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Abstract

The exponential proliferation of resource use and greenhouse gas emissions (GHGS) as a
consequence of both economic and population growth have placed a progressively exigent
burden onto the environment. In response, businesses are increasingly introducing sustainable
practices as consumer awareness grows. The third-party B-Corp Certification has risen as an
effective and objective way for these consumers to identify conscious companies. The B-
Corp movement aims to reform the current capitalist system from its overwhelming
shareholder primacy system to one that takes a stakeholder governance approach to ensure
durable prosperity in tandem with the global transition to a green, low carbon economy.

This investigation explores the B-Corp certification through literature, document and
interview analysis to gauge its influence on company-wide responsible business practices.
The research also considers the future of the B-Corp movement and its associated challenges
that were uncovered during the interview and document analysis. Findings indicated that the
accreditation is attracting companies that already have a high degree of CSR and therefore the
influence of the certification was minimal. The certification and more specifically its BIA
measurement process inspired review and documentation of some policies regarding
recruitment or their supply chains. In addition, the certification could potentially increase an
organisations perceived level of philanthropic level of responsibility, through identity-driven
reflexivity and the transformative pressure from others in the B-Corp network.

With regards to the future of the movement. This investigation highlighted three main
challenge areas that must be addressed if the positive dynamics and novelty of the
certification are to be maintained through its current period of rapid growth. These are: 1.
Communication — The improvement of communication pathways between B-Lab, CBCs and
prospective CBCs. 2. Benefits — The benefits of accreditation must be made more tangible to
those organisations looking to become certified, and to retaining those who are considering
re-certification. 3. Scalability — Increased responsibility to the governing body to ensure CSR
standards and founding values are upheld, especially with regards to the certification of larger
multinational organisations.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, Sustainability Certification; Organisational
sustainability; Sustainable Enterprises; B-Corp certification
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Chapter 1: An Introduction

This chapter establishes a general introduction of the concepts and history of sustainability,
sustainability in corporations and the development of the B-Corporation certification. The
section also outlines the purpose of the study, including the scientific and societal relevance,
aims, research questions and objectives.

1.1 Global Context

The exponential proliferation of resource use and greenhouse gas emissions (GHGS) as a
consequence of both economic and population growth have placed a progressively exigent
burden onto the environment (United Nations, 2016). Since the 1960’s atmospheric carbon
dioxide levels have been steadily increasing from below 320 parts per million to over 415
parts per million in early 2021 (CO. Earth, 2021). This increase in carbon dioxide and other
greenhouse gas emissions has opened the door to a potentially catastrophic cascade of
environmental tipping points and crises (Lawrence, Blackett & Cradock-Henry, 2020). If
contemporary society is to successfully respond to these pressing environmental issues one
ineluctable transition will be that of a fundamental, global transition to a green, low carbon
economy which will require a reconsideration of how energy is both produced and consumed
(Gibbs, 2009; Farinelli et al., 2011). The origin of sustainability first emerged more than 130
years ago from an intellection known as ‘spaceship earth’ (George, 1879/2009). The concept
evolved over the years, proliferating in popularity with the emergence of the term
‘sustainable development’ from the highly influential Brundtland Report (1987). Since the
Brundtland report, the term ‘sustainable development’ has been used to denote dimensions of
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations, 1987, p. 43). Interpreted in the context
of business, this definition signals that businesses could no longer regard the environment as
a limitless pool of natural capital that could be extracted and unregulated without culpability
(Blowfield, 2013). The complex nature of successfully executing this challenge will require
harmonising the interplay between three global dimensions: the environment, the economy
and society — more commonly known as the triple bottom line (Alhaddi, 2015) (See figure 1).
This business model challenges organisations to go beyond merely generating profit for their
investors and to go further to create diverse forms of value that reach more stakeholders by
evaluating business performance through broader perspectives (Correia, 2019).

Climate change mitigation and sustainability issues are increasingly prevalent in global
media. Ergo, this increased consumer consciousness is reflected in estimates published in the
Stern Report which projects that by 2050, the market for low-carbon energy products will
have increased to be worth a minimum of $500 billion USD per year (Godard, 2008). The
issue of sustainability and green business conduct has received vast attention in management
and economics research, with the issue cutting across virtually all industries and the whole of
the global economy (Acke, 2014; Edenhofer, 2015; Kim et al., 2016).
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Figure 1: A holistic view of the three pillars of the Triple Bottom Line and example forms of sustainable value,
adapted from Elkington (1998) and Evans et al., (2017)

1.2 The Concept of Business and Sustainability

The consideration and integration of sustainability challenges into businesses is not a new
phenomenon. The power corporations wield is substantial and without a business model that
accounts for stakeholders, their impact on the world can often lead to environmental
degradation and cause huge imbalances in societies (Smith, 1759,1790). Consequently, the
expectations of the public on the role of companies in society are increasing while trust in
businesses is decreasing as many still prioritise the pursuit of financial revenue (Dilling,
2010). Since the environmental awakening of the late 1960s, mass movements and the
development of complex laws and institutional bodies to protect the environment have
proliferated (Bergquist, 2017). Initiatives such as the 1999 UN Global Compact and the
subsequent 2007 Principles of Responsible Management Education (PRIME) have been
initiated to encourage businesses worldwide to align their strategies and operations with
universal sustainability goals (Mahajan & Bose, 2018). As a result, the concept of integrating
‘the triple bottom line’ and related concepts such as ‘eco-efficiency’ and corporate social
responsibility (CSR) into management and organisation of a company have since become
omnipresent in effectively every business across the world (Jones, 2017). Nevertheless, the
success of ‘green’ strategies within the corporate environment demonstrates the potential that
these concepts have in fostering environmentally conscious business conduct (Hicklenton,
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Hine & Loi, 2019). In recent years a new form of CSR certification that requires
organisations to commit a level of sustainable conduct beyond that of low hanging ‘win-win’
solutions is that of the B-Corporation certification.

1.3 The B-Corporation Revolution

The world of business is changing, there is an increasing trend by consumers to prioritise the
social and environmental impacts of the brands they support. As countries began taking stock
of current legislative and voluntary policies and practices related to regulating business
impacts on the environment and on human rights (Woods, 2016; Harjoto, Laksmana & Yang,
2019); however, some companies have exploited claims of being ‘green’ into their marketing,
true or not (Guarna, 2019). Distinguishing facts from greenwashed claims can be mentally
taxing for environmentally conscious consumers that wish to delineate which companies have
values that align to their own. The B-Corp Certification has risen as an effective and
objective way for these consumers to identify conscious companies. The B stands for Benefit
and reflects the movements mission to create social, environmental and economic benefit for
all stakeholders. Founded in 2006, the non-profit B-Lab is an organisation that offers the
chance for certification to businesses utilising their influence as a ‘force for good’ and that
approach business not from a market perspective but from a sustainability challenge (Dyllick
& Muff 2015). For companies who have already established or are on the road to establishing
a high degree of corporate social responsibility, this certification serves as a third-party
authentication of genuine socially responsible practices. The certification requires companies
to meet demanding standards that includes, specifies and further expands on five dimensions
of sustainability: Environment, Workers, Customers, Community and Governance while
maintaining a high degree of transparency and accountability (B-Lab, 2021). The certification
also necessitates a 2-year reassessment period in order to maintain the certification. The B-
Corp movement (the name given to the collective of businesses using the certification) is
continuing to expand, garnering widespread support, popularity and visibility, as of August
2021, it comprised of 4,075 companies spanning 74 countries (B-Lab, 2021).

B Lab
The B Corp GIIRS
Certification
Certified K\ GI I RS
B B s
Corporations o Imp0s nvesting
Corporation \J

Figure 2: Overview of B-Lab’s three-track strategy, with the focus of this study highlighted in green. GIIRS is
an abbreviation for the Global Impact Investment Rating System that has been developed by B-Lab.
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1.4 Study Relevance and Research Problem

The B-Corp community works towards achieving a stronger purpose and aims to motivate its
member organisations to act as a force environmental and societal good. As the certification
is voluntary and non-prescriptive, the businesses who utilise it have ‘free reign’ to develop
their course of action in pursuit of value creation and sustainability. This study will take a
deep exploratory dive into four Certified B-Corporations (CBCs) and an array of literature
and documents to discover how and if companies actually change their company-wide
practices as a result of certification and if these companies think there are any aspects of the
certification that can be improved. Therefore, the importance of this study is twofold.

1.4.1 Scientific Relevance

This investigation is of importance in the progression of the incipient field of B-Corporation
literature that is gaining increasing importance (Diez-Busto, Sanchez-Ruiz & Fernandez-
Laviada, 2020). The literature review revealed a relatively low number of publications on the
topic of B-Corporations, with the first being published in the late 2000s. There was also a
dominance of qualitative methodologies, which Stubbs (2017) states is a sign that this is a
developing field of research. It is noted by various authors that there is a need for more
studies on B-Corporation members to determine the realities of certified companies (Gazzola
et al., 2019). Realities can be interpreted as company practices and their change, employee
opinions of the B-Lab and the BIA and how these companies utilise the certification. Gamble
& Parker & Moroz, (2019) challenged scholars to collectively focus efforts towards an
understanding of the CBC landscape from a range of organisational levels, one of which is
company-wide, in an attempt to seek convergence amidst a field of growing conceptual and
theoretical divergence.

This investigation will also cover the motivations of the companies to obtain the
accreditation, which was highlighted by Harjoto, Laksmana and Yang (2019) as an avenue
that requires further research. This research will also touch on the impact of the B-Corp
business model, albeit in a qualitative way, which was quoted in literature as being an area
for additional research opportunities (Poponi et al., 2019; Nigri & Del Baldo, 2018). Finally,
literature by Stubbs (2017) highlighted the need to investigate how companies adopt the B-
Corp model and how they promote further ‘systemic change’ (p.310) through collaboration
with other stakeholders and change agents. Most of the literature uses stakeholder theory as a
lens through which to view CBCs but the more practical and holistic approach of this study
will allow for a more complete view on the ‘realities’ of the certification and the changes
they elicit in company-wide practices.

1.4.2 Societal Relevance

In addition to the scientific relevance, this study also has significant and a more practical
societal relevance. In this research, societal relevance delineates the net social and
environmental value created as a result of this investigation. It was chosen to use the broad
term of ‘societal relevance’ over that of ‘societal impact’ as real impact is complex and often
not unilateral (Bornman, 2013). First, this research is important as the B-Corp movement
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continues to flourish in terms of its geographic scope and in terms of the economic size and
power of corporations that seek certification. This rapid growth necessitates the need for
gauging the impact of the certification on a company-wide level. Investigating how these
companies may use the BIA and certification on an individual level is also of increasing
importance to catalogue. The B-Corporation business model is one of the most promising
models that could see the shift away from the traditional approach to business, from
shareholders to stakeholders (Bereznoy, 2019). This movement has been accelerated by the
recent Coronavirus pandemic and thus the importance of conducting this research is also
accelerated.

1.5 Research Aim

To investigate and assess the company case studies in terms of the degree to which engaging
with the B-Corp movement has influenced their company-wide conduct and practices, what
their experiences with the organisation have been and whether they would change any aspects
of the B-Corp movement and certification process. Using these results as a holistic reflection
of the certification as it stands today.

1.6 Research Question

‘To what extent does achieving the B-Corp certification influence companywide ethical
conduct?’

Ancillary Questions:

1. ‘Can the B-Corp certification process or network be improved?’
2. ‘How is the B-Corp movement going to change and progress in the future?’

1.7 Research Questions

1. What does the current literature landscape look like? How can this knowledge inform the
investigation into the B-Corp certification?
- Why is it important to consider the sectoral context and size/age of each company?
- How does this influence their interpretation, usage and thoughts about the B-Corp
certification process?
2. What can semi-structured interviews reveal regarding the changes that have taken place in
companywide practices in each of the studied businesses?
3. Are there any profound similarities or differences between how companies change their
company-wide practices? Why have these taken the form that they have?
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Figure 3: Overarching depiction of the research process

1.8 Outline of the Thesis

This investigation is divided into six chapters. The first of which establishes a general
introduction of the concepts and history of sustainability, sustainability in corporations and
the development of the B-Corporation certification. The section also outlines the purpose of
the study, including the relevance, aims, research question and objectives.

Chapter two contains an overview of relevant concepts, theories and literature regarding
Corporate Social Responsibility, Triple Bottom Line, Blended Value, Hybrid Organisations
and Social Entrepreneurs. This section is followed by the Methodological chapter, which
explains the research strategy implemented in this research. The first section will discuss the
ontological and epistemological assumptions that underlie research methodologies. In
addition, it outlines why a qualitative research methodology is especially appropriate for this
study. The second section is focused on qualitative research methods and the role of theory in
both the document analyses and semi-structured interviews. The third section outlines the
research process of this study, including background assessments as well as presenting the
acquisition of the case study companies and the process of collecting, interpreting and
analysing the data collected.

