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1. Corporate Social Responsibility towards workers as a recent subject matter 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) constitutes a subject matter informed by 

several disciplines of the social sciences, particularly by economics and management. 

However, the fact remains that it is rarely analyzed from a critical viewpoint. Several 

complementary reasons may be suggested to explain this situation. Following Guthrie and 

Durand (2011), it can be emphasized for example that very few current studies concerning 

CSR analyze it from a historical perspective, which does not provide the bases to understand 

clearly the sense of the development of CSR. Likewise, present surveys are not sufficiently 
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comparative and do not highlight the significance of institutional contexts, treating CSR at the 

light of only one discipline.  

Concerning economics, it is remarkable that the most famous criticism of CSR has 

been given by a major representative of mainstream economics, Milton Friedman. Indeed, 

Friedman (1962) analyzed CSR as a kind of interference of business world in politics and 

condemned CSR because it diverts firms from their essential responsibility to make profit for 

shareholders. According to Friedman, self-interest seeking that fulfills economic freedom 

constitutes the best way to improve the well-being of society. More recent works tend to be 

supportive of this idea, as for example Sternberg (1994) or Henderson (2001) who argue that 

« it is in an open and competitive environment that companies are best able and most strongly 

motivated to act in ways that will further the general interest […]. Not only does such an 

environment make for better enterprise performance, but at the same time […] it opens up 

opportunities for ordinary people, including the poorest: prosperity and economic freedom go 

together” (p. 240-241). But as Henderson adds it concerning CSR, “So far as my reading 

goes, this well-recognized line of thought is rarely found in the writings of CSR supporters”. 

In mainstream economics, for a few years, we have to admit a significant development of the 

studies on CSR but these works are far from contributing to the preceding extreme thinking of 

Friedman or others. On the one hand, most recent studies aims at examining with the classical 

tools of economic analysis to what extent CSR can increase social welfare comparatively with 

the most conventional ways used to produce public goods and services, and on the other hand, 

they try to modelize relations between the firm’s stakeholders in the light of incentive theory 

(Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012). This perspective of analysis contrasts with the one we 

adopt in this paper which claims to belong to the institutional economic tradition. In this view, 

we advocate the need to study CSR as an object embedded in an economic, social and 

political environment and we emphasize the advantage to broaden the scope of analysis by 

referring to discussions on enterprise’s responsibilities that have taken place a century ago.  

Even if CSR remains an unclear concept (Okoye, 2009), it is necessary to clarify in 

this introduction our conception of CSR. The definition given by the European Commission 

may be a useful starting point. According to the European Commission, “Corporate social 

responsibility is a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in 

their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis”. 

And the Commission adds: “It is about enterprises deciding to go beyond minimum legal 

requirements and obligations stemming from collective agreements in order to address 

societal needs » (2006, p. 2). Now, the second part of that definition is often neglected. Yet it 
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is still the crucial issue insofar as it raises the question of establishing the frontiers of CSR as 

an object embedded in an institutional environment. In the Commission’s view, the only 

ethical, social or environmental actions which overtake the legal or statutory framework are 

considered as “socially responsible”. But this approach is unsatisfactory because it contributes 

to consider that most of practices of the firms that are located on territories in which labour 

legislation provide a high degree of protection to workers are not socially responsible 

practices. Thus, we propose a more pragmatic definition containing three levels. First, CSR 

can be defined by its concrete manifestations, i.e. practices that are voluntary adopted by 

firms and formalized through a diversity of devices like codes of conduct, ethical charters, 

whistleblowing systems, certifications or labels. Secondly, CSR can be identified by the 

object of these practices. This object refers to ethical, social or environmental concerns, that is 

to say concerns that are not commercial. Finally, these practices may be varied according to 

their beneficiaries, i.e. stakeholders whom the firm tries to take into account when it 

implements its policy. In this work, we will not try to take into consideration all the categories 

of stakeholders but we will focus on only one type, workers. Indeed, the integration of 

workers’ interest has constituted for some years a “new” pillar of CSR policies focused on 

workers as stakeholders. Actually, this paper aims at enlightening from an institutional 

economic perspective the recent debates on the development of CSR practices established for 

workers.  

 Empirically, more and more firms have implemented for some years human resources 

management policies that are presented as socially responsible (Gond and al., 2011). The 

development of CSR applied to employment relation can be viewed as a phenomenon that 

leads employers to be more attentive to the workers’ needs and expectations. Some authors 

use the term “responsible human resource management” or “CSR towards 

employees/workers” to qualify this dimension of CSR [Shen 2011; Ramboarisata and al., 

2008;   Beaupré and al. 2008; Rumaysa, 2014]. They underline how CSR may change 

practices of human resources management and give rise to “sustainable organizations” 

(Jabbour and Santos, 2008). In practice, “responsible” human resource management policies 

consist for example in providing decent wages, improving working conditions, or enhancing 

the work-life balance. Many recent studies aim at identifying and analyzing the current firms’ 

CSR practices that focus on the employment relation (see for example Vuontisjarvi (2006) or 

Wilcox (2006). These works aggregate different practices in several categories but their 

content is overall the same from one category to another. By way of illustration, we can 

mention the study of Fuentes-Garcia et alii (2008) who classify CSR practices toward workers 
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into four areas: (1) the respect for human and workers’ rights; (2) measures that try to 

improve work life quality; (3) actions towards workers’ subcontractors; and (4) adoption of 

measures aimed at dealing with the consequences of restructuring on workers.  

 Beside what CSR towards workers concretely relates to, it is also the object of 

discussions on the way it may contribute to change the management of employment relation. 

