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Abstract

The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) will be releasing the ISO 26000 Guidance on Social Responsibility in 2010 to assist organizations to more effectively contribute to sustainable development. As a result, ISO 26000 will be useful for organizations that wish to pursue and achieve organizational sustainability. This analysis considers the relationship between sustainability and social responsibility as presented by the ISO 26000 Community Draft (CD) to identify supporting factors that organizations must consider to make ISO 26000 useful to them. By considering the evolution of the sustainability concept since the 1950’s, three characteristics of next-generation management practices that natively support achieving sustainability through social responsibility are presented. These are: incorporating local factors, embracing continuous improvement practices, and seeking key linkages between economic, social, political, and environmental elements that influence sustainability (the sustainability context). Quality systems can help an organization achieve these goals while bridging the gap between organizational sustainability and sustaining communities and ecosystems.
Introduction

Heightened expectations for ethical and environmentally responsible business behavior have been emerging for several years, in part due to high profile cases like Enron and WorldCom in the early part of this decade. (Leonard & McAdam, 2003) More recently, attention has been called to the need for enhanced transparency in business processes, motivated by the catastrophic failures that precipitated the global financial crisis. (Di Noia & Micossi, 2009)  Simultaneously, sustainability has become a national priority in the United States and beyond, with goals ranging from achieving energy efficiency and creating new jobs to promoting healthy living and community engagement. (cf. White House, 2009)
Ethics, environmental responsibility, transparency and sustainability are all key ingredients in the International Organization for Standardization’s (ISO) 26000 Guidance on Social Responsibility. Although it is still in the Community Draft (CD) stage, ISO is coordinating the final stages of community review to prepare the standard for publication in 2010. Within the draft, ISO 26000 defines social responsibility as “the responsibility of an organization for the impacts of its decisions and activities on society and the environment, through transparent and ethical behavior that contributes to sustainable development, including health and the welfare of society; takes into account the expectations of stakeholders; is in compliance with applicable law and consistent with international norms of behavior; and is integrated throughout the organization and practiced in its relationships.” (ISO, 2009) This broad definition spans the economic, environment, political, social and personal dimensions of sustainability.

With the increasing global focus on sustainability, and the relationship between achieving sustainability and promoting social responsibility, the ISO 26000 standard can be expected to achieve greater prominence in the upcoming years. Organizations that commit to improving social responsibility must understand the critical elements of the standard to deliver on those goals. It is this gap that the present analysis seeks to fill, by combining the results of a conceptual analysis of sustainability with the analysis of ISO 26000 in the context of quality systems.
What is Sustainability?

Ecologists, economists, sociologists and biologists have all, independently, development unique and nuanced definitions for sustainability. One of the more commonly used definitions is the Brundlandt perspective (WCED, 1987, p. 43) which defines sustainability as “meeting the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs.” Dyllick & Hockerts (2002) present sustainability from the perspective of a business organization that is “meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well.” The “Triple P” or “triple bottom line” perspective introduced by Elkington (1997) declares that an organization is sustainable if it achieves a designated minimum level of performance with respect to people, planet and profit.


To better understand the subtleties of sustainability, Faber et al. (2005), through conceptual analysis, conducted an in-depth investigation to expose the roots of the term. This group’s attempts to make sense of hundreds of definitions uncovered three distinct orientations towards sustainability that have been developed across multiple disciplines: artifact, goal orientation, and behavioral interaction.
The artifact can either be an entity or a construct. For example, determining the sustainability of producing a consumer product requires an entity artifact, whereas determining the sustainability of an economic or health care system requires a construct artifact. Goal orientation refers to the point of reference that can be used to determine whether an artifact is sustainable, and can be absolute or relative. From an absolute standpoint, an artifact is either sustainable or not (e.g. your car is either an eco-friendly hybrid or it is not). From the relative standpoint, an artifact can have varying degrees of sustainability and can continually improve its processes to achieve more sustainable outcomes. Behavioral interaction examines whether the environment is changing around the artifact. In the static case, the artifact is changing but the environment is considered to be unchanging. In the dynamic case, both the artifact and the environment are changing. Adopting their perspective, sustainability is the equilibrium between an artifact and its environment that is achieved without mutual detrimental effects.