The subsequent Sectoral Context section that goes more in depth into the B-Corporation
movement, relevant themes in contemporary literature and then goes into the four case study
companies and their sectors from which subsequent analysis can be compared and better
understood. Thereafter, the theoretical findings and the analysis of the investigation are
presented and structured into three main sections to answer the three main research questions.
These sections are then subdivided with regards to the patterns found in the results.
Following this, the practical and theoretical implications of the research are discussed.
Finally, the limitations, opportunities for future research and the conclusions of the
investigation are presented and considered. References and appendices then follow.
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Chapter 2: Framework and Literature Review

2.1 General Overview

An understanding of the past literature and the frameworks that have emerged as a result are
of great importance for understanding why this research endeavour takes the form that it
does. This chapter contains an overview of relevant concepts, theories and literature
regarding: The current capitalist market model, Corporate Social Responsibility, Triple
Bottom Line, Blended Value, Hybrid Organisations and Social Entrepreneurs.

2.2 The Traditional Capitalistic Economic Model

Capitalism refers to the current socio-economic system, where private actors are all allowed
to own and control the use of property according to their own interests. The invisible hand of
supply and demand coordinates markets and governments are responsible for ensuring peace,
justice and taxes (Scott, 2006; Bellanca, 2013). This ‘market economy’ model serves the
shareholders within the system.

Traditional capitalism no doubt facilitated global industrial, technological and green
development and transformed the role of state in society by promoting models of growth
rather than dependence (Baumol, Litan & Schramm, 2007). However, in the modern world of
finite resources, and where the shortcomings of the current economic system are becoming
increasingly apparent (especially when the recent Coronavirus pandemic and climate change
are taken into consideration) there is a growing call for reform of the current system. The B-
Corp movement has its roots in the urge to reform the current capitalist system from its
‘overwhelming shareholder primacy system’ to one that takes a ‘stakeholder governance
approach’ to ensure this improved form of capitalism creates shared and durable prosperity
(Marquis, 2020). Achieving this necessitates more than just statements of interest from
organisations, companies must demonstrate a ‘performance threshold’ of commitments to
truly drive change. B-Corp aims to drive these changes through a process of reporting,
companywide ethical change and also requiring permanent alterations to their legal structure.

2.3 Corporate Social Responsibility

“Corporate social and environmental responsibility [CSR] is rapidly moving from the
margins to mainstream of corporate activity, with greater recognition of a direct and
inescapable relationship between corporate governance, corporate responsibility and
sustainable development” Clarke (2012, p. 499)

The term Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is difficult to define, as the nature of what
constitutes a ‘socially responsible behaviour’ can vastly differ between different times,
people and places (Frynas & Stephens, 2015). The term CSR was conceptualised in the
different disciplines of management in the 1950s alongside related terms such as social
responsiveness, corporate social performance, corporate citizenship and corporate
philanthropy (Srivastava et al., 2017; Crane, Matten & Spence, 2019). The European
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Commission defined CSR as “a concept whereby companies integrate social and
environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their
stakeholders on a voluntary basis” (The council and the European economic & social
committee, 2006).

Much of the contemporary CSR literature explores possible financial impacts of engaging in
CSR for profit-seeking corporations (Flammer, 2013; Lech, 2013). Some economists that
base their view on that of Friedman (1970) often find a negative relationship between CSR
activities and financial performance that analyse stock changes or as a measurement of
success (Vance, 1975), analysts’ earnings per share forecast (Cordeiro & Sarkis, 1997) or
excess return (Wright & Ferris, 1997). Friedman contended that a company should not deal
with issues which do not belong to its core mission of increasing shareholder value and
maximising profits for investors. Friedman conceptualises CSR as fundamentally a
subversive doctrine and pure socialism (Friedman, 1970) Conversely, scholars argued that
companies have a social responsibility despite the costs that these activities may demand and
therefore the company should focus on creating value for the natural environment and society
as a whole (Poff & Waluchow, 1987).

In recent decades, CSR has gained greater importance as a corporate strategy, idea and as
possessing an organisational value for corporations (Dobers, 2009). Engaging in CSR
activities has been found to increase the attractiveness of corporations for a variety of
stakeholders including their employees, shareholders, partners, consumers and state
governments, increasing brand loyalty, awareness, image and environmental protection, thus
curtailing loss of corporate reputation (Lacey and Kennett-Hansel 2010). CSR activities can
also act as a safeguard, providing ‘insurance-like’ protection when negative events happen
(Godfrey et al., 2009). Organisations perceived as having a high level of CSR may have a
competitive advantage rooted in human capital as they attract more and better employees than
firms with lower ratings (Carmeli, 2005; Turban & Greening, 1997). As a consequence, many
businesses are motivated to participate in CSR conducts.

Following the publication of the work by Elkington (1997) The Social Economic Council
emphasised that a company’s contribution to the welfare of society does not only consist of
economic value creation, but also concerns value creation in the three spheres of the TBL:
profit (economic elements), people (social elements) and planet (the ecological elements) (see
figure 1). The social elements concern the impact of the company’s operations on humans
within and beyond the organisation, such as health and safety, fair trade, charitable giving
and good labour relations (Szczuka, 2015). With regards to the ecological element, this
relates to impacts of the organisation’s operations on the environment. To minimise this
element would result in increased CSR. The company can take several actions to reduce this
including minimising contamination, transportation of materials and products, recycling and
efficiently using energy resources (Arafia & Ledn 2009).

Consideration of the factors that can motivate companies to engage in CSR are an important
consideration when analysing companies and their conduct. Maignan and Ralston (2002)
explicate CSR and identify three principal motivators behind initiation of CSR activities in
companies (see figure 3). Motivations can be further divided into the categories of extrinsic
and intrinsic motives (Graafland & Mazereeuw-van der Duijn Schouten, 2012). Financial
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motivators are included in the extrinsic classification which were backed up by empirical
studies that identified a positive relationship between CSR initiatives and (long term)
profitability or shareholder value (Orlitzky, Schmidt & Rynes, 2003; Tudway & Pascal,
2006). Gardberg and Fombrun (2006) further their verdict that investing in social initiatives
can be just as important as investment in advertising or research and development.
Contending the positive quantitative studies, the authors also identify a number of neural or
negative relationships, especially regarding the environmental elements (Filbeck & Gorman,
2004). It has been argued that these external motivations to engage in CSR reporting by a
company, with the soul desire to increase the financial performance, can result in that
company not going beyond efficiency and achieving ‘win-win’ solutions of being able to be a
profitable business that to some extent curbs its environmental impact (Rodriguez-Garcia et
al., 2019).

Table 1: The motivations for organisational engagement in corporate social responsibility as presented in
Maignan & Ralston (2002, p.501)

Value-driven CSR CSR is presented as an integral part of the companies
2D culture, operations, or as an expression of its core values. It
‘ b means that a company is internally affected while designing
\.4

the CSR but its philosophy such as corporate values.

Performance-driven CSR | CSR is introduced as part of the firms economic mission, as
Y. an instrument to improve its financial performance and
[ II competitive posture. A company will practice CSR for
financial returns and competitiveness in the company.

Stakeholder-driven CSR | CSR is integrated as a response to the insistence and
scrutiny of one or more stakeholder groups. This driver
% primarily consists of external influences as the main
motivators of change. Stakeholders play an important role
in the CSR suggesting that managers are responsive to
investors and promote the interests of employees, suppliers,
customers etc. who have implicit and explicit influence on
the organisational resources (Friedman & Miles, 2002)

Within the intrinsic motivator section, non-financial reasons were incorporated. Personal
values of the leadership within a company can be an important motivating factor for CSR,
particularly within small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and are usually outright in the
case of mission-driven entrepreneur-led business ventures. The authors further differentiate
two delineations of intrinsic motives — CSR as a moral duty and CSR as an expression of
altruism. CSR as a duty-based ethic can be regarded as derived from the ethical principles of
religion or moral philosophy that teach that some acts are right or wrong and people have a
duty to act accordingly, regardless of the positive or negative consequences that may be
produced (Orts & Smith, 2017). Altruistic CSR is also of a philanthropic nature, it describes
the desire to contribute to the common good stemming from a genuine concern for the well-
being of others (Ghosh, 2020).
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2.3.1 Corporate Social Responsibility Pyramid Model

The CSR pyramid model proposed by Carroll (1991) (see figure 4) illustrates the four
echelons of responsibility a company can be plotted within. The base level is that of
economic responsibility in which motivations are focused on increasing investor and
shareholder welfare, ensuring growth and profitability of the organisation. The creation of
new channels, products and redefining existing products are included within this section.
Interaction with stakeholders is critical in determining these values (Decker & Sale, 2009).

&

Philanthropic
Responsibility

Ethical
C’}J Responsibility 9::

Legal Responsibility m
| M Economic Responsibility %

Figure 4 — The Corporate Social Responsibility Pyramid model as described by Carroll (1991)

The second level deliberates the legal responsibility within which the aim of minimising risk
is of vital importance if risk is to be successfully minimised, ensuring confidence in the
financial system through various trade associations and supervisory bodies, signified by the
compliance function (Decker & Sale, 2009). Above that is the level of ethical responsibility
within which ethical norms can be interpreted through individual morality and the
expectations held by extraneous stakeholders. Beyond this at the pyramids peak is
philanthropic/discretionary responsibility. This level covers voluntary activities such as
corporate giving, volunteering or foundations for the good fortune, happiness, health and
prosperity of mankind (Genest, 2005). Corporate volunteering can be defined as the
supporting and fostering of employee efforts to carry out community services and activities
during work hours. It aims at enriching community-employee relations and brand perception.
Corporate foundations are charitable foundations that are established and predominantly
funded by a for-profit company. The charities are often designed as a separate legal entity,
although they are bound by close ties to the source company. Due to the close ties, the
reputational aspect of their existence and the benefit for the company the corporate
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foundations are considered distinct from other types of foundations (von Schnurbein et al.,
2016).

2.4 The Triple Bottom Line Model

The sustainability-oriented construct of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) model was first
presented by Elkington (1997) and was described as ‘focus[ing] on corporations not just on
the economic value they add, but also on the environmental and social value they add — and
destroy’ (Potts, 2004). The TBL provides a framework for measuring the performance of a
business and the success of the organisation by utilising three spheres: economic, social and
environmental (Goel, 2010) (See figure 1). At its core the TBL furthers the proliferation of
the environmental agenda in a way that integrates the economic and social dimensions to
foster sustainable development (Elkington, 1997). At the same time the challenges
encountered on the path to achieving the three dimensions of the TBL can be a stimulating
source for novel innovative trajectories for the organisations involved, enhancing
competitiveness and contributing to the construction of a better society (Wagner, 2009). The
TBL concept acknowledges that corporations add economic value but can also impact on the
social and environmental value (Lee, 2007).

The model does not prioritise the economic dimension like traditional models of business do,
it just denotes that firms must also take responsibility for their actions in these other two
additional sectors (Gimenez et al., 2012). The core values of the B-Corp movement have its
routes in this framework as Elkington developed the TBL to strengthen the partnerships
between business and stakeholders to ‘reach towards goals that none of the partners could
hope to achieve on their own’ to create a community network where all stakeholders are
recognised as equal and credible partners (Elkington, 1998 p.4). While the concept of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) ‘reconcile[s] potential conflicts between economic
growth and ecological sustainability’ (Mitchell et al., 2008) the TBL can be considered as
developing on this as it further compels organisations to consider the three dimensions as
having equal importance.

2.5 The Blended VValue Framework

Within a Blended Value (BV) framework, all values (also referred to as ‘shared value’) can
be defined as policies and companywide operating practices that enhance the competitiveness
of a company while simultaneously advancing and enhancing the economic, environmental
and social conditions in the society in which it operates (Bonini & Emerson, 2005; Porter &
Kramer, 2019). Developed by Emerson (2003), the framework tries to merge the concept of
‘doing well’ (investments in long-term competitiveness) and ‘doing good’ (investments that
address social and environmental objectives) (Nicholls, 2009). The concept differs from
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in the sense that value in CSR is viewed as a separate
entity from profit maximisation and the business agenda is determined by external reporting,
in contrast Creating Shared Value (CSV) is integral to profit maximisation and the agenda of
a company as a result is specific and internally generated (Wojcik, 2016) (See table 2). As
opined by Bockstette and Stamp (2011), CSV is strategically positioned within the interactive
arena of social value creation and business value creation.
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The successful integration of a BV framework into an organisation requires that the
organisation recognises its dependence on inside-out linkages (how activities in their business
value chain affects society) and outside-in linkages (how wider social contexts influence
productivity and competitiveness). Essential areas of consideration for successful BV include
1) ‘materiality’ (Hills et al., 2013) strategically aimed at achieving high financial
performance and 2) ‘intentionality’ (Gradl & Jenkins, 2011) leading to innovative resource
sourcing.

Further developing this concept into a usable business model, research by Pfitzer, Bockstette
and Stamp (2013) theorised a five-step strategy towards shared value:

1. Identifying and embedding: Inserting social purpose (contemporary threats and
opportunities) and the prioritisation of certain social issues to strategize how to
continually increase revenue or reduce costs.

2. Defining: Delineating social needs with a comprehensive view of the social issue -
making the business case stronger by theorising potential business and social results
relative to potential costs.