Does “responsible” human resources management significantly renew the manner firms 

manage their workers? Does it take a fresh look at the practices used to stabilize employment 

relation? Or is CSR towards employees simply a new form of firm’s communication on their 

HRM policies, without real substantive change as regard employment rules? In the conclusion 

of a recent book on the development of CSR, Idowu and Filho (2008, p. 497) note that the 

object of CSR is barely more than 20 years. Unlike this opinion, we will point out in this 

paper that the thoughts of some authors questioning more than a century ago the effect of the 

first firm’s employment policies on workers inform topical debates on the employment 

relation and more specifically current practices of CSR established towards workers. We will 

proceed as follows. In the next part, we will show that the first questioning about corporate 

responsibility can be traced to the beginning of the 20th century at the time when several firms 

implemented measures of labor management (section 2). It was during this period that the 

labor problems have developed as a central subject matter for several authors (section 3) and 

has given rise to debates about the possibilities to mitigate the existing conflicts between 

employers and wage earners (section 4). The two last sections of this paper will aim at 

enlightening the recent development of the practices of “responsible” HRM from these 

debates by firstly focusing on the conception of CSR towards workers as practices reconciling 

employers and workers’ interests (section 5) and secondly questioning to what extent actions 

of CSR towards workers are caught in a tug-of-war between two central perspectives – the 

“internalist” and the “externalist” views – that structured the discussions on the employment 

relation a century ago (section 6). 

 

2. A « new idea of responsibility »? 

According to us, the question of the meaning to be given to the measures of CSR set 

up for workers may be usefully informed by the “old” thoughts of certain economists that 

studied in the late nineteenth century and in the early twentieth century what several authors 

called at the time the “labor problems” (Barns, 1886; Levasseur, 1900 ; Adams et Sumner, 

1905 ; Watkins, 1922). The recent existing relations between HRM and CSR are reminiscent 

of discussions about certain transformations encountered in the United States from the end of 
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nineteenth century. The period often referred to as “Progressive Era” running from the late 

1880s to the late 1920s is essential in this regard. At the end of this period, several American 

businessmen made specific proposals for integrating the public interest in the conduct of their 

business affairs (Heald, 1957, 1961). It is during the Progressive Era that the idea the 

responsibility of the firms developed strongly, particularly responsibility towards workers. As 

we shall see, this idea is largely a brainchild of institutional economists who studied the 

employment relation a century ago, and this well before Bowen’s reference book (Bowen, 

1953) generally considered as the first crucial academic work on CSR (Carroll, 1999)1. In our 

view, the appeal to history of ideas and debates on labor problems that were discussed a 

century ago may be beneficial to gain a better understanding of CSR towards workers and to 

give meaning of the current transformations of the employment relation.  

The initial work of the institutional economist J. M. Clark (1916)2 – extended in a 

book ten years later (Clark, 1926) – reveals the significant changes that affect the United 

States at the start of the 20th century, specifically concerning the idea of corporate 

responsibility. Clark pinpointed the main features of a new form of responsibility of which he 

detects the emergence in the business world. He observed a shifting in the American society 

from a narrow individual responsibility to a collective responsibility based on a sense of 

solidarity and the consideration of the other’s interests, i.e. to use his words, a change from 

«individualism to public control, personal responsibility to social responsibility» (1916, 

p. 210). According to him, this « new idea of responsibility » (p. 211) is understandable in 

opposition with the doctrine of laissez-faire that dominated throughout the nineteenth century. 

By artificially separating business and society, this doctrine has conveyed the idea that market 

exchange between two individuals has no or limited effect on others individuals. Against this 

idea which he believes to lead to a genuine «economics of irresponsibility », Clark aims at 

identifying the causes of the ongoing changes and wonders about the capacity of the State and 

the law to regulate situations in which firms impose their individual interest at the expense of 

society. 

Two comments can be made concerning Clark’s work. Firstly, the “new” form of 

responsibility identified by the author is never strictly defined. Clark observes its development 

in the economy rather than analyzing it, asking the question of the extent of reliance that 

																																																													
1 In a review on the historical origins of CSR, Pasquero (2005) mentions institutional economics as one of the 
sources of CSR in America. Nevertheless, he does not further pursue the issue. 
2 Unlike his father John Bates Clarks who has largely contributed to the development of marginalism, John 
Maurice Clark was much influenced by the institutional economic tradition and notably by Veblen who was one 
his teachers. For more information on the works and the career of John Maurice Clark, see Shute (1997). 
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people may place on firms when they proclaim that they take into account public interest in 

their policy. As he underlined: «If only we could trust such bodies to act truly in the public 

interest, and not merely to eliminate competition for their own benefice […] !» (Clark, 1916, 

p. 227).  

Secondly, Clark’s conception of the firm’s responsibilities is narrower than the current 

dominant approach of CSR that aims at taking in consideration a broad set of stakeholders. 

Contrary to the existing literature on CSR and in relation with the subject matter of our work, 

Clark primarily focuses on the responsibility of the firms towards workers. The main issue 

that he addresses refers first and foremost to the problems arising from the employment 

relation. This is quite clear from the examples he gives to illustrate the changes he identifies at 

the societal level just like at the intrafirm level. Concerning the societal level, he mentions 

firms’ responsibilities in terms of industrial accidents, pensions or unemployment. A the intra-

firm level, he makes reference to the “old-time” employment practices based on an autocratic 

system in which a foreman promoted and laid off workers at will, generally in an autocratic 

fashion. According to Clark, this system is challenged by a new one that gives more and more 

prominence to collective labor  relations and assigns responsibility to unions on the matter of 

employment management. Hence, Clark actually puts the question of the firm’s responsibility 

with respect to the way employers manage workers, in resonance with the literature on labor 

problems that has developed from the end of the 19th century. 