By examining hundreds of studies since the 1950’s, Faber et al. (2005) discovered that the modern view of sustainability requires a construct artifact, a relative goal orientation, and a dynamic behavioral interaction where both the artifact and the environment are in constant flux. The authors advise that this will require policies, reports, guidelines and indicators that take into account how small-scale, localized activities impact the sustainability of the whole organization. What this means for organizations that seek to improve their own sustainability through standards such as ISO 26000 is, according to their study, that organizations will be “forced to install new organizational functions that can deal with local characteristics [that impact sustainability”. (p. 29) Second, they write that because “the new approach towards sustainability recognizes continuous changes of the world and tackles current sustainability problems, organizations are forced to work with continuous learning.”
The modern view, however, continues to evolve. For example, McElroy et al. (2007) examined the shortcomings of sustainability reporting methods, noting that tools such as the GRI can be used “as if they are addressing sustainability, when, in fact, they are not.” (p. 3) These authors recommended that the absolute perspective of goal orientation that Faber outlines should not be discarded as more organizations attempt to operationalize sustainability. Rather, by comparing sustainability measures to baselines that describe the ultimate target, an organization can more effectively manage to its sustainability context. McElroy et al. propose a new approach based on ecological analogs called the “Social Footprint Method” to bridge this gap. 

The integrated conclusion from these two meta-analyses is that organizational sustainability cannot be achieved in the absence of a framework for continuous improvement across the organization. This framework must extend into its relationships with stakeholders and society. It must also be customized to account for the local characteristics of the sustainability performance of the organization in terms of its processes, teams, and people. Finally, the sustainability context (which is also a critical concept in ISO 26000) must be acknowledged and articulated.
The Relationship between Sustainability, Social Responsibility, and Quality Systems
The text of the ISO 26000 draft specifically and fundamentally relates social responsibility to sustainable development. By the end of the first paragraph, the ISO 26000 CD notes that the purpose of the standard is to “assist organizations to contribute to sustainable development.” (ISO, 2008, p. v)  The message of the standard, coupled with Faber’s findings, show that sustainability can be achieved through socially responsible practices than span strategy development and operations, and cover economic, social, and political aspects as well as environmental concerns.
Quality systems naturally support sustainable development, which is about “making and using things more efficiently”. (Ehrenfeld, 2009) As a result, quality systems have a natural role to play in an organization’s pursuit of social responsibility using ISO 26000. Gorman & Krehbiel (1997) identified the similarities and differences. For example, quality management typically considers the organization and its stakeholders, whereas managing for sustainability requires including the ecological, economic, and social systems of those stakeholders. Sustainability specifically aims to increase welfare, whereas quality management does not explicitly. Quality management initiatives cannot interact with the market, whereas sustainability initiatives can and often do. The sustainability context is the interface between the two.
But quality management plays an important role in preparing an organization to pursue sustainability and social responsibility. As described by Richard Locke, a founder of MIT Sloan’s Laboratory for Sustainable Business, “companies that have thought hard about how to establish various management systems that promote more sustainable business practices are also companies that have thought hard about how to be more efficient or innovative or differentiate their products or services in the market… [as a result] sustainability becomes a proxy for management quality.” (Locke, 2009) Organizations that are already quality-focused thus have a foundation for adopting ISO 26000.
The ISO 26000 framework 

The ISO Technical Management Board, with oversight responsibility for the project, has determined that the best way to assist organizations to contribute to sustainable development is to make ISO 26000 different than the more familiar management system standards. It will provide guidance, advice and recommendations for how organizations can become more socially responsible through their strategic efforts, policies, measurement approaches, and operations. But as a voluntary standard, unlike ISO 9000, there will be no requirements outlined in ISO 26000 to serve as the basis for certification.