3. Execution: The design of an optimal innovation structure that encourages novel ideas
and costly experimentation, often with the aid of external financial support.

4. Measuring: Gaging the realised financial profits as a result of social progress

5. Co-Creation: The simultaneous sharing of the business model integration process
with stakeholders and shareholders.

This idea of shared value wherein a business’s economic strategy is to create social and
environmental value closely aligns with that of the B-Corporation mission. Redefining
success in business through integration of the TBL and value creation for all stakeholders.

Table 2: A comparison between CSR and BV Business models and how they create shared value and
community impact, adapted from Porter and Kramer (2011) and Odia (2018)

Bases Corporate Social Responsibility Blended Value
1  Motivation Corporate reputation Competitive advantage
2 | Main Driver External stakeholders Corporate strategy
3 | Approach Reactive and defensive Proactive
4 | Measurement Spending, Environmental, Society and Governance metrics | Social and economics values
5  Business Benefits | Risk reduction and good will New business opportunities
6  Social Benefits Successful projects Large scale, sustainable chain
7 | Value ‘doing good’ Economic and societal benefits relative to cost
8  Type Citizenship, philanthropy, sustainability Joint company and community value creation
Q9  Profit definition | Separate from maximising profits Vital to profit maximisation
10 Motives Flexible in response to external pressures/context Vital to competing strategy
11  Budget Impacts limited by company footprint and CSR budget. Capacity to realign the entire company's budget
12  Agenda Defined by external reporting and personal preference Company's specific and internal guidelines
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2.6 Refocusing the business model: Towards a
Hybridisation Process

Since the late 1990s an erosion between the categorical divide that separates profit-base and
non-profit based organisations has been witnessed, with the increasing emergence of
enterprises that embody characteristics of both (Grassl, 2011). Sustainability Driven Hybrid
(SDH) organisations can be identified if the company values and mission are embedded into
the very core of the company such that they cannot just be expunged if the profitability goals
are not met (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). The SDH model has the three fundamental objectives
of positive environmental or social change, the creation of mutually beneficial relations with
stakeholders and finally to influence the wider market, competitors and industry institutions
(Haigh & Hoffman, 2012; Hoffman, Badiane & Haigh, 2012). In contrast, more generic
sustainability practices such as reducing energy and water consumption, can be considered as
an addition to what remains essentially unsustainable core business practices (Stubbs, 2017).

The development of hybrid organisations stem from the involvement of for-profit and non-
profit sectors in non-state regulation of social and environmental agendas, in this way, SDH
organisations acted to distort boundaries and pressured non-state regulations to evolve and
innovate their organisational form and function (Hoffman et al., 2012; Haigh et al., 2015;
Garcia, 2016). SDH organisations represent a new model for entrepreneurship that provide ‘a
unifying framework [ ...] that redefine[s] what entrepreneurs can be or can do for society’
(Mufioz, Cacciotti, & Cohen, 2018, p.150), incorporating the BV framework and the constant
trade-off between ‘pursuit of profit” and a good social-environmental impact (Stefani, 2016).

In order for these organisations to exchange and share knowledge regarding innovations in
sustainability, current trends and best practices on how to be a sustainable business, these
enterprises rely on one another in an often dense and transnational framework (Hahn & Ince,
2016). This network is highly beneficial to the businesses involved as this knowledge sharing
often means SDHs produce differentiated goods of superior quality (Hoffman, Badiane &
Haigh, 2012). These aspects of the company provide a competitive advantage as robust
communication with stakeholders offers more opportunities for innovation, efficiency and
attracting new, highly skilled workers (Hai & Daft 2016). To many authors, B-Lab and the B-
Corporation certification is regarded as a regulation mechanism within this hybrid network,
in which B-Lab plays a regulatory and facilitatory role (Rodrigues & Comini, 2020). The
certification allows for external verification of sustainability practices to establish external
legitimacy and avoid confusion that may arise in external stakeholders due to the duality of
the business goals (Chauhan & O’Neill, 2020; Bianchi, Reyes & Devenin, 2020).

The prioritisation of social and/or environmental values and objectives above that of profit
maximisation a SDH may encounter the same challenges found in hybrids including those of
scalability, long term viability, mission drift and tensions between opposing logics (those of
market and social welfare). Maintaining the balance between mission and financial goals
when confronted with growth and financial difficulties (Spear, Cornforth & Aiken, 2009), a
lack of executives and a struggle to measure impact (Haigh & Hoffman, 2014) can produce
actions that diverge from the organisations perceived identity, known as ‘mission drift’
(Bennett & Savani, 2011). This can be detrimental to authenticity if outsiders perceive
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discontinuity between the businesses mission and their actual actions (Grimes, Williams &
Zhao, 2019). The occurrence of mission drift has been linked to the lack of measuring
activities available regarding non-financial value creation (Brakman Reiser, 2013; Ebrahim,
Battiliana & Mair, 2014). The temptation to measure performance against well-established
definitions (profit etc.) rather than more ambiguous (social) indicators has also been cited as
possibly putting a SDHSs social mission at risk (Brakman Reiser, 2013). To combat mission
drift and internal opposing logics, rather than assimilating one or more logics into a prevalent
one, blending implies the uniting of certain elements to create an entirely new logic
(Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury, 2012; Stubbs, 2017). B-Corporations demonstrate this
through blending the importance of logic to achieve their core values, practices and purpose
to generate profit in order to continue their positive outcomes. The analytical framework
developed by Stubbs (2017) found that a sample of Australian B-Corporations did not
experience conflict related to logics, she attributes this finding to either the small sample size
or to the community created by B-Lab that fosters a shared identity that these B-Corporations
then adopt. Collective identity can allow a balance to be struck and as such is essential to the
success of hybrid organisations (Thornton Ocasio & Lounsbury, 2012).

2, Soa

For profit Hybrl(_l Organisations Non-profit
. B-Corporations .
companies Benefit Corporations companies

*  Community-based companies
Low-profit liability companies
Economy of communion companies

*  Purpose driven enterprises
Community-interest companies

Economic/financial value Societal Value

w

Societal value
Environmental value
Economic/financial value

l

Private benefits and general and/or specific public benefits
(affecting the company itself, as well as the local communities, environment and wider societal spheres)

Figure 5: llustration of the dynamics between economic and societal value blending, adapted from Del Baldo,
2019)

Page 22 of 84



Bethany Quinn: s1059116 Radboud University Nijmegen i%%

2.6.1 Social Entrepreneurship

Within the scope of hybrid organisations, a more specific type of model highly relevant to
this study is that of the social entrepreneurship business model.

The traditional form of entrepreneurship means ‘the process of identifying new business
opportunities and transforming them into marketable products and services’ (Fueglistaller et
al., 2004). Sustainable entrepreneurship delineates entrepreneurship through a socio-
environmental lens wherein the process of launching a hybrid organisational form that
generates social and environmental value through market-based solutions, with the TBL
integrated into the business framework itself (Aidis et al., 2007; Miller et al., 2012; Chopra,
2014). Dyllick and Muff (2015) assert that businesses can only be described as true
sustainable firms if they start not from a market-approach, but from a sustainability
challenge. Sustainable entreprencurs utilise this ‘outside-in’ perspective to create value for
the common good competitively, to generate customer value and public benefits
simultaneously (Lideke-Freund, 2010).

Research by Fowler (2000) produced three categories of social entrepreneurship:

1. Integrated: When economic activity in itself produces positive social outcomes.

2. Re-interpreted: When an existing non-profit increases its earned outcome.

3. Complementary: Where commercial revenues cross-subsidize the social mission of a
related not-for-profit.

These three central conceptual frameworks (Triple bottom line, blended value and hybrid
organisations) each allow for the study and further understanding of different branches of the
umbrella theoretical framework of corporate social responsibility and will act as a lens during
this research, through data collection analysis and presentation. These frameworks allow for
more focus, uncover meaning and stimulate better understanding of research findings (Given,
2008).

2.7 B-Corp Theoretical Perspectives

2.7.1 Institutional Theories

Institutional theories centre on the sub-surface and enduring aspects of social structure.
Emphasising the importance of factors such as culture, policies, and social evaluations in
shaping company-wide practices (Scott, 2005). Research that utilises this theoretical lens to
consider B-Corporations, focuses heavily on the emergence and legitimation of new
companywide practices associated with the B-Corporation movement (Cao & Gehman,
2021). Early research by Cooney (2012) compared the B-Corp movement to other processes
of institutionalisation and identified a number of characteristics that can be attributed to the
CBC process such as new legal structures for social business and authoritative rules and
organisational behaviour. Other research that leverages the institutional lens examines the
emergence and development of CBCs in various contexts. Research by Grimes, Gehman and
Cao (2018) demonstrates the previously unidentified regional stratification of female
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entrepreneurship, CSR norms and the prevalence of other CBCs that can influence the
likelihood of attaining certification.

2.7.2 Imprinting Theories

At the core of imprinting theories is the concept that past events can have an enduring impact
on the organisations that have experienced them (Ritzer, 2004; Cao & Gehman, 2021).
Through the lens of imprinting theories, the early stage of venture creation has the ability to
tether organisations to a set of prevailing societal and contextual factors that can later act to
constrain choices and narrow the bandwidth of desirable and feasible growth strategies
(Sapienza et al., 2006). Research by Mufioz, Caciotti and Cohen (2018) on fourteen CBCs in
South America, identified three distinct ‘imprinting sequences’ with regard to: how the
organisation defines the reach of its mission, when the organisation formalises its mission and
the extent to which the organisation experiences shift in the sources of feedback about its
mission. These sequences of imprinting can induct both productive and counterproductive
trajectories for that enterprise depending on the circumstances and order of these events,
encapsulated by Mufioz, Caciotti and Cohen (2018) as a ‘double-edged sword of purpose
driven behaviour’ (p.149). The relevance of imprinting theories in understanding B-
Corporations is highlighted in the article by Moroz et al., (2018). Through their development
of a certification lifecycle model, they assert that a company values, commitments and
qualities are vulnerable to imprinting at a number of ‘sensitive stages’ throughout the B-
Corporation certification that can be taxing, these include initial certification, re-certification
and even de-certification.

2.7.3 Categorisation Theories

The social constructs that invoke the of putting oneself into a category, are thought to be a
powerful force on organisational thinking, invoking social comparison and as a consequence
influence company-wide practices (Cao & Gehman, 2021). Leveraging this theoretical lens
there is a body of literature that has examined the implications of membership within the
CBC category. A 2018 article by Gehman and Grimes illustrated the so-called ‘contextual
distinctions’. If members of a subordinate B-Corp category are not offered technical, material
and/or symbolic capital to distinguish themselves from other organisations they are therefore
less likely to refrain from promoting their association within that B-Corporation category.
Thus, the decision of an enterprise to promote its CBC membership is not standardised but
instead depends on its contextual distinctiveness. In a similar vein, research by Conger et al.,
(2018) reports that pro-social membership as a CBC can catalyse ‘identity-driven reflexivity,
which can alter the firm’s engagement in prosocial activity’ (p.179). The process can produce
a strengthening of the firm’s connection to the new category, while prompting businesses to
revaluate the alignment of their identity with that of other organisations within the same pro-
social category.

2.7.4 ldentity Theories

Identity theories consider how actors’ perceptions of themselves steer their subsequent
actions (Cao & Gehman, 2021). Key research by Grimes, Gehman and Cao (2018) developed
an identity-based framework for explaining regional non-uniformities in the adoption of B-
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Corp certifications as a function of the social identity of the business owner within wider
contextual factors. The article goes on to focus on the role of female led businesses as early
adopters of B-Corporation certification, describing this phenomenon as an identity driven
‘positive deviance’ mechanism. Furthermore, the article explicates how enterprise founders
gendered prosocial identities can be differentially activated, depending on contextual aspects.
These differences in uptake are then susceptible to amplification in contexts where
sustainability norms are weak and pressure to follow others in uptake of the certification is
low and where female-led businesses are still atypical. However, when the 2018 article by
Conger et al., questioned if certification impacted the identity of an organisation, they
uncovered similarities in processes following certification that they termed ‘identity
reflexivity’ whereby businesses re-evaluate the prosocial opportunities that are available to
them. They also recognised that following certification that some businesses further
‘internalised’ their prosocial category identity and increased their commitments to prosocial
opportunities. Other businesses however, experience what the authors termed ‘identity
discrepancy’ by way of opposing logics (market and social welfare) within the company or
with the identity of other B-Corps due to difficulties maintaining or developing prosocial
prospects. The research theories that these tensions can materialise both within and outside
the organisation.
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Chapter 3: Research Strategy and Methodology

This chapter discloses and explains the research strategy implemented in this research. The
first section will discuss the ontological and epistemological assumptions that underlie
research methodologies. In addition, it outlines why a qualitative research methodology is
especially appropriate for this study. The second section focused on qualitative research
methods and the role of theory in both the document analyses and semi-structured interviews.
The third section outlines the research process of this study, including background research as
well as presenting the acquisition of the case study companies and the process of collecting,
interpreting and analysing the data collected.