 

3. Antagonism between capital and labor, doctrine of laissez-faire and the development 

of the labor problems 

Against the backdrop of competition, labor problems developed in connection with the 

idea that the relations between capital and labor are conflictual, which impacts the way 

employers treat workers (Adams et Sumner, 1905). As such, Waterworth (1886, p. 17) speaks 

of « grim antagonism » between capital and labor. According to us, it is important to 

expressly highlight that the study of this antagonism lies at the heart of management and 

economics as academic disciplines. 

Concerning management, the Academy of Management takes the conflict between 

capital and labor in account to justify its existence. In the preface to the first issue of the 

Journal of the Academy of Management, the managing editor of the review underlined that the 

first objective of the Academy of Management is to develop “a philosophy of management 

that will make possible an accomplishment of the economic and social objectives of an 

industrial society with increasing economy and effectiveness: the public’s interests must be 
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paramount in any such philosophy, but adequate consideration must be given to the legitimate 

interests of capital and labor” (Dauten, 1958, p. 5-6). According to recent works dealing with 

CSR, reluctantly, this “philosophy” has seemed to be forgotten for some years by 

management scholars. It is specifically true for Walsh and al. (2003) who advocate for a more 

consideration of social welfare in the studies in management in order to put an end to the 

belief that « the field [of management] is overcome by an impulse to serve capital’s interests. 

This kind of argument is indeed too simplistic […]. Nonetheless, the oversimplification 

appears to have some face validity” (Walsh et alii, 2003, p. 861). In a slightly comparable 

manner, the founders of the American Economic Association considered the question of the 

relations between capital and labor as one of the main issues to be addressed by the 

association, in strong connection with the study of labor problems. 

Admittedly, authors who have studied labor problems at the end of the nineteenth were 

not the first to consider that the analysis of the capital-labor conflict and more specifically the 

conflict between employers and workers was a key issue. This question is at the origin of 

Marx’s thought on the dynamics of capitalist production (Marx, 1867/1976, chap. VI). 

Likewise, before Marx, Smith briefly mentioned this matter, pointing out that in the relation 

between the laborer and the owner of the stock which employs him, the interests of each 

parties « are by no means the same. The workmen desire to get as much, the masters to give 

as little as possible. The former are disposed to combine inorder to raise, the latter in order to 

lower the wages of labour » (Smith, 1776/1937, p. 66). From the end of the nineteen century, 

the employment relation becomes a fully-fledged subject matter with the development of the 

labor problems, contributing to the emergence of labor economics as a specific sub-field of 

economic analysis (McNulty, 1966). 

The studies on labor problems question the way the existing conflict between the 

members of the employment relation may be mitigated (Kaufman, 1993). They were largely 

carried out by some authors of the institutional economic tradition, criticizing classical 

economic theory. More particularly, one of the main criticisms provided by institutional 

economics was that nothing was to gain from the application of the doctrine of laissez-faire to 

the relations between employers and employees. Free competition and deregulation of the 

labor market cannot constitute a meaningful solution to the conflicts between the members of 

the employment relation. That is partly against the idea that laissez-faire should extend to all 

economic activities – and of course labor activity – that several economists established the 

American Economic Association (AEA), some of them recognized as experts on labor 

problems like Richard Ely, the first secretary of the AEA and chairman of its standing 
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committee on labor. One of the four principles on which AEA is founded is precisely that “the 

conflict of labor and capital has brought into prominence a vast number of social problems, 

whose solution requires the united effort, each in its own sphere, of the church, of the state, of 

the science” (Ely, 1886a, p. 36). In its report of the discussions about the AEA’s objects, Ely 

specifies that the contestation of the doctrine of laissez-faire constitutes a common belief to 

the association’s founders. For the defenders of laissez-faire, « free contract should regulate 

all the economic relations of life and public authority should simply enforce this, punish crime 

and preserve peace (Ely, 1886b, p. 17), which is largely contested by the AEA to its origins. 

Following Ely’s proceedings’, laissez-faire is “unsafe in politics and unsound in morals” 

(p. 16) in as much as its defenders considers inadequately that the relations between 

individuals are governed by natural laws or forces. Applied to industrial life, laissez-faire 

contributes to exacerbate rather than mitigate the antagonism between labor and capital. On 

the contrary, the members of the AEA “believe in the existence of a system of social ethics” 

that justifies the intervention of the government or the state in order to improve welfare. At 

the time when the doctrine of laissez-faire has prevailed throughout the nineteen century and 

has leaded to accentuate what the AEA called “social problems”, several surveys conducted in 

the early 20th century questioned the way to limit the problems caused by the conflicting 

relations between capital and labor.  

The various publications on labor problems aimed at exposing and analyzing the 

problems faced by employers and employees on the one hand, and at identifying the means to 

be used, at the enterprise level and/or the institutional environment level, to stabilize the 

employment relation and improve the conditions of workers on the other hand. The key 

reference on this subject matter is the textbook of Adams and Sumner (1905), viewed as a 

survey that “deserves to rank as one of the important recent contribution to American 

economic literature” (Seager, 1905, p. 565)3. Adams and Sumner (1905) define the labor 

problems as “the problem of improving the conditions of employment of the wage-earning 

classes” (p. 3). According to the authors, labor problems take their roots in three great 

“institutions”. The first institution, considered as a “natural” one, is the wage system which 

results from the antagonism intrinsic to capitalism between capital and labor. This system 

forces laborer to be a merchant of his own skills, which leads him to behave like an individual 

																																																													
3 McNulty (1980) compares the significance of Labor Problems : A Text Book of Adams and Sumner (1905) 
with the importance of Samuelson’s textbook in economics : “No other text in the field of labor has had so 
lasting an impact as the Adams and Sumner text. What Samelson’s text has been to introductory economics since 
the 1950’s, Adams and Sumner was the study of labor through the 1920’s. Others emulated it, but none readily 
displaced it”. (p. 151). 
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producer on the labor market. The second institution is the factory system that contributes to 

the development of several evils affecting workers like child labor, industrial accidents or 

unemployment. The factory system results from the necessity for most lines of industry to 

own and control capital and to plan the way they produce in conjunction with labor that is 

employed. Lastly, the third origin of the labor problems refers to the permanency of the status 

of laborer. As the authors note: “for masses […], it is true and increasingly true, that once a 

wage-earner always a wage-earner” (Adams and Sumner, 1905, p. 5). This invariability of the 

status makes the labor problems a matter of class struggle opposing employers and workers. 

