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O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L 

D E V E L O P M E N T

The Private 
Benefi ts of 
Corporate 
Social 
Initiatives
BY MARILYN HARRIS

E
mployees of an inter-
national management 
consulting company 

were surveyed to discover what 
motivated them to volunteer 
for a corporate social initiative 
(CSI) that required them to 
take a temporary pay cut. Were 
they being purely altruistic, or 
did they also anticipate a pri-
vate benefi t?

Many companies are mov-
ing from stand-alone corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) proj-
ects to social initiatives fully 
integrated into corporate strat-
egy. Christiane Bode, professor 

MARILYN HARRIS is a reporter, writer, 
and editor with expertise in translating 
complex or technical material for online, 
print, and television audiences.

want/should confl ict and are 
more likely to remember ethical 
information.”

The implications of Reczek’s 
research are challenging for con-
sumers and social activists alike. 
“For consumers, you can’t rely 
on memory when it comes to 
voting with your pocketbook,” 
she says. “You have to take the 
time to fi nd out about a compa-
ny’s practices. And companies 
focused on ethical production 
have to remind consumers at the 
point of purchase.” n

Rebecca Walker Reczek, Julie R. Irwin, 
Daniel M. Zane, and Kristine R. Ehrich, 
“That’s Not How I Remember It: Willfully 
Ignorant Memory for Ethical Product At-
tribute Information,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, vol. 45, 2018, pp. 185-207.

The results showed that a 
signifi cant fraction—roughly 
25 percent—of employees was 
willing to accept “nontrivial” 
salary cuts for the CSI opportu-
nity. What’s more, a signifi cant 
portion of past CSI participants 
so valued the experience that 
they were willing to accept an 
even greater pay reduction for 
the opportunity to take part 
again. “This suggests that, in 
general, CSI participation con-
tinued to be attractive beyond 
just a one-time novelty,” the 
researchers write. 

Many participants expected 
that in addition to “making a 
diff erence,” CSI participation 
would yield them private bene-
fi ts, such as the opportunity to 
have more leadership responsi-
bility sooner than they might in 
their regular jobs at fi rms.

Interestingly, employees with 
previous volunteer experience 
were, on average, relatively more 
optimistic about both making a 
diff erence and reaping private 
benefi ts than employees with 
MBAs. “For the type of person 
that selects into an MBA pro-
gram, social impact work may 
overall be less attractive than 
for other types of employees, 
given their career aspirations,” 
Bode says. “Another explana-
tion may be that individuals 
who have previously attained 
an MBA might have incurred 
large debts to pay for the degree, 
which is in line with our fi nd-
ing that MBAs are particularly 
sensitive to the requirement to 
accept a salary cut.” 

Still, almost two-thirds 
of the CSI-willing employees 
whom the researchers inter-
viewed personally expected CSI 
participation to yield a private 

at the SDA Bocconi School 
of Management in Milan, 
Italy, and her co-
researcher had studied 
this same CSI previously, from 
the perspective of the employee 
who persuaded management 
and other stakeholders to under-
take it. In this new study, she 
sought to determine the consid-
erations that would motivate an 
employee to volunteer for such a 
project for less money. 

Firms have come to see CSIs 
as worthwhile programs because 
they help attract, motivate, and 
retain talent. Employees value 
participating in projects with 
social impact, and such pro-
grams also increase goodwill 
for the fi rm. In addition, CSIs 
“could be seen as a leadership 
development tool, similar to 
executive education programs 
off ered to high-performing 
employees,” Bode says. In this 
case, “there was also the hope 
that the initiative might prepare 
employees to better work in 
emerging markets where engag-
ing with civil society might be a 
prerequisite also for successful 
implementation of commercial 
project work.”

Apart from the savings 
from paying less to those who 
volunteered, the fi rm could 
also assign a dollar value 
to the less-tangible bene-
fi ts that would adhere from 
CSIs. By taking these fac-
tors into account, fi rms can 

gain “probably a good 
deal more” than the 
amount of compensa-
tion saved, said Barbara 
Dyer, senior lecturer 
and executive director 
of the Good Companies, 
Good Jobs Initiative at 
the MIT Sloan School of 
Management. 

At the management 
consultancy that Bode 

studied, the CSI was structured 
to be self-sustaining. The fi rm 
saved $28 million in compensa-
tion paid out between 2002 and 
2013 by reducing the pay of par-
ticipating employees by either 25 
percent or 50 percent, depend-
ing on the host country. The cli-
ent social-impact organizations 
paid only a third of the fees nor-
mally charged, off setting the 
fi rm’s hard-dollar savings. 

Bode and her coauthor con-
ducted 32 interviews with 20 
CSI participants, including 12 
interviewed both before and 
after their CSI participation. 
The interviews contributed to 
the design of a survey that the 
researchers later administered 
to the fi rm’s employees in the 
United States, Canada, the 
United Kingdom, and Ireland. 
The assessment measured 
employees’ interest in partici-
pating in a CSI with or without 
a pay cut and how much of a 
cut they’d accept. 