3.1 Research Philosophy

In order to select the best research strategy for the study in question, the general approach to
the investigation must be identified (Silverman, 2013). A research methodology refers to the
systematic approach to the investigation of the topics being researched (Silverman, 2013;
Ahrens & Chapman, 2006). It can be described as a science of ‘studying how research is
carried out’ (Rajasekar, Philominathan & Chinnathambi p.1.). The adoption of an approach is
based on the researchers' underlying philosophy, their underlying assumptions. A research
philosophy describes what the researcher considers to be reality, the methods through which
this can be identified and their position within the research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The
research paradigm can be described as a matrix of theoretical mind-sets (ontological,
epistemological and methodological) that underpin a research methodology or approach
(Koshy, Koshy, & Waterman, 2010). One way in which the research paradigm and the
influences each decision can make are well presented in the ‘research onion’ (see figure 6) as
described by Saunders and Tosey (2013).

To distinguish between individual research philosophies and to which this thesis abides, the
differences in the assumptions they make must be explored and understood. Ontology refers
to the assumptions made by the researcher about the nature of reality and therefore what can
be gathered through its study (Saunders et al., 2015). Ontological assumptions can range
from a subjectivist perspective that views reality as a concrete and therefore measurable
structure to a subjectivist perspective where reality is perceived as an output of human
cognitive processes (Morgan & Smircich, 1980). The ontology held by the researcher
influences the subsequent epistemology i.e., what is considered valid and legitimate
knowledge and how this can best be communicated to others (Burrell & Morgan 1979). For
example: Holding a subjectivist ontological stance encourages an epistemology that assumes
knowledge can be gained through the study of the processes in which humans further
actualise actions in a natural setting. The assumption of an objectivist ontology would
encourage an epistemological stance that assumes knowledge is best gained through the study
of relationships among elements that are constitutive of that nature (Morgan & Smircich,
1980). The recognition of a research philosophy therefore confirms that not all methodologies
are necessarily appropriate for any type of research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The following
subsections will define which of the individual philosophies are thought appropriate to
categorise this study.
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Figure 6: The social science ‘research onion’ as described by Saunders and Tosey (2013)

3.1.1 Ontology: Constructivism

This thesis focuses on the topic of B-Corporations and how they influence companywide
practices towards sustainability and positive social externalities. As aforementioned earlier in
the thesis, what someone considers to be a sustainable practice is highly subjective and can
differ between people and in different contexts (Frynas & Stephens, 2015). Although the
certification BIA procedure tries to minimise this subjectivity, the answers given to the BIA
are ultimately a subjective perception of the sustainability specialist filling in the report on
behalf of the company that is applying for that certification. These perceptions regarding
sustainability and positive externalities can also be influenced by the wider social contexts
and their influence on the productivity and competitiveness of that company. Considering
these aspects of the study environment, and that ‘reality’ is to some degree created
(subjectively) by individuals, companies and groups to which they belong, it was decided that
a constructivist research philosophy is most suited to describe the stance of this research.

3.1.2 Epistemology: Inductive Interpretivism

When considering the Epistemological approach of this research, social reality is deemed
non-singular, but rather that it is shaped by human experience and social context. It is
therefore best studied within its socio-historic context by reconciling the subjective
interpretations of its various contributors (Lune & Berg, 2017). As social reality is considered
as being embedded within and impossible to detach it from the social setting, it is logical to
‘interpret’ the reality through a ‘sense-making’ process rather than a hypothesis testing
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process (Lune & Berg, 2017). However, an inductive approach does not prevent the
researcher from using existing theory to formulate the research question to be explored
(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). Employing interpretive analysis techniques means that
the research will be holistic and highly contextual, focusing on language and meanings from
the perspective of participants involved. Interpretive research employs a theoretical sampling
strategy, where case studies (in this instance) are selected based on theoretical considerations
such as whether they are a CBC or not. When operating within a constructivist view it is
critical that the researcher is aware of their role within the research process as the researcher
can also be considered part of the social phenomenon being studied. In case research such as
this one, the researcher must ensure they take a ‘neutral’ unbiased stance during both data
collection and analysis processes. This ensures that personal biases or preconceptions do not
taint the nature of the subjective inferences derived from the interpretive research. The
‘insider’ positionality employed in this research therefore has not served as a limitation but
rather enriched the overall research process.

3.2 Research Methods

Research methods describe the tools and techniques employed to carry out research, whereas
research methodology delineates the methods needed to proceed with a piece of research
(Walliman, 2010). Quantitative research methods that are based on verification and
falsification mainly utilise techniques like statistical regressions, experiments and
questionnaires that aim to quantify phenomena and seek statistical generalisation (Gephart,
2004). In contrast, qualitative research focuses on words and their meanings. Common
research methods include observations, documentary analysis, interviews and discourse
analysis (Flick, 2007).

Research theory refers to the ‘set of concepts used to define and/or explain some
phenomenon’ (Silverman, 2013 p.77). In the case of quantitative research any identified
relationships between measured variables are combined into general theories, independent of
observations (Ryan et al., 2002). Qualitative research has often been criticised for not being
guided by theory when forming a new piece of research (Given, 2008). However, theory is
not absent in qualitative research but plays a different role in the development and conduct of
qualitative studies (Flyvbjerg, 2006). In this piece of research, theory can be seen throughout
all stages of its development and data collection, analysis and interpretation as a network of
linked concepts (Jabareen, 2009). This manner of theory adoption is usually referred to as a
‘conceptual framework’, an analytical tool through which to study phenomenon (Given,
2008; Adom et al., 2018). This lens also allows for more focus (to avoid the researcher
becoming overwhelmed with data), uncover meaning and stimulate better understanding of
research findings (Given, 2008).

The conceptual frameworks adopted in this study draw on the overarching theoretical
framework/concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (Friedman, 1970) and offer a
procedure of theorisation when it comes to answering the main research question of ‘To what
extent does achieving the B-Corp certification influence company-wide ethical conduct?’. As
there isn’t a singular conceptual framework that illustrates what could be expected to change
at a company-wide level following B-Corporation certification, this study employs a number
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of other frameworks and combines them to define relevant variables for this specific research
question. The TBL framework aims to measure financial, social and environmental
performance of a company overtime (Elkington, 1994). The BV Framework focuses on
understanding value creation (Emerson, 2003) and the Hybrid organisation framework, based
on understandings of organisational learning, explores how some corporations balance
competing logics for governance, stakeholders, and outcomes when considering company-
wide structure and design (Denis, Ferlie & Van Gestel, 2015; Addae, 2018). Analysing the
impact (or lack thereof) on a certified corporation involves adopting a certain mode of
qualitative analysis that involves the tracing of changes in business conduct and what best
motivates change within the study companies. Qualitative methods are considered most
appropriate; therefore, this research mobilises document analysis and semi-structured
interviews as the main modes of data collection to best answer the main research question,
these are further discussed in the following sub-sections.

3.2.1 Document Analysis

The main research question for this study focuses on the influence of the B-Corp certification
on companywide ethical conduct. As a precursor to answering this, it was decided that an
extensive document analysis be carried out to determine what the mission of B-Corp aims to
change within the companies it certifies and also the perception of these companies after
being certified. Document analysis is a form of qualitative research that involves the in-depth
examination of a range of collected hard and soft copy documents (Patton, 2015). These
documents take many forms including books, diaries, journals, publications and newspapers
(Bowen, 2009). Analysing documents includes the coding of their content into themes
through ‘traditional’ (quantitative) content analysis, focusing on word or phrase count or
through a more ‘interpretative’ (qualitative) approach, which involves focusing on language
used and the context in which the documents were produced (Bowen, 2009). A mixture of
both approaches is utilised in this study as consideration of context is important and the
traditional approach is useful to extract themes throughout the documents.

3.2.2 Interviews

To answer the main research question ‘To what extent does achieving the B-Corp
certification influence companywide ethical conduct?’ and the secondary research questions
of ‘Can the B-Corp certification process or network be improved?’ and ‘How is the process
perceived and valued by industry?’ to increase understanding of the application and use of
the B-Corporation certification, (semi-structured) interviews were conducted. The method of
interviewing is one of the most common in social research (Ryan, Coughlan & Cronin, 2009).
The degree of structure imposed on an interview can take three broad forms: structured; semi-
structured and unstructured. Structured (closed) interviews enable the interviewer to ask each
respondent the same set of questions in a tightly structured schedule similar to that of a
questionnaire. This allows the researcher to obtain comparable information amenable for
quantitative analytical procedures (Mathers, Fox & Hunn, 1998). Unstructured (in-depth)
interviews don’t involve predefined or standardised questions but instead involve the
discussion of a limited number of topics and frames successive questions according to the
response of the previously asked question (Mathers, Fox & Hunn, 1998). Semi-structured
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interviews are a combination of the two previous forms and involve a series of open-ended
questions based on the topics the researcher wants to cover. This form of interview allows
sufficient flexibility during (and between) interviews. For this reason, semi-structured
interviews were chosen for this research (Mathers, Fox & Hunn, 1998).

Prior to the conduction of a semi-structured interview the researcher produces a broad
framework or guide to their interview to assist with focal points they wish to cover (see
appendix, section 8.4). This guide consists of predetermined but open-ended questions to act
as a probe to explore the perceptions of the participants (King & Wheeler, 1999). Probes are
utilised if the interviewee has difficulty answering a question or provides only a brief
response to encourage the interviewee to consider the question further (Mathers, Fox &
Hunn, 1998). Interviews allow for the exploration of the perceptions of participants in order
to grasp their understanding of ‘reality’, which is of vital importance to qualitative
researchers who (like in this study) wish to investigate and further understand perceptions of
a particular phenomenon in specific case studies (Miller & Glassner, 1997), such as the
effectiveness and application of the B-Corp certification in different companies that cover a
range of industrial sectors and socio-economic contexts. Interviews are commonly
transcribed into textual material to allow for in-depth qualitative analysis. These transcripts
then act as a main data source for subsequent analysis, coding, organisation and interpretation
of data (Given, 2008).

3.3 Research Process

3.3.1 Research background and research topic creation

As a sustainability specialist I have for a long time been aware of the importance of ensuring
corporate sustainability is employed in organisations if we are ever to make the transition to
an ethical and low carbon society. During my Master’s I increasingly came into contact with
the concept of third-party certifications and their potential to have an impact similar or
greater than that of governance and policies that often take considerable time to eventually
become mainstream in the business world.

| later became employed by the CBC Dopper B.V. as their sustainability analyst and this
further developed my desire to understand how effective these certifications are and if they
could possibly be improved. When developing my Master’s thesis topic, I chose to focus on
the B-Corporation certification as it is a rapidly developing certification with a vast
geographic scope that is increasingly seeing companies of huge economic size and power
becoming certified. Through my intern interactions with the sustainability team at Dopper
and its partner companies | became aware of some possible issues with the certification from
the company’s point of view and this is what eventually resulted in the research questions
that underpin this study.

3.3.2 Strategy of Inquiry: Documents regarding B-Corp

A preliminary step of this investigation involved establishing what the mission of B-Corp

aims to change within the companies and its perceptions by the wider public. To determine

this a range of primarily ‘secondary data documents’ (documents collected by someone other
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than the primary researcher or user) (Martins, da Cunha & Serra, 2018). Although the
documents were relatively easy to obtain it was noted that the large majority of (news)
articles focused on the successful certification of a particular company. These were not
included as more relevant documents would refer to the B-Corporation certification as an
entity or specifically in reference to one of the four case specific case study companies.

The search for documents began by selecting a range of topics with which the documents
would encompass. These included ‘news articles that talk about the B-Corp certification’,
‘documents from B-Lab regarding the aim of the B-Corporation certification’ and then one
for each of the four case studies. The search for documents began with ‘snowball sampling’,
a purposeful sampling strategy (Flick, 2006), using primarily the Google Search Function and
the asterisk within quotes to specify unknown or variable words. This search engine was then
searched for key terms such as: “B-Corp” alongside probes such as: “news, certification,
future, transform” or the company name: “Dopper, MUD Jeans, bio-bean, Anglia Print”.
Each article was then scanned to ensure they contained information relevant to this research.
Searching for documents in this way resulted in thirty articles, webpages or press-releases.

3.2.3 Strategy of Inquiry: Semi-Structured Interviews

As the primary mode of data collection to answer the research questions regarding how the
extent to which achievement of the B-Corp certification influenced companywide ethical
conduct, four in-depth semi-structured interviews were undertaken with four different CBCs,
all of whom were either Managing Directors or company specialists for handling the B-
Corporation BIA and certification procedure. A list of interviews with more detailed
information on their dates and duration can be found in Table 3.

Although the initial aim of this study was to interview six companies, despite numerous
rounds of emails being sent to more than sixty B-Corporations, only four companies
proceeded to offer a one-to-one interview. Many other companies including Elvis and Kresse,
Toney’s Chocolonely and Ocean Bottle offered documents of previous interviews for use in
the thesis, however upon examination these documents did not contain usable information for
answering this research question, but were interesting to read nonetheless. The process of
(arranging and) conducting interviews is explained in the following sub-section.