In this class struggle, men who control factories have power over laborers and use it in order 

to improve their wealth. 

The list of the labor problems identified by the authors of the early 20th century is 

almost invariably the same but it may be exposed differently from one book to another. As 

Adams and Sumner (1905) are concerned, they rely on four broad categories of labor 

problems that are quite close to the issues addressed by the current practices of CSR towards 

workers: (1) problems of discrimination against women at work and child labor; (2) working 

conditions and discrimination at the workplace; (3) labor exploitation referring to what 

Adams and Sumner call “sweating system”; and (4) the problems of poverty, earnings and 

unemployment. These four categories of issues are analyzed separately in the four chapters of 

the first book of Adams and Sumner’s Labor Problems, the second book addressing the 

solutions to these problems. 

 

4. The debates about appropriate solutions to the labor problems 

The labor problems resolution remained a matter of several debates until the 1930s. 

Among the major contributors to these debates, a team of institutional economists put together 

by J. R. Commons played a key role on two levels. Firstly, at the empirical analysis level, 

these authors carried out several studies and monographies of industrial establishments 

enabling to understand the nature of the labor problems (Commons, 1921). Secondly, at a 

more prescriptive level, Commons and his colleagues participated in a number of experts 

commissions on industrial relations and made several propositions that have largely 

influenced the labor legislation in the 1930s (Chasse, 1994; Gonce, 2006). Surveys on labor 

problems underlined the great diversity of solutions to these problems, which has given rise to 

several debates during the first quarter of the 20th century on the appropriate manners to 

mitigate these problems. Following Adams and Sumner (1905), there were at least seven sets 

of solutions – strikes and boycotts, unionization and employers’ associations, 
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private/governmental agencies of conciliation and arbitration, profit sharing, methods of 

cooperation, industrial education, and labor laws – that the authors analyzed separately. 

Commons (1908, 1913, 1919) has much wondered about the way to mitigate labor 

problems, quite often against the arguments advanced by the advocates of the scientific 

management that strongly developed in the 1910s and 1920s. On several occasions, Commons 

has challenged the position of scientific management that predicts “for the employers and the 

workmen who adopt it […] the elimination of almost all causes for dispute and disagreement 

between them.” (Commons, 1911, p. 463). On the contrary, according to him, the rise of the 

firm size and the development of several methods establishing an increasing division of labor 

inside the production workshops did nothing but accentuate the antagonism of the employing 

class and the wage-earning class. 

In his first works, Commons was very critical towards the proponents of scientific 

management that considered feasible the reconciliation of the employers and laborers’ 

conflicting interests thanks to rationalizing working methods (Nyland, 1996). According to 

Commons, through the rules and procedures that were established with the backing of 

employers, production engineers propagated in the society a representation of labor as simple 

commodity, tending to be supportive of the doctrine of laissez-faire in the sense that one side, 

it brought employers into further competition to obtain labor and on the other, it incited 

workers to accept a wage level increasingly low. For him, the ultimate consequence was then 

an exacerbation of the “class conflict” (Commons, 1908). To use his own words, “if one be a 

scientist or an engineer one can but admire the marvelous results. The astounding reductions 

of cost, the unheard-of efficiency of labor, the precise methods of scientific experiment and 

tests, reveal a new field of conquest of the human mind. But if one talks with the workmen at 

their homes, one hears the grumblings of class struggle” (Commons, 1908, p. 758). Unlike 

Taylor that considered certain methods he recommended to employers as a “step toward 

partial solution of the labor problem” (Taylor, 1895, p. 856), Commons rather tended to 

condemn scientific management methods in his first works, particularly because they 

undermine collective labor relations and intensify competition between workers.  

More specifically, from a theoretical viewpoint, Commons identified three different 

paths in order to end the conflict in the employment relation: the domination of the employer, 

the domination of the union, and the search for balance between employers and unions 

(Commons, 1911). According to him, the third solution was by far the best one: “the first and 

second methods do not solve the problem; they suppress it. The third meets it in the same way 

that similar conflicts are met in the region of politics; namely, a constitutional form of 
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organization representing the interests affected, with mutual veto, and therefore with 

progressive compromises as conflicts arise” (1911, p. 466-467). Thus, in relations to the 

debates on the effects that could be expected from the methods of scientific management and 

their potential capacity to reconcile the interests of employers and laborers, the question of the 

mitigation of labor problems is rather a political issue than scientific issue in Commons’ view. 

At the time, support for Commons’ position is not unanimous (Taylor et al. 1908). In a 

book that legitimizes the development of personnel administration in the beginning of the 20th 

century, Tead and Metcalf (1920) underlined the necessity to adopt a scientific conception of 

labor management in a very different approach from Commons’. According to Tead and 

Metcalf, the scientific contributions of physiology and psychology must allow access to new 

professional knowledge relevant to the issue of labor management. This knowledge may be 

used by personnel administrator – viewed as “the scientist in human nature and human 

relationships” – in order to “secure the maximum necessary production with a minimum of 

effort and friction, and with proper regard for the health and happiness of the great body of 

workers” (1920, p. 10). Whereas Commons analyzed from a political viewpoint the solutions 

of the conflicts in the employment relation, Tead and Metcalf rather highlighted the way a 

more scientific approach of human behaviour was appropriate to mitigate labor problems. 

