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9 Business and the Big Society 
Matthew Bond

A notable feature of the Big Society is the means proposed to achieve social 

ends. Rather than going down the compulsory route of tax and regulation, the 

coalition government intends to ‘catalyze a culture shift that makes social action 

a social norm’ (HM Government, 2010: 4). This thinking reflects traditional 

Conservative scepticism about the state’s ability to achieve social aims, but at 

the same time it rejects the individualistic approach to social problems favoured 

by the last Conservative government: state‑led solutions are coercive, clumsy 

and bureaucratic, but they are responses to real problems. It has to be said, 

though, that these types of ideas do not have an exclusively Tory pedigree. 

Blue Labour (Glasman et al, 2011), for example, argues for community‑based 

alternatives to Fabian, state‑centred approaches. Despite similarities, however, 

political parties differ on which side of the industrial divide they believe is best 

able to deliver their visions: business for the Big Society and organized labour for 

Blue Labour.

Business has been given a large role in the effort to build the Big Society 

and to increase charitable giving. To evaluate the likelihood and desirability of 

its acting the part envisaged by proponents of the Big Society, some of what 

we know about existing corporate ‘social action’ needs to be considered, with 

specific reference to corporate philanthropy. The Prime Minister asked business 

to make 2011 the year of corporate philanthropy, and the Every Business 

Commits initiative lists areas where business is expected to contribute to the 

broader social good in exchange for more business‑friendly policies (Cameron, 

2010). The government’s approach is to work with the grain of business’s 
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existing social and philanthropic behaviour but to make it more effective, more 

efficient, greater and entrenched.

Implicit in the government’s offer is the existence of a business 

community capable of responding. It may be in a ragged state after a global 

economic crisis and 13 years of a centralizing Labour Government, but it’s still 

fit to deliver vital social goods ranging from reduced carbon emissions to greater 

support to employees in voluntary services. While far from the ideal future 

envisioned by Big Society supporters, the business community already engages 

in a wide range of activities with broad social benefit. 

The remainder of this section uses the author’s and others’ research to 

reflect on two factors central to the Big Society vision: 

 ■ the role of social factors in corporate social action 

 ■ the ability of government to make corporate philanthropy 

less instrumental

Corporate philanthropy as community action

As noted above, the Big Society is about state engagement with community 

actors in order to spur them into greater levels of social action. The focus on 

community in supporting corporate philanthropy has backing in the social 

scientific literature. Joseph Galaskiewicz, in his pioneering book, Social 

Organization of an Urban Grants Economy (1985), found that the outstandingly 

high levels of corporate philanthropy in the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and 

St Paul were a consequence of the social organization of the local business 

community. In Britain, corporate political action, which like corporate 

philanthropy has broad social consequences, has been found to be closely 

related to the social organization of directors and their firms (Bond, 2004, 

2007). questions remain on whether there is evidence that existing corporate 

philanthropy in Britain is influenced by community factors rather than being the 

decision of individual firms, and also on what lessons it can teach us about the 

prospects of increasing business social action more generally.

In a study of the social factors associated with corporate philanthropy 

among the largest 500 corporations in the 2005–06 financial year, two findings 

emerged supporting the hypothesis that corporate charitable donations are 

socially influenced in the UK. The first was a positive correlation between the 

number of outside directors sitting on a corporation’s board and the relative 

magnitude of its charitable donations. Isolated corporations – that is, ones with 

no outside directors – made donations that were on average about two‑thirds 

the size of donations made by corporations that had outside directors, and 
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approximately two‑fifths the size made by corporations with two or more outside 

directors. Contrary to Adam Smith’s expectations, these meetings between 

business people appear to lead to actions enhancing the public good rather than 

undermining it. Although it is only possible to speculate on what is happening in 

the boardroom, this finding is consistent with Michael Useem’s (1984) argument 

that when businesspeople have experiences outside their own firm it can lead 

them to take a broader perspective on business’s place in society. 

So far the evidence discussed has demonstrated the viability of business 

taking an active role in delivering the Big Society. The state just needs to be a 

social entrepreneur developing business people’s latent pro‑social feelings until 

self‑enforcing philanthropic norms make its role redundant. There are, however, 

other social facts about corporate philanthropy that fit less comfortably into this 

perspective. As well as the positive association with having outside directors 

on the board, corporate philanthropy was associated with the education and 

club membership of a corporation’s chair. Controlling for the corporate size, 

corporations that had a chair educated at one of the highly elite Clarendon 

schools had relatively higher mean levels of corporate philanthropy, while those 

that had chairs who were members of highly elite establishment clubs with 

historical links to the Tories had relatively low levels of corporate philanthropy. 