Table 3: Interview Respondents

Size S 2 Length Interview
B-Corp Name Industry @ employees) Interviewees Position (Minutes) Pite
Dopper B.V. Reusable water 58 Manager of Impact 16:04 12/04/2021

bottle producer Investment, Partnerships
and Education.

MUD Jeans Int. Environmentally 20 Corporate Social 22:30 16/04/2021
Conscious Responsibility Manager
Fashion and Digital Solutions.
Bio-Bean Ltd. Coffee Recycling 28 Managing Director. 22:04 23/04/2021
Anglia Print Lid. Commercial 4 Managing Director. 17:23 19/05/2021

Printing
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3.2.3.1 Interview approach

The sourcing of companies began with the contacting of my internship supervisor at Dopper.
He was able to direct me towards the appropriate employee for their B-Corp certification. At
this time Dopper had just submitted their documentation for their fourth official certification
so the timing was perfect as reflections on this certification and previous ones were fresh in
their mind. Through Dopper and their second edition of their ‘B-Together’ live discussion I
was able to get in contact with the second interviewee from MUD Jeans.

The other interviewees were found through the B-Corp directory. The B-Corp directory was
searched for mainly manufacturing or service companies in either the United Kingdom or the
Netherlands. It was decided to focus data collection in both the UK and the Netherlands,
where the proficiency of English is high, ensuring consistent comprehension of questions.
Companies were contacted via mail or through the contact forms available through their
website.

In advance of the interviews all of the interviewees were sent the semi-structured interview
questions together with a brief outline of the study. Interviews were all roughly 20 minutes in
length, all of which were digitally recorded and fully transcribed. Confidentiality and
anonymity were discussed and assured in all interviews. Interviewees (or other delegated
members of the interviewed companies) were also offered an opportunity to comment on a
draft version of the thesis in order to ensure factual accuracy. The final version of the thesis
benefitted from the feedback given by some of the interviewee companies. In general, the
interviews began with a general discussion about that interviewee and their function in the
organisation. Then the focus moved into the key topic questions regarding their company and
the B-Corporation, its influence on company-wide conduct and its value to that company.
The focus then moved onto reflections of the B-Corporation process, their views of how the
certification will develop and if the certification can be improved.

Interview transcripts and research diary are available on request from the secondary
data file.

3.3.4 Data Analysis

The analysis of the documents and the interviews can largely be grouped into three sub-
processes of data reduction, display and interpretation (O’Dwyer, 2004). To act as the main
data analysis package a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS)
called Atlas.ti was utilised for analysing documentary and interview data. Atlas.ti allows for
the managing, coding and display of qualitative research such as those collected and it offers
a variety of tools to assist in the exploration of data in a systematic way. These modes are
covered in the following sub sections.

3.3.4.1 Data Reduction, Reading and Coding

To initiate the data reduction stage of data analysis all of the transcripts and documents were
re-read and reviewed. The digital recordings of the interviews were also listened to again and
notes taken. Following this data was collected and reduced to ‘relevant data’ based on key

themes that were beginning to be revealed throughout the various data sources. These themes
were identified through the adoption of intuitive open coding schemes in Atlas.ti. These open
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coding schemes were created separately for the analysis of the collected document and
interview transcripts. Since the documents were collected in order to identify the mission of
B-Corp and what it aims to change regarding company-wide conduct in addition perceptions
by the wider public the coding process mainly involved identifying and coding how often
themes such as accountability, expected use, benefits and possible costs of becoming B-Corp
accredited amongst other key themes. The purpose of the interviews was to expose how each
of the four companies studied reflected on their recent B-Corp certification and their personal
experiences. Therefore, the coding process for the interview transcripts focused on
identifying and coding the actual use of the certification as well as possible issues
encountered during and after certification.

The process of coding transcripts and collected documents requires classifying units of data
to identify passages of text that represent some more general phenomena. Data represented by
such codes was selected based on the underlying meaning contained within the section of text
(O’ Dwyer, 2004). All sections of the text that addressed a key theme were marked using the
coding function of Atlas.ti which allowed for efficient identification and access to the key
themes throughout the analysis process. Following the construction of an initial set of open
codes, all documents and interview transcripts were read again to allow for codes to be
combined and create new codes if deemed necessary. This mode of refinement continued
until a final version was reached, which contained 43 loose codes for the document analysis
(appendix, section 8.2) and 27 loose codes for the interview transcripts (appendix, section
8.3). A final reading of all the documents and transcripts took place to challenge the coding
against the final code of the master to ensure the coding was consistent.
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Table 4: Extract of some of the interview analysis loose codes in the Atlas.ti matrix

Anglia Print Ltd. Bio-Bean Ltd. Dopper B.V. MUD Jeans Int.

Totals

» B-Corp quoted as being more 4 0 0 0 4

suitable than other certifications
« B-Corp to set company apart from

others 2 L 2 ! 6
+ Benefits of B-Corp certification 4 0 4 1 9
* Certification is rigorous (criticism) 1 2 0 1 4
* Change due to certification 0 4 1 0 5
+ Didn't need to change for B-Corp 1 4 1 1 7
+ Example of attempts to further the 0 0 » 5 4

B-Corp movement
* Future of the movement 1 4 4 1 10
* The importance of leadership z 0 0 2 4
* Possible Improvements 0 0 6 0 6
* Reflection on B-Lab 0 ) 3 3 g
+ Reflection on having the

certification 1 7 L 0 ?
+ Mentions importance to avoid

greenwashing 1 1 ! 1 4
+ Transition not due to B-Corp 2 0 0 )
* Use ofcertification 0 2 2 2
* Use ofnetwork 2 4 ) 2 10
+ Use ofthe BIA 0 1 1 1 3

Totals 29 36 31 21 117

3.3.4.2 Data Display and Interpretation

The methods of data display involve the visual representation of reduced data through the
creation of a matrix displaying key themes and emerging patterns. One of the advantages of
utilising Atlas.ti was that it automatically generates overviews of codes. During the interview
analysis the matrix generating feature that displays the number of quotations per code and the
feature that provides a distribution of codes or quotations per transcript were utilised
extensively to display the data.

The overviews and matrix produced in the Atlas.ti software were used to link codes to
patterns that were beginning to emerge in the data. Other data display techniques such as
mind maps were also used to outline key themes emerging from the open codes. The key
themes emerging from the analysis of interview transcripts were how companies used the
certification, if the company changed anything within the organisation and their reflections
on the movement and what they thought regarding its future.

The final analysis stage was that of ‘data interpretation’ (O’Dwyer, 2004). This stage of
analysis involved efforts to understand the previously reduced data sets that were assembled
into the overviews and matrix. Critical assessment of the key themes took place, taking into
account all interview summaries, notes and mind maps to generate a ‘big picture’ of the
analysis outcomes. To do these illustrative quotations were selected and alternative
explanations of their meaning were considered. Contextualisation of the quote was also
considered, taking into account the history, size and industry the company operated within.
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Finally, the writing up stage took place. The collection and analysis of documents was
continued throughout the research process if more documents presented themselves. This
allowed the data to remain accurate.

3.3.5 Research Ethics

The consideration of ethics to aid in evaluating variance between acceptable and
unacceptable conduct in research is critical throughout the entire research process (Creswell,
2013; Priya & Jadhav, 2019). Interviewees partaking in a study should at no point suffer
discomfort or embarrassment. To ensure ethical guidelines provided by Radboud University
were fully exercised the following steps were undertaken in this research. To ensure
transparency of the research goals the respondents were given a brief overview of the study
prior to the interview taking place and allowed to ask questions about the research at any
point during the process. Permission to record the interviews were also asked and each
interviewee could have chosen to be anonymous if they wanted. In addition, as previously
stated the interviewees were given a chance to look over the draft of the thesis to ensure
factual accuracy and presentation of their company was factually correct. Raw audio files of
and transcriptions were reported accurately, only discounting linguistic fillers such as ‘uh’ or
‘umm’ to make the reading of the documents easier when the coding process was taking
place. During the interviews themselves the researcher remained alert as to be careful and
objective to avoid bias of raw data provided by the interviewees.

3.2.2 Research Validity and Reliability

In order to obtain accurate information about objects, groups or individuals scientific research
must demonstrate internal and external validity alongside reliability (John & Soto, 2007).
Specifically, regarding case study research Yin (1994) suggests that case studies should
maximise construct validity to ensure research is accurate from the view of the researcher,
reader or participants in the data collection (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Construct validity is
the appropriateness of inferences made on the basis of collected information and if the modes
of data collection actually measure the intended construct (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).
Precautions to ensure construct and internal validity in this research include triangulation, i.e.,
the adoption of different angles from which to study the same phenomenon (see figure 5)
(Yin, 1994). In addition, attempts have been made to establish a clear chain of evidence to
allow the reader of this study to reconstruct how the research developed from initial research
questions to final conclusions (Yin, 1994).
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Figure 7: The modes of methodological triangulation utilised in this thesis

As this research focuses on analytical exploration rather than statistical generalisation it
provides a clear rationale for business company selection and ample detail on the wider
context of each of the case studies to allow the reader to appreciate the sampling choices
made by the researcher (Cooke & Campbell, 1979). Eisenhardt (1989) argues that cross-case
analysis of four cases and upwards can provide a sound basis for analytical generalisation,
therefore the external validity of this research is safeguarded.
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Chapter 4: Sectoral Context

4.1 Introduction

An understanding of the wider sectoral context for the participating B-Corp companies is
important for this research endeavour. CSR initiatives and motives can vary within different
business sectors, and can have different subsequent influences or results on the reputation of
a corporation. Therefore, this section will allow for the findings of this study to be viewed
dynamically within individual and wider B-Corp sectoral context. The results of the most
recent B-Corp assessment for each of the four companies is available in the accompanying
secondary data file for this thesis.

4.2 The B-Corp Movement

4.2.1 Becoming a B-Corporation - Certification

A B-Corporation is a commercial company that has voluntarily demonstrated a satisfactory
level of CSR to be certified and distinguished as a socially conscious organisation (see figure
8) (Paelman, van Cauwenberge & Vander Bauwhede, 2020). Accordingly, a number of
organisations label themselves as new forms of hybrid organisations that attempt to integrate
a business model with purpose (social logic) with a model that pursues profit (market logic)
(McMullen and Warnick, 2016). Created in 2006 by the non-profit American organisation B-
Lab Company, the certification aims to encourage and promote companies that primarily use
market-based approaches to also address social and environmental problems. It encourages
systemic change through four interrelated initiatives:

1. The construction of a community of certified companies

2. The promotion of legislative changes in favour of a new corporate form that meets higher
standards in terms of purpose, responsibility and transparency

3. The acceleration growth through ‘investment with impact’

4. The galvanization of support to the movement, sharing the histories of the different CBCs
to create a community of companies.

To be eligible for the certification companies must provide evidence of the impact of the
organisation on its stakeholders and must complete what is known as a B Impact Assessment
(BIA). The BIA is a comprehensive and unique survey of company practices in that it is
versatile and can be modified for a particular company. The BIA aims to give a holistic top-
to-bottom evaluation of each organisation by adapting specific indicators or best practices for
a company based on size, sector and their market. This then allows for more relevant
indicators for each company and a more accurate comparison of impact due to the varying
degrees of materiality of each issue for the BIA. Companies are qualified and evaluated in
five different areas:

1. Environment. The company’s efforts to reduce its environmental footprint, as created by
company facilities, input materials, outputs/wastes, and suppliers/distributors.
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2. Workers. The company’s contribution to the financial, social, physical, and professional
well-being of its employees.
3. Customers. The extent to which a company has developed a product or service that
addresses a social problem through its use, as in the case of vaccines or educational tools.
4. Community. The company’s contribution to the economic and social well-being of the
communities in which it operates, including job creation and inclusivity, civic
engagement and philanthropy, and collaboration with other businesses and organizations.
5. Governance. The extent to which social and environmental considerations are ingrained
into the business, financial responsibility and oversight, transparency, and the prevention
of negative outcomes.

Upon completion of the customised BIA the company then receives a composite score on a
200-point scale. The business must then meet legal requirements for certification. This entails
the amending of governing documents to include object clauses that state a commitment to
the TBL, meaning the business will consider its impact on all stakeholders. This allows
organisations to develop their mission into their legal charter with company growth, this can
help ensure that their values survive changing management, new investors or even new
ownership. Once the legal component is complete, the organisation must pay a certification
fee and sign the term sheet. The certification, which is valid for two years, requires the
company to achieve a score higher than 80 points to be considered as a B-Corporation.
Organisations will then have access to a portfolio of services and support from the B-Lab.
The B-Lab aims to aid businesses:

1. Assess: The company’s contemporary impact on all stakeholders as measured through a
set of simple educational questions examining the company’s practices, business models,
and positive outcomes they have as material stakeholders.

2. Compare: Review and compare B Impact Reports to provide an objective rating of the
company’s current performance. The B Impact Report also contains benchmarking
information that allow companies to compare their impacts to that of other organisations.