Kaufman (1993, p. 36-37) synthetizes the discussions held until the 1930s on the labor 

problems by opposing the “internalist” view promoted by the Personnel Management School 

with the “externalist” one mainly put forward by the Institutional Labor Economics School 

headed by Commons. On the one side, according to Personnel Management School, the 

causes and appropriate solutions to labor problems had to be analyzed from the inside of 

firms, giving a substantive role to management and experts of the internal organization to 

resolve the labor problems. These perspective viewed personnel management devices and 

organizational methods of production that was developing through scientific management as 

an effective means to promote a unity of interest between employers and workers. In their 

view, it was possible to align the interests of capital and labor and, in the employment 

relation, employers and workers’ needs and expectations. In this view, one just had to set up 

the “good” rules and the appropriate procedures prescribed by the experts of scientific 

management to resolve the labor problems.  

On the other side, labor institutional economists further underlined the conflictual 

nature of the employment relation. They adopted a more externalist view than Personnel 

Management authors to examine labor problems in the sense that causes and solutions to the 

labor problems took their sources outside firms, from economic, technological and legal 
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environment. By following Kaufman (1993, p. 42), the institutionalists “stress a ‘tripartite’ 

approach to the resolution of labor disputes, in which tripartite means collaboration, 

consultation, and compromise between representatives of labor, management and the public”. 

In as much as employment relation was seen as an unbalanced relationship, one of the main 

issues for institutional labor economists was to try to restore bargaining powers between 

employers and laborers, seeing unions as an appropriate mean to move in this direction 

(Commons, 1911), unlike the viewpoint of the personnel management proponents.  

This does not mean that institutional labor economists were necessarily opposed to the 

managerial solutions to the labor problems. As such, Commons’ assessment on managerial 

recommendations aimed at containing conflicts between employers and laborers changed over 

time. Whereas Commons took a very critical viewpoint during the 1910s notably against the 

theses of scientific management (Commons 1908, 1913, 1919), his appreciation was much 

less critical in the 1920s. In a collective book that he has edited in 1921, he wrote a surprising 

chapter devoted to “The opportunity of Management” in which he appears as a defender of 

the internal solutions established by managers to mitigate labor problems. He argued that 

management plays a crucial role in mitigating many of the problems faced by capitalism and 

turns the tenants of state interventionism and the tenants of the doctrine of laissez-faire 

against each other, seeing management as the most appropriate way to cure capitalism. To use 

his terms, “capitalism can cure itself, for it is not the blind force that socialists supposed; and 

not the helpless plaything of demand and supply, but it is Management” (Commons, 1921, 

p. 272). 

Finally, even if the issue of firms’ responsibility that is raised classically nowadays 

under the three economic, social and environmental dimensions did not constitute a research 

topic in itself to the labor problems’ analysts, it was nevertheless addressed at the beginning 

of the 20th century when it comes to analyzing the responsibility of the employers toward 

workers, particularly when they were accidents in the workplace. As such, legal framework 

on the employer’s responsibility toward laborers had evolved frequently, depending on the 

common-law doctrine of responsibility. In certain cases, the employer could be treated as a 

criminal if for example, he did not safeguard machinery or, could be made responsible for all 

accidents even if they did not happened by his own fault (Commons, 1919). Commons 

supported what he called the “theory of partnership or solidarity of interest” that aimed at 

eliminating the antagonism between employers and laborers by “making employers 

responsible as a class to laborers as a class” (Commons, 1919, p. 58). In his view, because 
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employers and employees were engaged in a joint undertaking, they had to jointly assume the 

implications, both good and bad, of the enterprise.  

As we shall see below, the “old” discussions on the resolution of the labor problems 

that we have just traced can be resorted to give meaning to concerns raised by the recent 

development of HR practices which are said to be “responsible”. Indeed, echoing with the 

debates on the possibility to reconcile the conflictual interests of employers and workers, 

several current surveys analyze the measures of CSR towards employees as a way to make the 

employment relation a win-win game. Besides, beyond the single employment relation, CSR 

participates in the constituting of a new regulatory framework that can be characterized 

through the distinction made in the labor problems’ debates between the internalist and 

externalist views we have just described. 

 

5. Measures of CSR towards workers: a mean to mitigate the interest conflict in the 

employment relation? 

The measures of CSR are regarded by some as a mean to reconcile the interests of the 

employment relation’s members, just like in the debates opposing the tenants of scientific 

management and certain economists like Commons. In this interpretation, the implementation 

of practices of CSR towards workers would lead to a positive sum game that would improve 

jointly employers and workers’ situation but only if the “good” employment rules are 

established. One the one hand, the implementation of a ‘responsible’ human resources 

management policy would improve the level of workers’ welfare. On the other hand and at 

the same time, economic and financial performance would increase because consumers would 

buy from companies which act in a socially responsible manner rather than from the ones that 

generate negative externalities. In other words, the main virtue of CSR towards workers 

would be to reduce the existing conflict of interest between firms and workers. 

This conception of the expected effects of CSR towards workers is present in several 

reviews conducted in different national contexts. The collective survey of Beaupré and al. 