Of the 665 employees who 
responded to the survey, 113 
had already participated in the 
fi rm’s CSI. The researchers’ 
analysis focused mainly on the 
majority of employees who had 
not participated in the CSI, to 
avoid those whose perceptions 
might have been colored by 
experience. 

https://academic.oup.com/jcr/article/45/1/185/4711097
https://academic.oup.com/jcr/article/45/1/185/4711097
https://academic.oup.com/jcr/article/45/1/185/4711097
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/smj.2762
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ment at Wharton, examines 
President John F. Kennedy’s 
ambitious goal to put a man on 
the moon within a decade and 
the steps NASA took to commu-
nicate this aspiration to agency 
employees in a way that inspired 
their collective work toward his-
toric success. Records suggest 
widespread feeling among NASA 
employees during the 1960s that 
they were working toward the 
same lofty goal of helping the 
United States to reach the moon, 
no matter their individual job. 

“I wanted to look at peo-
ple’s ability or inability to see a 
connection between their work 
and the overriding purpose of 
the organization they work for,” 
Carton says. The quote from a 
NASA janitor in the title of his 
paper—“I’m Not Mopping the 
Floors, I’m Putting a Man on 
the Moon”—is apocryphal. But 
when Carton went back to pri-
mary sources, he found multi-
ple quotes from workers at the 
space agency during the moon 
missions that expressed similar 
sentiments. In the time before 
Neil Armstrong’s 1969 moon-
walk, NASA employees said they 
felt “they were putting people 
on the moon even if they were 
secretaries,” he says. 

The study offers 
“an inductive analy-
sis of how Kennedy 
and leaders of 
NASA in the 1960s 
communicated to 
employees about 
NASA’s ultimate aspirations,” 
Carton writes. He used pri-
mary sources, including NASA’s 
archive of documents, as well 
as documentary footage, inter-
view transcripts, and books 
quoting NASA employees.

Carton found that Kennedy 
and NASA leaders implemented 
four stages of “sensegiving” as 
they focused employees’ atten-
tion on a common organiza-
tional purpose. They started by 
reducing NASA’s ultimate aspi-
rations down to one single goal 
and gradually homed in on a 
concrete and quantifiable objec-
tive: landing a man on the moon 
and bringing him back safely. 

These actions translated 
into five levels of employee 
engagement and connection- 
building between day-to-day 
tasks and the organization’s 
aspiration. Employees were led 
to understand that there were 
specific steps to take for NASA 
to achieve its ultimate goal, 
and how they would each play 
a part. This resulted, finally, in 
workers feeling as though their 
own daily work contributed to 
the organization’s mission of 
putting a man on the moon. 

“Leaders thus act as archi-
tects by setting a highly par-
ticularized enabling condition 
(constricting attention to a 
single end-point), and employ-
ees act as builders who do the 
heavy lifting by construct-
ing a complex lattice-work of 

benefit. “The diversity of expe-
rience that is gained through 
these projects builds greater cul-
tural awareness, empathy, stron-
ger team and leadership skills, 
and a range of analytic capabil-
ities—all desirable qualities,” 
says MIT’s Dyer, who previously 
spent 18 years as a senior execu-
tive in a global corporation lead-
ing CSR strategy and programs. 
“The authors move the debate 
forward by recognizing and val-
idating the layers of motivating 
factors that enter into employee 
choices to engage in corporate 
social initiatives.” n

Christian Bode and Jasjit Singh, “Taking a 
hit to save the world? Employee participa-
tion in a corporate social initiative,” Stra-
tegic Management Journal, vol. 39, 2018, pp. 
1003-1030.

connections between their 
own work, the work of other 
employees, and the organiza-
tion’s goals, ultimately gaining 
a sense of their unique personal 
contribution to the organiza-
tion,” Carton writes. 

A new finding in this paper, 
Carton says, is that leaders 
should assume that employ-
ees won’t make a connection 
between their daily work and 
the organization’s overarch-
ing purpose on their own. It’s a 
leader’s job to do this. Carton 
envisions such an ideal leader 
as an “architect”—instead of a 
“transformational visionary” 
or “overseer”—who draws a 
blueprint of organizational 
aspiration that articulates how 
each employee’s work builds 
the ultimate product so con-
cretely that employees can see 
the plan and their place in it, 
and become inspired.

Carton’s study “advances 
our thinking about the leader 
role in organized activity and 
also yields very practical advice 
for emerging leaders,” says the 
University of Michigan’s Susan 
Ashford, who calls it one of her 
favorite papers this year. 

“I think that a key theme 
in the article is that it’s 
not enough to have a 
very big picture vision, 
you have to also make it 
vivid enough that peo-
ple can feel like it’s con-
crete and something that 
they can achieve,” says 
Batia Wiesenfeld, Andre 
J.L. Koo Professor of 
Management at New York 
University Stern School 
of Business.

The paper offers guid-
ance to executives at 

CHANA R. SCHOENBERGER  
(@cschoenberger) is a journalist based in  
New York City. She writes about business, 
finance, and academic research.

L E A D E R S H I P

How a Janitor 
Put a Man on 
the Moon
BY CHANA R.  
SCHOENBERGER

E
xecutives and manag-
ers often think they 
can motivate their 

employees by communicating 
their organization’s highest 
aspirations in an attempt to 
infuse their day-to-day work 
with meaning. But recent 
research findings are equivo-
cal on this point, with some 
such efforts leaving employees 
more dispirited. The ambiva-
lence may be explained by the 
disconnect between aspira-
tions and humdrum tasks. The 
question is whether leaders can 
bridge this gap.

A recent paper by Andrew 
Carton, a professor of manage-

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/smj.2762
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/smj.2762
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/smj.2762
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0001839217713748
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