3. Improve: Access a customised improvement guide, to set targets and to read through best
practice and resource guides

The specialised B-Lab assessment framework enables certified companies to benchmark their
performance against global best practices, models and peers in other industries. The
certification also includes various capacity building mechanisms such as the BIA webtool,
knowledge sharing tools such as B-Lab best practice guides and direct engagement from B-
Lab. The B-Corporation Impact Assessment (BIA) means that regardless of B-Corp status,
the assessment can be highly valuable to any company that wants to monitor their progress
towards their sustainability goals.

To acclimate prospective B-Corps with information regarding the BIA, B-Lab has created a
‘Quick Assessment’ which is composed of a number of selected questions from the BIA that
are based on the certifications core principles. The Quick Assessment is useful in representing
what the certification procedure asks of businesses, regardless of sector or type of BIA
(Freeburg, 2017).
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Figure 8: The stages to B-Corp certification. Created by B-Lab (B-Lab, 2018)

4.2.2 The Current B-Corp Landscape

It is important to be aware of the evolution and current state of the B-Corporation movement
in terms of size and composition to appreciate where the companies studied in this
investigation fit within the global B-Corp environment. In 2017 there were 2,300 CBCs
globally from 50 countries and 130 industries (B-Lab, 2018), this increased to 3100
companies in 2019 from 70 countries and 150 industries (B-Lab, 2020). This demonstrates an
increase of 34.8% in just two years. In 2020, the number of CBCs increased again to 3,522
(Diez-Busto, Sanchez-Ruiz & Fernandez-Laviada, 2021), and currently stands at 4,075 at the
time of writing (B-Corp, 2021).

In terms of geographic distribution roughly half (53%) of the global B-Corporations are
based in the U.S. where the founding NGO B-Lab are based, with 11% in South America,
10.6% in Europe and 9% in Canada. The continents of Asia, Africa and Central America
combined only currently represent about 4% of CBCs (Cao, Gehman & Grimes, 2017). The
predominant industries were that of services (44%) and manufacturing (15%), followed by
finance; insurance and real estate; retail trade; wholesale trade; public administration;
agriculture; forestry and fishing; mining and finally construction (Cao, Gehman & Grimes,
2017). It is noted that although construction makes up a small percentage of the total B-
Corporations it consistently achieves one of the highest average BIA ratings, whereas public
administration achieves the lowest average scores (Cao, Gehman & Grimes, 2017).

The composition of organisations in terms of size is commented on by a number of authors.
In their 2017 article that studied the potential of the B-Corp movement, Bauer and Umlas
described the movement as consisting ‘primarily of newly-formed, micro-small, and medium-
sized enterprises (MSMEs)’ (p. 287). This finding is echoed by Harjoto, Laksmana & Lang
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(2018) who state ‘most of the B-Corporations in existence are small and privately held’ (p.
3). Research by Cao, Gehman and Grimes (2017) further this by asserting 59.5% of the 945
U.S businesses surveyed had less than 10 permanent employees and that 47% garnered less
than 500,000 USD in annual sales. Naturally as the B-Corp movement continues to grow it
attracts larger organisations such as Unilever, whose CEO Paul Polman announced in 2015
that the company would sit on the B-Lab Advisory Council for Multinationals and Public
markets and ‘explore possibilities for (more) large multinational companies to become
CBCs’ (Confino, 2015; Bauer & Ulmas, 2017). Most B-Corporations are private companies
as public companies still prioritise the traditional goal of profit maximisation for stakeholders
(Shields & Shelleman, 2017). The first CBCs to go public was unable to be re-certified,
demonstrating how challenging a balance between public and private can be (Cao, Gehman &
Grimes, 2017).

4.3 Relevant Themes in B-Corporation Literature

As the B-Corporation movement continues to proliferate in terms of geographic range and
with regards to the economic power and size of corporations that seek certification, it is
important that the central themes of current literature are explored before the formulation of a
new piece of research.

4.3.1 The Benefits of B-Corporations for Society

There is a large body of literature that investigates how the B-Corporation structure improves
societal welfare. Taking a moral and ideological position Coate and Mitschow (2015)
identified a more ethical corporate form under the B-Corporation business model. Similarly,
Hiller (2013) develops the idea of B-Corps being beneficial for society through the
perspective of historical analysis of corporate forms, asserting that B-Corporations offer ‘an
ethical step towards empowering socially committed commercial entities’ (287).
Strengthening this claim, the 6-year longitudinal case study by Kurland (2017) indicates that
corporate accountability is enhanced following B-Corporation reincorporation, meaning a
company can be held accountable for delivering requisite public goods when external
mechanisms are accompanied by an organization’s internal commitment. Within the field of
business research B-Corporations have gathered extensive recognition. The implications of
becoming a B-Corporation in relation to corporate governance and sustainability have been
explored since as early as 2009 (Sneirson, 2009). While recent work by Bianchi, Reyes and
Devenin (2020) introduces the B-Corp business model as a tool for social innovation for
policy makers, adding weight to the movement as a whole. This idea of utilising the growing
movement as a legally mandated standard for businesses is boosted by research by Stecker
(2016) who posits that the B-Corporation standards could be a solution to the prevalent issues
related to companies greenwashing their true levels of corporate social sustainability and
responsibility to appear more attractive to stakeholders.

4.3.2 The Critiques of the B-Corp Structure

Naturally, there are also a number of scholars who are not as vocal in their praise of the B-
Corp structure and movement for a myriad of differing reasons. For example, both the 2012
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and 2015 studies by André express a large degree of uncertainty regarding the claims that
becoming a B-Corp can actually improve levels of CSR. In the 2015 paper André goes on to
delineate B-Corps as a new type of ‘grey sector organisation’ (GSO). The report goes on to
suggest ‘B-Corps follow accountability practices that serve particular private interests, and
because of this, the probability that they will be responsive to the citizenry as a whole, to
society, is low” (p. 147). This concern that B-Corps are still overly captive to private
stakeholder interests is echoed in recently published literature by Baudot, Jesse and Pencle
(2020) and Brown (2016). A study by Berrey (2018) that investigated the organisational
characteristics of almost 8,000 U.S. based B-Corporations that were formed since the first B-
Corp statute was enacted in 2010, identified a substantial portion of these organisations were
not delivering social or environmental benefits. Concluding that B-Corp legislation falls short
of its transformative promise to radically change the prevailing model of shareholder
supremacy. An article by Colombo (2019) attempts to trace the history of B-Corporations and
takes stock of the criticisms and benefits discussed, ultimately concluding that B-
Corporations have had relatively little impact overall. Expanding on this inference, the author
points to the fact that B-Corp regulations ‘do not materially change the rules of corporate
governance’ (p. 73).

4.3.3 How Certification Impact the Organisation

Potentially, the literature most relevant to this thesis are those that relate to the effects of the
certification on the organisations themselves. Empirical findings in this regard seem to be
very mixed. There are studies such as Chen and Kelly (2015) that indicate that holding a B-
Corp certification contributes to increases in revenue and increased employee productivity
growth. These findings can be supported by Romi, Cook and Dixon-Fowler (2018) who
identified the relationship between a company’s treatment of consumers and employees being
recognised as an ‘area of excellence’ and that of significantly higher sales growth compared
to their peer, non-hybrid, matched firms. However, there is also research that suggests
certified companies incur a ‘growth penalty’ in the short term and that this is exacerbated by
small and young companies (Branzei, 2019). Similarly, research into US and UK B-
Corporations recovered no evidence that the certification was associated with growth of the
companies (Richard & Higgins, 2019).

With regard to qualitative inquiries, there are also varied findings about the influence of the
certification in different contexts. Research by Wilburn and Wilburn (2015) document that
from a sample of 45 B-Corporations certified as part of the ‘founding’ certification in 2007 -
all remained committed to the B-Corp movement, made progress towards CSR goals and
made a profit from 2010 to 2015. This suggests that the B-Corp structure can be confidently
used by small companies that want to establish CSR goals and provide them with a method of
accountability along with other company-wide benefits. A study by Nigri, Del Baldo and
Aguilini (2020) concluded that the B-Corporation certification had a positive influence on
corporate governance and accountability, especially when combined with the Benefit
Corporation legal structure. In their comprehensive review of social entrepreneurship
research, Saebi, Foss and Linder (2019) reflect that little is actually known about the effects
of the certification on opportunities and on the scalability and success of the organisation.

Page 41 of 84



Bethany Quinn: s1059116 Radboud University Nijmegen %’%j

4.4 Company Profiles

We can better understand why the studied companies chose to become B-Corporations as
well as their roots and their current social and environmental efforts to change the traditional
capitalist system into that of conscious, shareholder-oriented capitalism by carefully
examining the environment within which these organisations are embedded. The following
subsections will look at each of the industries in detail and their current issues.

4.4.1 Dopper B.V. and the water bottle industry

The single use plastic (SUP) bottled water industry has had a devastating effect on oceans,
landfill and to health (UNEP, 2018). SUPs describe plastics that are intended for a singular
use then disposal and typically refers to cups, plastic bags, cutlery, straws and water bottles
(DiNicolantonio, Hansen-Smith, & Rice 2010). Of the plastic discarded 79% ends up in
landfills or in natural environments (Rhodes, 2018). There has been a distinct lack of action
regarding this pollution from the national and international soft drinks companies, with
roughly 60% of surveyed companies currently having no global targets to increase their
recycled contents above their current 6.6%, with most instead focusing their efforts in
developing bioplastics or making polyethylene terephthalate (PET) bottles to reduce costs,
plastics-use and carbon emissions (Dauvergne, 2018; Vince & Hardesty, 2018). These
methods however still fail to tackle the problem of the plastics entering the world’s oceans
and still pose a significant threat to marine life (Thushari & Senevirathna, 2020).

Consequently, market opportunities began to emerge in the mid-2000s with the rising trend in
popularity of reusable water bottles, spurred in part by the shift in global consumer awareness
of environmental issues, prompting many to actively change their lifestyle in response to the
global issues surrounding single use plastic. This, coupled with the wellness and athleisure
trends of the late 2000s created the perfect conditions for both traditional and sustainable
entrepreneurial ventures to thrive. Companies such as the hugely successful S’well (est.
2010), Chilly’s Bottles (est. 2010) and Bobble (est. 2010) quickly rose to the popularity of
already well-established brands such as Nalgene (est. 1949). These ventures successfully
elevated the water bottle from a necessary piece of outdoor or sports equipment, to a fashion
brand accessory and an item of self-expression or status symbol akin to a designer handbag or
a pair of hypebeast trainers (Martin & O’Brien, 2020).

One such sustainable venture was instigated by the social entrepreneur Merijn Everaarts, who
launched message driven reusable water bottle company Dopper on October 10" of 2010,
national ‘Sustainability Day’ in the Netherlands. Everaarts quotes the “plastic soup”
phenomenon as being a key trigger for action. This phenomenon describes the accumulation
of plastic flotsam driven by the winds and oceanic gyres to form oceanic garbage patches, the
largest of which (the Great Pacific Garbage Patch) covers an approximate surface area of 1.6
million square kilometres (Lebreton et al., 2018).

In the 11 years since its inception Dopper has since become a vastly successful social
enterprise within the Dutch market and a recognisable symbol of efforts to curb the ocean
plastics problem, and as such is now expanding into countries such as Germany and Belgium.
Dopper has been B-Corp certified since May, 2014 and is currently in the process of
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undergoing its fourth recertification. With a current B-Corp score of 101.8 it is unanimously
considered a strong player within the B-Corp community. Dopper has been able to
successfully sell sustainability as a product and whilst remaining steadfastly dedicated to its
core environmental and social externalities, with the pillars of the TBL being at the core of
the company’s business strategy. This value-driven CSR will make the investigation of the
journey to maintaining certification of great interest to this investigation.

4.4.2 MUD Jeans Int. and the fashion industry

In a comparable way to the single-use plastics industry, the 1.3 trillion-dollar fashion industry
is facing increasing global scrutiny of its immense volumes of pollution, water consumption
and deep-rooted social injustices associated to supply chain operations (Fletcher, 2013; BOF
& McKinsey, 2019; Niinimaki et al., 2020). In particular, the emergence and domination of
the fast fashion business model in the early 1990s has induced a rapid acceleration in garment
consumption at a previously unprecedented scale (Barnes & Lea-Greenwood, 2006). The
movement describes the streamlined production and consumption of inexpensive and widely
available of-the-moment garments that allows retailers to ‘keep pace’ with the constant
demand for different styles (Bick, Halsey & Ekenga, 2018). Fast fashion erased the
separation of garment strata, fashion was no longer a status universe for the select few who
could afford it but is now available to many and promoted by many and is built on the
affordability of cheap fabrics (Anguelov, 2015). However, this has also fragmented the
already complex global system that is now at its very core based on the notion of continual
consumption of the ‘new’ and the discard of the ‘old’ (Kozlowski, Bardecki & Searcy, 2012).