The guidance embodied in the ISO 26000 draft incorporates values, steps to achieve awareness, core functions and operational areas through which social responsibility can be realized, and approaches for integrating the concepts into an organization. These topics are addressed by Clauses 3 through 7 of the standard, respectively, as shown in Figure 1. In addition to the guidance provided within these clauses, examples of programs or measurement systems (“tools”) that an organization can participate in to increase its social responsibility is covered in Annex A. These include Social Accountability International’s SA8000 standard, indices from the World Business Council for Sustainable Development to assess stakeholder engagement and organizational governance, and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) for sustainability measurement.
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Figure 1. Relationships between the key clauses of ISO 26000.

The seven principles of social responsibility (Clause 4) are accountability, transparency, ethical behavior, respect for stakeholder interests, respect for the rule of law, respect for international norms of behavior, and respect for human rights. These principles form the value system upon which ISO 26000 is based.
Recognizing social responsibility and engaging stakeholders (Clause 5) requires taking a relational view of the organization. This includes considering the stated and implied expectations society has on an organization for responsible behavior, and the impacts of its activities and decisions on society. Similarly, an organization must understand the impacts of its activities and decisions on stakeholders. Finally, the organization must consider how the interests of its stakeholders relate to the best interests of society. This final class of relationships (illustrated in Figure 2) is one factor that distinguishes ISO 26000’s consideration of relationships from other approaches, because they must be evaluated in terms of the seven values outlined in Clause 4.
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Figure 2. Clause 5 identifies the three relationship types that are addressed by ISO 26000.
Guidance on social responsibility core subjects (Clause 6) addresses the environment, consumer issues, fair operating practices, labor practices, human rights, and community involvement. This is accomplished through the unifying structure of organizational governance. These sections discuss how an organization constructs its systematic approach to decision-making, and provides examples of how these governance structures might integrate social responsibility considerations. For example, how does an organization create a culture that is aligned with the seven principles of social responsibility outlined in Clause 4? How does two-way communication with stakeholders enable those parties to participate in conflict resolution?
Guidance on integrating social responsibility throughout an organization (Clause 7) begins with an identification of key factors and the context in which the organization operates. Key factors are the defining characteristics of an organization that influence its strategic decisions, its selection of operations procedures, and its improvement methodologies. These key factors can be used to determine which of the core subjects in Clause 6 are relevant to the organization. The sustainability context (or “sphere of influence” as described within ISO 26000) is also a critical element in this clause. Following this concept, the socially responsible organization is also responsible for understanding what people and institutions it can influence to further promote socially responsible behavior. Forces that create a sphere of influence include legal and political authority, ownership and governance, economic support relationship, and public opinion.
Status of ISO 26000 

A successful vote on the Committee Draft (CD) was achieved at the 7th Plenary Meeting in Quebec during May 2009. As a result, ISO 26000 is expected to advance to a Draft International Standard (DIS) by October 2009, and publication of the standard is on track for September 2010. (ISO, 2009a) What remains under discussion is whether ISO 26000 should be a free standard (i.e. there would be no charge for downloading or distributing the text of the standard) since it is “intended to have wider social benefits than many other ISO standards.” (ISO, 2009b)
Despite the positive contribution it is expected to make towards expanding the understanding and acknowledgement of social responsibility in business and industry, Simpson (2009) projects that as a voluntary standard, ISO 26000 will be insufficient as a catalyst for change. Instead, he expects that organizations will demand a benchmark to assess performance and recognition for their efforts and commitment. Even after publication of the standard in late 2010, systematic approaches for integrating social responsibility into an organization using ISO 26000 must still be explored and validated. Working documents for the development of ISO 26000, including the text of the emerging standard, are publicly accessible at http://www.iso.org/wgsr.
Conclusions
The ISO 26000 standard specifically relates social responsibility to sustainable development by providing guidance for achieving sustainability. This study provided an assessment of the key elements of ISO 26000, described how the standard contributes to sustainability, and established how the concepts and the emerging standard are related to quality systems. To help managers and technologists understand how to tailor their management systems to support a new ISO 26000 initiative, three characteristics of next-generation management practices to support sustainability through social responsibility were identified. These are 1) incorporation of local factors, which means pursuing sustainability within the organization through its quality systems as well as in the relationship of the organization with its environment, 2) adoption of mechanisms for continuous improvement, and 3) understanding the sustainability context that links the organization’s quality management approach with the larger environment. Sustainability cannot be achieved without quality.
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