(2008) which analyses the firms’ initiatives of HR-CSR policies in France and Québec 

highlights that according to French just like Quebec professionals, practices of CSR towards 

workers are seen as measures for converging the expectations of firms and laborers. Of 

course, there are differences between the two countries but in substance, in either case, 

practitioners interviewed have a vision of socially responsible HRM that reconcile firms and 

workers’ interests. According to the authors, in the representation of the French professionals, 

“the actions of HR-CSR/SD [sustainable development] are essential for improving economic 
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effectiveness and innovation for the firm […] [and] a means of conveying the values of 

justice, of equal opportunity, of respect and rights to just conditions of work” for the workers 

(2008, p. 100). At the same time, for the Québec professionals, « socially responsible firms 

[…] have to take into account workers and firm’s welfare. In doing so, HR-CSR/SD has a 

dual purpose: to satisfy workers’ interest and firm’s interest simultaneously” (p. 113). Other 

studies focused on Anglo-Saxon practices go along with this view, as for example Vickers 

(2005) who underlines the existence of interest conflicts between the firm and its employees 

and the fundamental role of human resources practitioners in mitigating these conflicts by the 

ethical function they perform in the organization. 

The idea according to which practices of CSR towards workers would reconcile firm 

and workers’ interests and would engender solutions that are to everyone’s advantage is not 

ideologically neutral, as evidenced by the debates on the solutions of the labor problems 

discussed above. Beside, from an historical point of view, the development of the concept of 

CSR since the end of the Second World War is not independent from the values of certain 

business men, promoted and relayed by training institutions and schools of management 

(Spector, 2008). These elements explain to a large extent the development of many studies, 

mainly in the Anglo-Saxon literature in management, aiming at testing the existing relations 

between CSR and financial and economic performance in order to justify the interest of CSR 

practices for both firms and workers.  

Indeed in an certain manner, surveys on the “business case” for CSR provide fuel for 

the question of whether measures of CSR towards workers does – or does not – contribute to 

reducing conflicts in the employment relation (Vogel, 2005). The idea is to wonder about the 

profitability of CSR, i.e. to determine whether firms that invest in CSR have more economic 

and financial performances than the ones that have little or no expenditures on CSR policy. 

Showing that CSR policies may have a positive impact on firms’ profitability would 

strengthen the function of CSR and would support the beliefs of their proponents. Applied to 

the employment relation, these policies would thus justify the improvement of workers’ 

treatment thanks to the establishment of “responsible’ practices of HRM while at the same 

time increasing firms’ economic performance. In other words, practices of CSR towards 

workers would represent a solution of the conflict between the members of the employment 

relation. If we can demonstrate empirically that there is significant and positive causal 

relationship between social performance and financial performance, then CSR appears as a 

virtuous strategy for the firms and its stakeholders, particularly workers.  
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Still, if certain surveys clearly show that social performance caused by the 

development of CSR improve economic and financial performance, other studies do not 

confirm this finding. On the whole, the debate on the business case for CSR is still 

inconclusive (Margolis and Walsh, 2003 ; Orlitzky and al., 2003). As Vogel (2005) notes, 

“unfortunately a review of the evidence, including academic studies of the relationship 

between profitability and responsibility and the relative performance of socially responsible 

investing finds little support for the claim that more responsible firms are more profitable” 

(p. 42). Moreover, it is all the more difficult to obtain decisive results than it is not easy to 

measure objectively firms’ social performance. Social performance can be evaluated in 

several ways and there are no guarantees that the results obtained are always the same 

whichever method is used (Igalens and Gond, 2003). Lastly, the fact remains that if the 

measure of social performance can integrate standards referring to the way firms manage 

labor, this criterion is taken into account among other criteria as for example the effect of 

firm’s activity on the ecological environment, or on the “society” on the broad sense. 

Therefore, the fact that the HR dimension is not the only criterion makes it difficult to obtain 

results about the economic effect of the only “responsible” practices of HR on economic 

performance. According to some authors, this problem is so severe that the methods used to 

evaluate social performance “focus on societal and environmental criteria and measure the 

quality of CSR’s actions by reducing the importance of HR criteria. What should be the initial 

if not the main object of concerns about CSR is, so to speak, excluded from the scope of the 

measure” (Allouche and al., 2005, p. 186-187). 

In this context, the approaches considering that practices of CSR towards workers are 

effective means to mitigate the antagonism between employers and workers must be toned 

down at the very least. Whereas certain studies validate partially the existence of the business 

case for CSR, it might be considered to what extent they deal with an issue that is first and 

foremost political rather than scientific. This issue strongly resonates with the debates on the 

labor problems at the beginning of the 20th century. The arguments put forward by some 

proponents of CSR that see the practices established towards workers as a positive-sum game 

for firms and laborers and then a mean to reduce conflicts in the employment relation can be 

viewed as an extension of the first arguments of the proponents of scientific management: 

according to them, there are “good” rules of management, and more particularly rules of 

HRM, which some experts are intended to reveal thanks to scientific reasoning and 

procedures. On the contrary, focusing first on the political dimension of the relations between 

actors rather than on the contributions of science, and seeing the solutions of the labor 
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problems as resulting further from the balance of power between employers and employees 

are strong feature of the institutional economic analysis. As Commons noted (1911), “the 

exact methods of the efficiency engineer […] are not enough to settle a question which turns 

so much on matters of opinion and feeling governed by the bargaining power of the parties” 

(p. 470). Science certainly gives evidence, which is nevertheless always debatable. The 

bargaining power of the employment relation’s members is a critical criterion to understand 

the solution finally adopted to resolve conflictual situations. “Good” management rules 

resulting from the thought of experts, even scientific experts, “is partly a matter of evidence, 

partly a trial of strength” (Commons, 1911, p. 470). 

Defending the view that the solutions to the conflictual interests between employers 

and laborers have a strong political dimension is increased when we go beyond the only 

micro-level of the employment relation to take into account some other stakeholders. That is 

what we are going to do by wondering about the regulatory dimension of CSR, at a more 

macrosocial level.  