Recent trends show that on average people bought 60% more garments in 2014 than they did
in 2000 (Fletcher, 2013; Remy, Speelman & Swartz, 2016). While the average number of
times a garment is worn before disposal has decreased by 36% (Zhang, Kong & Ramu,
2016). This culture of premature product replacement and fashion obsolescence has led to
numerous social impacts, particularly for those at the bottom of the supply chain (Allwood et
al., 2006). The delocalisation of production to developing nations has become a prevalent
choice for fashion brands due to the low cost of layout and the less stringent regulations and
standards surrounding both environmental and social issues (Hethorn & Ulasewicz, 2008).
Social consequences such as labour rights, inadequate working conditions, long hours,
exiguous wages, child labour and health and safety issues are still major problems of concern
in developing nations (Madsen et al., 2007). Another central environmental issue in the
fashion industry is that of the need to achieve circularity, defined as ‘the decoupling of
growth from the use of finite resources by eliminating waste at every stage of the value chain’
(Lacy & Rutqvist, 2015, 191). However, the path to achieving this goal is unclear. There are
significant issues with apparel waste as the majority of clothing and textile waste ends up in
landfills as opposed to being recycled or reused (Allwood et al., 2006; Madsen et al., 2007).

The increasing fragmentation of these supply chains with a multiplicity of actors with a high
degree of subcontracting make it difficult for environmentally conscious brands to identify
hotspots in the production and downstream processes where social and environmental issues
can proliferate (Laursen et al., 2003; Jacometti, 2019). There is a need for a radical change to
address production and consumption.
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MUD Jeans is a Dutch fashion company that manufactures a wide range of apparel including
jeans, t-shirts, hoodies and handbags. The company is an innovative, mission driven
organisation that takes the principles of the circular into practice while at the same time
making the effort to exercise fashion to an elevated ethical level (MUD Jeans, 2013). The
company, headed by social entrepreneur Bert van Son launched in 2013 with the ultimate
goal of a world without waste. MUD jeans have developed a revolutionary leasing system
that promises to make sure every garment is returned and recycled, introducing this notion of
practical circularity to the fashion industry (Wijnen & Tiel Groenestage, 2018). This
pioneering leasing system offers free repairs and an annual garment swap system to motivate
consumers to return their garments while reinforcing brand loyalty. MUD jeans indicated that
it was possible to create ‘entire business models to address the negative impacts of the
conventional fashion industry’ (Pedersen, Gwozdz & Hvass, 2018, p. 272). The idea stems
from Bert van Son’s realisation that the most reliable way to complete a circular economy is
to not sell their products in the first place and that by leasing you are able to distance yourself
from ownership, allowing you to experience a higher degree of flexibility while at the same
time owning less (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017).

However, the fashion industry remains largely unsustainable, which as a result has
constrained the supply chain for MUD jeans. These constraints incur increased expenses due
to the higher costs associated with producing sustainably (Abdulla, 2019). MUD jeans still
face challenges associated with unsustainable production of cotton, one of the world’s most
polluting crops (Kooistra, Termorshuizen & Pybrun, 2006). Due to these issues the difficulty
of working with recycled materials, establishing fair factories and observing regulations of
certifications required strong motivation as this path towards sustainable development was
problematic as described in literature ‘tight budgets, conventional thinking, and strict funding
criteria combine to shut down most novel ideas’ (Hansen & Birkinshaw, 2007, 124). Central
to this motivation towards circularity was its sustainable entrepreneurial leadership. By
recognising the need for change and attempting to go beyond common ground MUD jeans is
attempting to restructure conventional production methods, market structures, consumption
patterns and products to create environmental products and services that produce the market
dynamics of sustainable progress (Schlategger, 2002).

MUD jeans became a CBC in January, 2015. The company holds the highest score of the four
companies investigated as part of this thesis with an overall B Impact Score of 124.7. A large
increase from the 87.7 points scored in their 2017 assessment. According to the company the
higher score is due to improvements in corporate governance, value to customers and
increasing efforts to measure and reduce our impact on the environment. “Through this
assessment, we have been able to identify new improvement targets that we hope to integrate
in the coming years, such as increasing our use of renewable energy,” said founder Bert van
Son following the results of their 2020 BIA assessment.

4.4.3 Bio-bean Ltd. and the coffee industry

Coffee is a drink enjoyed by millions and the second largest most traded commaodity after

petroleum (Thenepalli, Ramakrishna & Ahn, 2017). Its extensive consumption has generated

high volumes of ‘waste’ bi-product, a solid residue known as spent coffee grounds (SCG)

(McNutt, 2019). In recent years the disposal of this and other organic wastes from domestic,
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agricultural, industrial and commercial sources have caused concerns due to the
environmental and economic problems associated with the waste disposal process (Fletcher,
2016). SCG represents a biodegradable waste product, rich in polysaccharides, proteins,
minerals and possibilities for utilisation after their primary purpose has been fulfilled (Cruz-
Lopes et al., 2017).

There is a growing need for sustainable energy alternatives, stimulated by the diminution of
fossil fuel reserves in tandem with the increasing demand for energy at a global scale and the
environmental impacts of fossil fuel combustion (Nigam & Singh, 2011). The employment
and utilisation of biomass to produce a source of fuel has therefore been of mounting interest
to the scientific and economic communities due to its suitability, abundance, renewability and
lack of GHG impact (Peterson et al., 2008). At present the most viable option for this is the
production of liquid biofuels through the combustion of otherwise edible crops such as
sugarcane or corn for the production of bioethanol, and vegetable oils in the production of
biodiesel (Minowa, Kondo & Sudirjo 1998). Promotion of this energy source is based on the
misguided supposition that the eventual combustion of this crop only releases as much COz is
absorbed during their growth (Cao & Pawlowski, 2013). However, CO, absorption by the
tropical forests that were in place before the land clearing for the cultivation of these crops
was significantly higher than those now in their place for biofuel, alongside tropical forests
being the habitat for over 50% of terrestrial species (Danielsen et al., 2009). In addition,
studies have identified that the amount of CO> released per unit of energy released from the
production of bioethanol is higher by as much of 60% when compared to the CO> produced
during the combustion of crude oil derived fuels (Piementel et al., 2009). As such, there have
been recent research efforts to shift towards the utilisation of biological waste streams as a
positive alternative source of fuel (Cruz-Lopes et al., 2017).

In the United Kingdom an average 95 million cups of coffee are consumed per day (BCA,
2017), with roughly 11 grams of fresh ground per coffee that means around 381,000 tonnes
of these SCG are brewed per year, resulting in an estimated 500,000 tonnes of wet, waste
coffee grounds (Bio-bean, 2019). Typically, these SCGs are considered general waste and
sent to landfill where they are broken down producing between 0.271-0.325 m® of methane
per kg (Vitéz et al., 2016) a GHG 34 times more potent than Carbon Dioxide (IPCC, 2013).
The UK company Bio-Bean Ltd are leading the way to harnessing this waste stream to
produce a viable source of second-generation biofuel. The pioneering company, founded by
entrepreneurs Arthur Kay and Ben Harriman was able to source £3 million in funding from
investors and corporations including UCL, Tata, Santander and Shell, due to the transparent
and lucrative nature of their venture. At present the company operates in a 20,000 square ft
factory, with the capacity to process 50,000 tonnes of SPC per year (Williams, 2021).

Their product range currently includes biomass pellets for industrial boilers, briquettes and
barbecue charcoal from the SCGs. The company also has a dedicated product development
team working towards the cultivation of more products such as natural flavourings, dyes,
pigments, cosmetics and even bio-plastics (Bio-bean, 2021). Bio-bean, unlike the other
companies studied in this research, only deals with one portion of a supply chain, which has a
mass of benefits for the company as they not only reduce landfill waste and ecologically
improve sustainability but also create new revenue streams which improves economic

Page 45 of 84



Bethany Quinn: s1059116 Radboud University Nijmegen i@j

A

sustainability. The company is bridging the gap to enable the circularity of the coffee value
chain. Bio-bean is a great example of successful value creation from a product otherwise
viewed as a waste product.

Bio-bean became a CBC in October of 2020 and is one of the ‘newest’ companies to receive
a certification in this study. The company currently holds a BIA score of 99.1, which is a
strong score to receive for a first-round certification, reflecting their strong and relatively
simple business model.

4.4.4 Anglia Print Ltd. and the printing industry

The global commercial printing market has experienced rapid and continued growth from its
inception. With the market being valued at USD 411.99 billion (EUR 337.9 billion) in 2020,
and is projected to be worth USD 472.35 (EUR 387.4 billion) billion by 2026 (Mordor
Intelligence, 2021). Europe alone contained approximately 120,000 commercial printing
companies in 2017, in totality manufacturing the equivalent of 13.2 trillion A4 prints and
consuming just over 68 million tonnes of printing substrates (European Commission, 2017;
Smithers, 2021).

It has become clear during research for this thesis that the impact of commercial printing on
the environment is often overlooked and vastly under-reported, although the literature does
look to be gaining increasing substance. It is important for commercial printing companies to
ensure that their raw materials are sourced from an environmentally considerate manufacturer
as to not limit their capacity to be socially responsible. The manufacture of paper and felling
trees to make products such as pulp for paper can create temporary or long-lasting
environmental disturbances in forest habitats depending on how the harvest is carried out
(USFS, 2020). Therefore, printing companies should look for forest certifications such as the
Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI), American Tree Farm System (ATFS) or the Forest
Stewardship Council (FSC). Printing inks themselves can also have an impact on the
environment. Most emissions caused by the printing process are in the form of the emission
of Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) and air pollutants (HAPS) during the printing
process caused by process chemicals and cleaning solvents (Aydemir & Ozsoy, 2020).
Furthermore, printing inks, solvent based cleansers used in machine cleansing processes also
cause the release of HAPs and VOCs contributing to global air pollution (Blue Angel, 2020).
However, as environmental awareness continues to increase globally, the demand for inks
made of renewable resources and with a low carbon footprint has also increased (Aydemir et
al., 2018). In ink systems, water is now beginning used to replace solvents and significant
progress is being made in the development of inks based on rape seed or soya bean oils to
replace mineral oils (Robert, 2015). Since not any ink technology or printing process offers a
universal environmental solution, responsible steps must be taken by each company
individually to move towards effective action.

Anglia print is one of these pioneering companies amongst the first to truly strive towards
integrating the messages of environmental and social responsibility into their value chain.
The company is the first of the commercial printing kind to obtain the B-Corporation
certification out of approximately 10,500 printing companies in the UK (BPIF, 2010). In
contrast to the other companies studied within this thesis Anglia print did not begin as a
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purely message driven company when it was first founded in 1978. Instead, when the new
managing director and eco-campaigner John Popely took over the company in 2002 from his
father, he has helped to transform the company into a venture that is powered by renewables,
uses waterless printing, non-soya vegetable oil-based inks and has had a zero-waste-to-
landfill policy since 2005. Anglia print Itd. first became certified in May of 2020, receiving a
strong first time B Impact Score of 97, which we can expect to see this increase with their
next certification.
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Chapter 5: Results and Discussion

This research had a three-fold approach to answering the research question posed in the
introductory chapter: ‘To what extent does achieving the B-Corp certification influence
companywide ethical conduct’. During the research, while the benefits of the B-Corp
certification could be easily identified in literature and somewhat aggrandised documents
analysed, the impact of the certification remained vague. Considering this, the following
chapter presents, elaborates and discusses the findings of the document analysis and those of
the semi-structured interviews. This is done in terms of their coded patterns, previous
research, how they aid in answering the research question and objectives of this investigation
and what avenues they open in terms of future research.

It must be stressed that the decision was taken to integrate both the results and discussion
section as these results require narrative interpretation. The main points will therefore be
distilled in the conclusion and summary sections.

The chapter is divided into five main sections relating to the research aim and questions. The
first section answers the main research question regarding the extent to which achieving and
maintaining a B-Corp certification influences company-wide conduct and practices.
Exploring possible theoretical explanations for the findings. The second section presents aims
to answer the first sub-research question by reflecting on interviewee reflections of the
certification and the organisation of B-Lab and exploring possible improvements to the B-
Corp certification process or network. The subsequent section develops this in terms of the
second sub-research question. The future of the B-Corp movement is then explored in terms
of how it is likely to develop and change. The final section highlights the potential of this
type of certification as a tool for company-wide ethical change, especially in light of the
recent Coronavirus pandemic. The section ends with a concise summary of the principal
findings.

5.1 Extent to which B-Corp influences company conduct

Following extensive research and analysis, the findings indicate that in most cases the B-Corp
certification does not necessitate an overhaul in company-wide conduct, nor did it
immediately revolutionise the way in which that company operates. Instead, findings suggest
that the certification tends to attract companies that are aware that they already have a high
level of CSR and have values that closely align with that of the certification. The motivators
for these companies to become certified range from wanting to highlight greenwashing in
their industry and external recognition to the close alignment of their values to that of the B-
Corp movement. This reflects the findings of previous literature that the majority of B-Corps
have high levels of CSR before they apply for the certification (Paelman, Cauwenberge &
Vander Bauwhede, 2020).

‘There’s a lot of greenwashing... and it annoys us a lot’ (Anglia Print Ltd.)

