate?   

 

Maybe you don't live in California (where water conservation has become a moral, social norm) 

or Flint, Michigan, where thousands are sick because of polluted water. But know that while 

you're concerned about buying quality products at low prices (not knowing if sweatshop workers 

produce those products or if corporations are dumping chemicals into the ocean), 

contaminates are likely in YOUR tap water, as they are in every single state across the nation. 
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Let's look at one coronavirus theory. Was it created in a lab? If so, it's easy to see the impact that 

big corporations have on both a global and domestic scale. Whether Covid-19 was born in a lab 
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or not, we as people (mothers, fathers, citizens, and employees) have the right to clean air, water, 

and land — a right to maintain our health and pass a clean, safe, healthy environment to our 

children. Isn't that the point? Are we not creating families to continue our bloodline? Leaving 

your children greater amounts of money has little to do with the ability to buy them greater 

health.  

 

Suppose money does have everything to do with health. In that case, you may want to set your 

financial goals higher. Your children will need a few million to live a bubble that shelters them 

from the air, water pollution and disease. All of which is multiplying as rigs leak oil, raw sewage 

is dumped, corporations make their own rules, and chemicals find their way into our ozone, 

oxygen, water supply and crop soil. 
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If pollution and its costly byproducts: extreme weather, cancer-causing UV radiation, vector-

borne diseases, increased respiratory conditions, water depletion, contamination and fires, and 

disease-carrying and deadly insect bites aren't vital to you, you're family and children, you can 

stop here.    

 

There is a reason we seek quality products for lower prices; that reason is that money flows to 

the top. CEOs need to be held accountable, or we will continue pay the price with our health and 

the health of our children. There's also a reason that companies can produce and deliver cheaper 

products. That reason is either cheap labor or corporate corner-cutting with waste and other 

environmental protections going to the wayside.   
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Why do corporations care about society? 
 

One word ― reputation. 

 

More importantly, they need to care about society because their stakeholders and employees 

care, it's the right thing to do, and ESG results are measured and available on the internet. Plus, 

as investors become more and more value-conscious, businesses that jeopardize our health and 

safety are on the hook.  

 

According to Hahn-Griffiths, chief reputation officer for Reputation Institute, "There is 

a growing crisis of trust in the world, especially among big companies making record profits… 

Today, companies are more widely scrutinized based on their alignment with social causes, how 

they behave, their enterprise-wide values, and the internal culture they create — they are not 

solely measured on what they make or how they make it."  

 

Corporations compete in the public eye and face scrutiny under the Buzzfeed spotlight of ESG 

and CSR. There is no safe place to hide from the far-reaches of viral news, crowdsourced 

opinions, environmental activists, and global report indexes (GRI) that measure, compare and 

disclose corporate environmental, social and governance insights.  

 

Evidence of ESG and CSR accountability reflects in the recent case against oil giant Shell. With 

the help of activists, the Netherlands court found Shell guilty of dangerous emissions and climate 

change. This precedent-setting judgment offers the power of broader corporate change. 

 

Reputation Institute (R.I.), a leading reputation-management consulting firm, tracks social 

responsibility reputations by zeroing in on consumers' perceptions of company governance, 

influence on society, and employee treatment, scoring each with its proprietary RepTrak Pulse 

system. R.I. defines "reputation as an emotional bond…that quantifies esteem, admiration, 

feeling, and trust." Looking across the past four years, some of R.I.'s top RepTrak companies in 

2018 included Rolex, Lego, Google, and Sony. 

 

If companies rank poorly on RepTrak (R.T.), the Good Guide or the ClimateCounts scale ― key 

investors, consumers, and talent will find out.  

 

On the 2018 RT100 scale, Apple nosedived 38 spots to number 58. Forbes attributed Apple's 

steep decline to its refusal to give FBI access to the San Bernardino gunman's phone, its tax 

evasion, and its long-rumored battery tampering.  

 

While Apple scored high in profitability, the needle tilts to the south on their reputation. 

Hahn-Griffiths said, "Being viewed as highly profitable has a negative perception in terms of 

corporate social responsibility…Apple has really been punished in the court of public opinion."  

  

While difficult to measure under this microscopic lens, CSR is possible, and it's a must-have for 

business sustainability today. CSR is more critical for companies who compete against U.S. 
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juggernauts like Expedia, G.E., Google, and Microsoft because they also have stellar CSR 

reputations. 

 

Ethics violators can improve their reputation through ESG & CSR    
 

Walmart, for example, used CSR not just to uplift their poor reputation and brand but also to 

increase engagement.  

 

At Walmart, "a company widely criticized for its work conditions," according to Ante Glavas, 

"CSR became the main source of employee engagement."  

 

Since the early to mid-2000s, the height of Walmart's aggressive anti-union tactics, it has made 

progress toward bettering its workplace conditions.  

 

Has Walmart turned rotten lemons into lemonade? Perhaps ― but is it doing things right? 

 

Doing things right and for the right reasons 

 

The greatest challenge is not only about values and connecting purpose to the people; it's about 

how values and purpose are perceived. Walmart leveraged CSR but was its purpose perceived as 

a disingenuous tactic to cover their wrongdoings?  

  

For the informed employee, investor, and consumer, it might be perceived as window dressing. 

Walmart's million-dollar efforts barely moved the narrative needle, and it will take more time to 

heal the negative perceptions seared with a scorching brand.  

  

CSR needs to be sincere if a corporation wants to be perceived as honest, ethical and meaningful. 

Linda Trevino, professor of organizational behavior and ethics, warns, "Social responsibility 

efforts can backfire if the public perceives that the company engages in CSR programs only if 

and when it can profit from doing so."  

 

It's often the case that corporations that engage in greenwashing end up with bad reputations that 

result in tsunami size aftershocks that affect the company itself, its stakeholders, consumers and 

the environment. 

 

"The effect of a tarnished reputation often extends far beyond that one firm," according to Paul 

Hohnen, business sustainability consultant and author of CSR: An Implementation Guide for 

Business. "Entire sectors and, indeed, nations can suffer… with many others subsequently 

finding themselves to be a part of the collateral damage." Worse, he says, "These firms 

frequently expend considerable time and money attempting to regain their reputation, with mixed 

results."  

 

Glossy CSR, RI, GRI reports can resonate with talent, investors, and other stakeholders. 

However, only if the purpose is trusted and perceived legitimate.  
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Do we have the power to hold corporations accountable? 

 
The answer is yes, especially if environmental activists and court rulings continue to make 

progress. Thank goodness we are not all bystanders. It's important to remember that our most 

extraordinary power lies in the fact that we are consumers, which makes us investors of products 

and stocks. Nothing speaks to corporate more than money or lack of it. Awareness of 

environmental, social, and corporate governance has become mainstream. Stakeholders are 

demanding transparency and action, and we, the public, are too informed for greenwashing.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 