 

6. “Responsible” HRM caught in a tug-of-war between the “internalist” and the 

“externalist” views of CSR 

As pointed out, two major perspectives providing solutions to the labor problems 

could be distinguished even though their differentiation has occurred progressively, the 

“internalist” and the “externalist” view (Kaufman, 1993). By examining main trends in the 

literature on the employment relation since the 1960s, Mitchell (2001) has more recently 

showed how these two perspectives continue to be highly topical to find out structuring 

oppositions between various analysis fields of the employment relation, particularly between 

the industrial relations field and HRM. Mitchell (2001) defines the internalist view as the 

approach that “depicts both problems in the employment relationship and solutions to those 

problems as generated within the organization” in opposition to the externalist view that 

“tends to focus on outside forces — markets, government policy, social norms — as the prime 

movers”. And he adds concerning the second perspective: “Because of the assumed 

importance of the external forces, however, solutions are often seen as matters of regulation 

and public policy” (Mitchell, 2001, p. 376). 

This distinction may be used to make sense of practices of CSR towards workers in a 

broader framework than the one used previously and focused on the interest conflicts between 

employers and workers. Here, we wish to raise the issue of the regulatory capacity of CSR in 

a context which has evolved considerably for forty years. The collapse of the “Fordist 
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compromise” has occurred as a result of several determining factors that can be exposed here 

to contextualize our view. Three significant economic transformations may be underlined. 

Firstly, multinational enterprises have evolved significantly with the economic 

globalization. The post-second war firm characterized by a high degree of centralization and 

control of its subsidiaries has been progressively replaced by a “global” firm which is much 

more decentralized. The increasing integration of world regional markets, the decline in 

tariffs, the significant expansion of foreign direct investment, the much greater access to 

capital markets has been the main drivers of the globalization of firms since the 1980s 

(Murray and Trudeau, 2004).  

Secondly, with respect to production, the development of the process of vertical 

disintegration has leaded to the rise of networked organizations for which the frontiers are 

more and more blurred (Bartlett et Ghoshal, 2002 ; Baudry and Chassagnon, 2012). This trend 

has been enhanced by the financialisation of the global economy, making the financial logic 

prevail over the productive logic and resulting in a greater consideration of the shareholders’ 

expectations particularly in terms of return of capital, at the expenses of the workers’ welfare 

(Lazonick and O’Sullivan, 2000). These changes raise the question of the accountability of 

the firm for work and wage conditions not only of its employees but also of the employees of 

its subcontractors. Within a context where productive interdependencies are more and more 

strong, the question of who is responsible among the members of a networked organization or 

inside the supply chain is fundamentally problematic (Frigant, 2015). 

Finally, recent years have witnessed the rise of new actors with power of influence on 

companies, within a globalized framework characterized by the weakening of the regulatory 

role of the State and unions compared with the Fordist period (Grahl and Teague, 2000). It is 

especially true with the actions of non-governmental organizations (NGO) that are able to 

change significantly certain practices of multinational enterprises through the conduction of 

media campaign aimed at civil society in order to condemn unaccountable firm’s behaviors. 

NGO may represent a counterweight to companies’ power although the links they maintain 

with firms may be very dubious as we shall see later. In any case, the rise of NGO for several 

years in order to condemn “non-socially responsible” firms, notably towards workers, 

contribute to the development of new regulatory forms that contrast with the ones that have 

prevailed over the three post-war decades (Yaziji and Doh, 2009). 

Reopening the debates on the labor problems, we make the assumption that 

“externalist” pressures have grown for some years in order to incite firm’s to adopt socially 

responsible behaviors and to implement measures of public interest. However, the actual 
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direction of the topical changes remains by now largely undetermined in as much as firms 

themselves aim at imposing their own solutions, following the “internalist” view. According 

to us, the recent development of practices of CSR towards workers results from the tension 

between these externalist and internalist pressures, which may be highlighted on two levels.  

Firstly concerning industrial relations, there has been for some years more and more 

companies that express their strong commitment to implement responsible measures of HRM, 

even in countries – predominantly European countries – characterized by a very developed 

and institutionalized labor legislation. Firm’s policy of responsible HRM are generally based 

on statements formalized in codes of conduct or ethical charters in which they make explicit 

their commitments to stakeholders, most notably to workers. In this context, practices of CSR 

towards workers are voluntary actions that are most often established under the control of 

employers or managers, even if the recent trend seems to take greater account of union voice, 

giving rise to the establishment of “multi-stakeholders codes” (Frensen, 2012). In certain 

cases, international trade union federations take part in the negotiation of certain measures of 

responsible HRM in International Framework Agreements. However, it must be noticed that 

this is the exception rather than the rule: only 3.5 million workers – mainly European workers 

– are subject to International Framework Agreements, whereas 10 million workers are 

covered by codes of conduct all over the world (Bourque, 2008).	Codes of conduct that have 

strongly grown for several years in multinational companies may be viewed as “internalist” 

devices in as much as they remain largely controlled by the management of the firms. The 

problem is that there are note real direct sanctions for the firms that do not respect the 

commitments they make in their codes. Because CSR is based on non-binding promises, the 

risk is that companies do rarely follow through on their pledge, particularly as regards 

employments issues (Deakin and Hobbs, 2007). If promises only bind those who believe in 

them, the results of CSR may be seen as disappointing to those who expect a better take 

account of their interest by firms. That is why several labor and social lawyers, trade 

unionists, and leaders of NGOs plead for a less unilateral approach of CSR in which CSR’s 

actions would be more legally binding (Baker, 2003). In other words, they advocate an 

“externalist” view of CSR.  