It is difficult to see how government can act in relation to these findings. 

Encouraging more Clarendon‑educated chairs and fewer members of 

establishment clubs is unlikely to happen for a large number of obvious reasons 

(although the fact that the social composition of the coalition government has 

strong establishment dimensions could make their moral traction with Clarendon 

graduates and club members more effective). The point is that the business 

community has a social structure with distinctive features that are not necessarily 

amenable to government influence.

Even if the government were successful in spurring businesses to 

take greater responsibility for the public good, these findings still leave the 

desirability of doing this in doubt. The association between education and 

club membership indicates that there is a large element of discretion left to the 

heads of companies when it comes to corporate charitable activity – which is 

unsurprising, given that it is generally small relative to the earnings and value of 

most large corporations, and its impact difficult to measure. Because corporate 

charitable activity is discretionary, it can be influenced by the personal value 

directors give it. This would not be a cause for concern if directors were drawn 

randomly from the population. Instead, corporate leaders are disproportionately 

drawn from privileged backgrounds. For example, of those corporations in the 

study referred to, where biographical information was available, 13.7 per cent 
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were graduates of a Clarendon school – a proportion that is not absolutely large 

but which is far greater than would be found in the rest of the population. The 

distinctive social backgrounds of directors of large businesses, combined with 

the discretionary nature of corporate philanthropy, run the danger that such 

philanthropy reflects the concerns of a narrow elite. 

Steering corporate philanthropy

A question which hangs over business social action for many people is the extent 

to which it is truly philanthropic as opposed to ‘instrumental’ – a mechanism for 

achieving strategic aims such as reputation building or cementing relationships 

with business partners. Examples consistent with business charity being 

instrumental include the finding from the author’s research that publicly visible 

corporations in the sample gave more than those less visible, Deloitte’s (2011) 

finding that corporate philanthropy is becoming increasingly strategic, and 

Brammer and Millington’s (2005) finding that corporate philanthropy was 

associated with profit maximization and managerial reward.

One of the coalition government’s aims in the Giving Green Paper is to 

get business charity to focus less on instrumental aims and, instead, to reflect 

the ‘wider issues which are important to the community in which businesses are 

based’ (HM Government, 2010: 26). One of the first things to note is how distant 

this is from more‑libertarian approaches such as Milton Friedman’s (1970). For 

Friedman, corporate social responsibility was a distraction from business’s core 

aims, it was exploitative of shareholders, and it was likely to lead to abuses of 

managerial discretion. Although his argument was made in typically pungent 

style, it did pose a serious question for those advocating greater corporate 

social action: if corporate philanthropy is not used for instrumental ends, then 

how can managers (who are mainly agents of the businesses they work for) 

legitimately use shareholders’ money for the benefit of third parties?

Insofar as the coalition government has acknowledged the problem, its 

answers have been vague. The closest to a solution offered is payroll giving, 

which is still rare in the corporate world. The government could explicitly 

disagree with Friedman and argue that the communities in which corporations 

operate have rights to a portion of profits – but that runs counter to the 

pro‑business, non‑interventionist philosophy underpinning the Big Society. It will 

be interesting to see whether the cultural shift the coalition government is trying 

to effect is possible in the absence of more‑explicit institutional mechanisms.
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Conclusion

This paper has tried to outline the role business is expected to play in the Big 

Society, namely to fill the gaps created by a retrenching state. Findings from 

the empirical study of corporate philanthropy have been used to evaluate the 

opportunities and perils the project faces. The emphasis the Big Society places 

on the social dimension of corporate charity is supported by the evidence – 

inter‑corporate ties are associated with increases in levels of philanthropy. The 

main difficulties, however, have to do with the lack of representativeness of 

business leaders, potential abuses of managerial discretion and the instrumental 

nature of so much corporate charity. If the Big Society is to effect the cultural 

shift its proponents desire without the use of interventionist mechanisms, it has 

the potential not only to transform corporate social action but also to mark a 

significant change in the way we are governed.