 Likewise, the issue of the tension that may exist between internalist vs. externalist 

solutions embodied in CSR arises with respect to the capacity of NGO to alter genuinely the 

firms’ employment policies and more generally their overall strategy. Indeed, we still find in 

the literature studies of NGO that have succeed in rolling back firms’ policy as regards for 

example HRM or environmental issues. Tsoukas (1999) compares the existing relation 
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between NGOs and multinational enterprises as the relation between David and Goliath and 

shows how small organizations like NGO may incite big multinational companies to take a 

backwards step for strategic choice, emphasizing however that the result of NGO’s actions 

cannot ever be taken for granted in advance. It would be therefore misguided to assume that 

initiatives taken by NGOs and more broadly by civil society would always have the capacity 

to compel firms to adopt a particular policy, even in cases where communications campaigns 

are targeted to public opinion. If NGOs may constitute a counter-balance, their relation with 

firms remains ambivalent because they sometimes justify their actions referring to certain 

international institutions like the United Nations or the World Bank that do not truly support 

the necessity to establish a binding legal framework, believing instead in the relevance of 

private regulation in an increasingly global marketplace (Banerjee, 2008). 

 The issue of the internalist and/or externalist view of CSR is all the more relevant that 

with globalization, the relationships between business and state actors are more and more 

ambiguous. Public authorities, traditionally viewed as central regulators, are in an awkward 

position. Indeed, at the world level and more specifically since the 1980s marked by the rise 

of neoliberalism (Harvey, 2005), state intervention has been very limited because of the 

increasing globalization of economies leading to competition between States in order to 

attract business on their territory. This position of States contrasts with global firms and 

NGOs that share the power to operate at the international level from the outset, thanks to 

horizontal and networked organizations which allow them to quickly adapt to changes. If 

NGOs implement actions in order to influence firms’ behavior, in the same way, firms have 

several means at their disposal to modify their environment. One the one hand, firms can plan 

and enact strategic political actions to alter the political environment for their benefit. Oliver 

and Holzinger (2008) pointed out several political strategies – proactive, defensive, 

anticipatory, and reactive – adopted by companies for the purpose of maximizing economic 

returns from their political environment. On the other hand, thanks to the policy of CSR they 

instigate, firms transform the existing regulatory rules and create new rules where public 

authority does not try, willingly or not, to regulate the behavior of economic agents. 

This process may be beneficial in so far as it creates regulation where it was lacking. 

However, the relevance of such regulation is questionable when firms are the leading actors at 

the source of this new regulatory framework. To use the wording of certain lawyers about 

CSR, it seems that this regulatory framework is fragile since “the debate on corporate social 

responsibility regarding stakeholders’ interests appears to be dominated by the very 

perpetrators able to violate those interests” (Dorssemont, 2008, p. 48). Such a framework 
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breeds uncertainty since nobody really knows where it is heading, no clear course being 

originally charted by any public authorities. In Europe, the position taken by the Commission 

these last years are eloquent and telling. If at the beginning of the 2000s, the constitution of a 

specific European framework applied to CSR was encouraged by the Commission (European 

Commission, 2001), it appears that this has turned to disappointment for the recent years, in 

accordance with the expectations of a large majority of the employers’ representatives 

(Dorssemont, 2008; Daugareilh, 2013). With regard to the regulatory framework of the 

employment relation, this evolution probably paves the way for bright future for unilateral 

measures of CSR towards workers, pushing back the institutionalization of a more externalist 

view of CSR. One hundred years ago, in a burst of confidence in a “new idea of 

responsibility”, Clark (1916) expected that future firms would truly participate in the building 

of a new order by taking public interest into account in the conduct of their business « without 

the uneasy feeling that their only purpose in giving of their wisdom is to make the law 

ineffective and keep things as they are » (p. 227). A century later, it seems that Clark’s hope is 

still far from being realized.  

 

Conclusion 

The fields of Corporate Social Responsibility and Human Resources Management 

have intertwined for some years to the point that certain scholars talk about “responsible” 

Human Resources Management. But apart from these recent semantic changes, a historical 

detour into several issues raised one century ago by studies on the labor problems allows to 

qualify the innovative nature of the relations that may exist nowadays between these two 

fields. The current analysis of HRM topics from a CSR perspective is hardly novel with 

regard to the way some researchers have studied the employment relations and its problems in 

at the beginning of the 20th century. At the time, several authors were already analyzing the 

issues of wage discrimination between men and women, child labor, sweatshops or job 

insecurity that are considered by some current scholars as topics specifically addressed by the 

responsible HRM area. According to our analysis, the measures of CSR towards workers that 

aim at mitigating the preceding issues mainly appear to be firms’ strategies consisting in 

establishing “internalist” solutions – in the line with the ideas advanced by the Personnel 

Management School at the early part of the last century – to the problems affecting the 

employment relation, in a backdrop of global competition where public authorities are quite 

hesitant as regard the regulatory role they have to assume. In the substance, the idea according 

to which employers and employees would all gain from the implementation of socially 
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responsible practices has yet to be demonstrated. As Lamarche and Rubinstein (2012, p. 182) 

underline, “it is […] uncertain that ordinary wage earners have something to gain” from CSR, 

interpreted by theses authors as a new conception of control.  

Commons’ thought on the employment relation and more broadly on capitalism was 

driven by the will to save capitalism by making it good. This author has done much to show 

that the institutionalization of unions, collective negotiation and the establishment of labor 

laws may constitute appropriate means to go to that route. Whilst CSR is often viewed as a 

mean to make capitalism better (Walsh and al., 2003), the way companies implement 

“responsible” measures towards workers revels how unimportant are the preceding elements 

for them. Indeed, it is hard to conceive how firms may declare to take the workers’ interests 

better into account if they remain the main drivers of the conception and establishment of the 

CSR policy towards workers. In order to enhance still further the credibility and effectiveness 

of the commitments they make to workers, companies should admit that the internalist 

conception of CSR they tend to defend is not sufficiently binding if they really want to take 

workers interests into account, as they generally declare. 
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