‘The ethos behind B-Corp is aligned with what we are trying to achieve... S0 to become a B-
Corp is a fantastic recognition of the business that the team has built, as well as being a clear
marker for the way in which we will operate going forward.” (Bio Bean Ltd.)
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‘We are a circular company so we collect back our product, our old jeans - recycle it and
reincorporate it into production. But I would not say that B-Corp influenced that. It is one
of the attributes that gives us a very high score in our B-Corp but we were like that before B-
Corp even came into the equation and I wouldn’t say that B-Corp influenced that decision.’
(MUD Jeans Int.)

‘I think that it is inevitable when you work for a company like Dopper [a social enterprise]
that is so mission driven. | think that any external recognition... on a European scale, or
even worldwide can really underline what we are doing, and it’s more like recognition also
for the bigger [B-Corp] crowd.” (Dopper B.V.)

The B-Corporation business model can instead be categorised as a transitory Blended Value
(BV) framework, as mentioned in the theoretical framework (see section 2.5). This business
model works through the changing of company-wide conduct over a longer period of time.
As a BV proposition, the business that works for profit must change at a rate which protects
their financial performance while still creating positive societal and environmental impacts
(Mazhar & Siddiqui, 2020).

However, all the organisations interviewed expressed genuine concern regarding their social
and environmental externalities. Demonstrating their utilisation of the B-Corp certification,
specifically the BIA as a reflective framework from which to strategize and work on further
diminishing their negative impact on the environment and in tandem, maximise their positive
impact: ‘I think it [the B-Corp certification] is a great vehicle for change. | think that the
companies that are in it and the way in which it's framed allows it to be a great vehicle for
driving consumer change, which I think is actually where it is needed you know? Consumer
change prompts business change. So rather than waiting for governments to legislate this is
the place where change can actually already start happening’. (Bio-bean Itd.)

Research by Mufioz et al., (2018) highlights the utilisation of the BIA as a strategic
framework for improvement to ensure motivations to do good translate into purposeful
ventures. Further, the infrastructure and network created by B-Lab creates an enabling
atmosphere for these motivations to be effectively realised. In some cases, this mode of
assessment is quoted as more of a motivation to become certified than the accreditation itself:
‘Really the focus wasn’t on becoming a B-Corp necessarily. But it was let’s use this BIA to
test where we are... for us it was useful as a benchmark to identify areas for improvement ...
1 guess, just kind of see how ‘good’ we like to think we are as a business in our ethos and our
way of doing things and what we want to achieve are quite well aligned.’ (Bio-bean Itd.)

In addition to the BIA the second most frequently quoted motivator for the certification was
its use as an external ‘stamp of recognition’. Allowing them to “strengthen their sense of self-
coherence and distinctiveness by way of this authentication process” (p.144) (Grimes et al.,
2018). The certification is an opportunity for these organisations to prove that they in
actuality ‘practice what they preach’ (Qstergaard, 2019). In essence, most companies that
apply for the B-Corp certification already have the ‘change the system’ mentality and
attaining the accreditation acts as a signal to internal and external stakeholders that their
actions are oriented in that direction (Kallehaugh, 2019; Pastras, 2019).
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5.1.1 Highlighting new areas for Impact

Although the B-Corp certification did not have a substantial impact regarding changes to
company-wide conduct in the companies interviewed, the certification did raise their
awareness of new areas in which they could have an impact (Jdstergaard, 2019). Information
gathered from interviewees indicated that gaining the B-Corporation certification could lead
to the further integration of ethos and values into every sector of the company, not just
the section that would typically deal with sustainability. As an example, the UK coffee
recycling company Bio-bean quoted their increased consideration of values when
interviewing potential future employees: ‘ We 've got about 28 full time employees... so we
don’t hire very often. It’s an interesting one and probably one that changed off the back of
our certification and just the way we approach it. You know? A bit more of our values into
the job description and try to give that an equal weighting to the technical aspects of the job
description’ (Bio-bean Ltd.)

This finding is supported by Stubbs (2017) who identified only half of the B-Corps within her
study needed to make significant changes in companywide practices following certification,
but that B-Corps detailed how the process inspired review and documentation of some
policies regarding recruitment or their supply chains. Further, research by Haessler (2020),
states the increased relevance of social and environmental responsibility will continue to
evolve the ‘integration of sustainability as a business driver in organisations’ (p.27).
Similarly, Stubbs and Cocklin (2008) affirm the importance of increased internal
competences of organisations towards achieving sustainability, but also state that
organisations can only be truly sustainable when the wider market system is also sustainable
(Jennings & Zandbergen, 1995). The Dutch companies Dopper B.V. and MUD Jeans Int.
cited their current efforts to increase diversity and inclusivity in their organisations as their
recent certifications highlighted this as an area for both companies to develop further: ‘/In the
diversity topics] for example we don’t score as high as we could. So, this is just like strategic
input for how we can do better because again it’s not for the points, but it’s because we
believe in doing business this way and to grow as a company and to be of more added value.
So that is how we over the past years all the time, like to try and progress on the B-Corp
scale.” (Dopper B.V.). These findings therefore highlight that even companies that have
already undergone more than one B-Corp recertification are still working towards increasing
their positive social externalities at a company-wide level.

5.1.2 Ethical responsibility

Findings indicate that the strategic roadmaps generated following completion of the BIA have
the potential to increase the perceived level of responsibility of a company to progress further
up the social responsibility hierarchy (Carroll, 1991). All of the interviewed companies could
be placed within the ethical responsibility echelon of the CSR hierarchy (as explicated in
2.3.1) as they have invested in practices not imposed by law, but implicitly required by
society. Some CBCs that have more resources to dedicate to the furthering of the B-Corp
movement could also be placed in the philanthropic level of responsibility as they dedicate
resources beyond the expectations imposed by social standards (Schwartz & Carroll 2003).
The organisations have more resources to dedicate to the movement or those that successfully
undergo re-certification often placed their corporate development within that of the
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development of the B-Corp as a whole and awaiting opportunities with which to further
themselves and the movement.

Furthermore, the certification was found to indirectly influence decisions taken by CBCs,
with certified organisations often taking the B-Corp standards into consideration when
making company-wide decisions (Dstergaard, 2019; Jacobs, 2019): ‘We get a lot of
interactions because we profile ourselves as a B-Corp /... I think it’s helpful when mission-
minded companies do so, then people probably associate B-Corp as a label for being good in
business for good’ (MUD Jeans Int.). In addition, the document analysis highlights that
through engagement with other certified organisations, there comes a transformative pressure
to internalise this identity: ‘engagement with other B-Corps provides us with a framework to
approach decisions’ (Bio-Bean Ltd.). When viewed through the theoretical lens of identity
and categorisation theories, (as mentioned in sections 2.7.3 and 2.7.4) this finding could be
considered ‘identity or identity-driven reflexivity’ as the organisation's future engagement in
prosocial activity is altered (Conger et al., 2018).

5.1.3 Summary

Ultimately, attaining and maintaining the B-Corp certification unquestionably has an impact
on each of the organisations it certifies, but the company-wide ethical changes experienced in
this investigation were not as extensive as was expected. There was limited evidence to
suggest that the certification fostered any innovation or transformative operations. All four
companies already considered themselves to hold a high degree of CSR in their respective
fields. Each of them already successfully created social or environmental value alongside the
economic one that supported their operations. The true impact of the B-Corp certification still
awaits to be seen as they may take years to come to the fore, but it can still be concluded now
that the B-Corp movement has the capacity to drive fundamental system change on a holistic
system level, the certification just needs to tap into the mass of companies that do not already
hold a high degree of CSR.

5.2 Can the Network and Certification Process be
improved?

To answer the first sub-research question ‘Can the B-Corp certification process or network
be improved?’. The first stage of data collection focused on collecting reflections regarding
the certification procedure. Responses from interviewees reflected an overwhelmingly
positive perception of both the certification procedure and B-Lab: ‘B-Corp as an
organisation is super supportive. They re not looking to you know, make you feel inferior or
like they want to punish you for not having something, they instead want to reward you for
what you are doing and so they really support you in everything so overall [the certification
procedure is] a really good experience!” (MUD Jeans Int.). This response was almost
identical to another that also quoted the conduct of the auditor the company was consulting
with regards to the certification: ‘“When we were dealing with the team at B-Lab they were
very complimentary about the fact that we had all the things they were asking for.” (Bio-bean
Ltd.).
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However, although preliminary reflections were complementary of B-Lab, the certification
procedure and the auditors, further discussion revealed a number of challenges faced by the
companies interviewed due to the B-Corp movement on a larger scale than just their direct
interactions. These challenges and their possible improvements will be discussed in the
following subsections.

5.2.1 The Affordability Challenge

Although the cost of the certification process is scaled depending on the annual income of the
company, the smaller companies interviewed still referred to the heavy investment and lack
of tangible benefits while they were investing in the accreditation: ‘7 don’t think it makes us
anymore commercially viable, having it [the certification] but it takes up our environmental
presence as a UK leading environmentally friendly printing company. So, some companies
like Greenpeace, C&D and National Geographic wouldn’t use us unless we had things like
this.” (Anglia Print Ltd.). Certification requires a substantial amount of time and resources
that could otherwise be invested back into the company or in the case of social enterprises,
directly towards their mission (Ballesteros-Sola et al., 2018). Literature also indicates that the
certification process can demand significant amounts of money, changes to internal
operations and preparation for the assessment review and feedback. These additional
challenges and diverted managerial focus can potentially mean opportunities to increase
company growth are overlooked (Parker et al., 2018).

5.2.2 The Visibility Challenge

The B-Corp network is continuing to expand in terms of its geographic scope, economic
influence and power. However, the certification still lacks visibility and awareness,
particularly from the general public (Stubbs, 2016). In many instances the movement is still
seen as small and niche and literature questioned whether it would ever expand to the broader
capitalistic universe (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014).

It was clear from the document analysis and interviews that it is a collaborative effort from B-
Lab and the B-Corp community themselves to build awareness, educate, advocate and lobby
in favour of the B-Corp movement (Stubbs, 2017). Interviews revealed that the B-Corp
movement is heavily relying on ‘word of mouth’ for this proliferation of the movement. This
was characterised by Wagner (2019) as the ‘snowball effect” where B-Corps act as
representatives and endorse the certification to those in their own network. Research by
Mazetyte (2019) emphasised the importance of this growth for strengthening awareness of
the corporate sphere towards society and the environment. Research by Stubbs (2017) also
concluded that B-Corps advocate and promote the certification at any opportunity they have.
However, this heavy reliance from B-Lab on self-proliferation by CBCs can also be
considered a burden for these organisations as they have to promote awareness of the
certification themselves for it to be worth their initial and continued investment: ‘[One thing
B-Corp could improve is to] really market their own label /...] 4 B-Corp knows what a B-
Corp is and probably is also a responsible consumer knows too, but it’s not something that is
already well known within the bigger crowd... I think a lot of consumers want to consume
responsibly... but then you have to know what this label is. So, they should really do a little
bit more on the marketing of their own brand.” (Dopper B.V.)
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This lack of awareness also exists outside of the manufacturing industry. Document analysis
highlights that obstacles still remain in terms of life science industries due to their reliance on
outside investment and the consequent extra effort of ensuring these shareholders also hold a
high level of CSR: ‘Since the life science industry is capital intensive and typically requires
significant outside investment, I suspect that it’s challenging to find the right investor or
corporate structure to support the policies and procedures that B-Corp certification
requires. In addition, every organization is different but there are always competing
priorities that a business has to consider and becoming a B-Corp may simply not be a
priority.” (New England Biolabs (NEB). The lack of awareness by other industries and
consumers means the benefits of the certification are predominantly manufacturing business
to business (B2B) based. This was reflected in the responses given by all the interviewed B-
Corps: ‘I also wonder how much value being a B Corp has to the consumer. At the moment
it’s very much a B2B-related trademark.” (Dopper B.V). The respondents mostly reflected
certification advantages in relation to other companies as opposed to consumers. Some
interviewees citing that the certification helped in forming new business partnerships and
made the company stand out in the community. Two others citing that companies currently
carrying out their application process reached out to them for advice in how best to complete
the assessment: ‘That’s also something I’ve done since the assessment actually with people
being like ‘how did you get this score?’ and ‘give us advice’ and I was always like ‘yeah
sure!” And walked them through kind of what I did, but it’s really just a reflection of what the
company is doing. But yeah, we do that, we talk to other brands or companies that want to
become B-Corps and we encourage them to join the movement.” (MUD Jeans Int.). Thus,
highlighting the importance of increasing the awareness of the B-Corp brand name to more
sectors and to the general public to motivate new organisations to pursue accreditation and to
retain current members.

5.2.3 The Scalability Challenge

‘The [B-Corp] movement has skyrocketed. I mean we got in here somewhere in the 300s...
and within less than 6 months since we joined [in October 2020] the number has now
increased by another 200 organisations’ (Bio-bean Ltd.)

The current popularity of the B-Corp certification can be attributed to the lack of direct
competition (Kallehauge, 2019). The B-Corporation certification is one of the only holistic
accreditations that is trans-national and trans-industrial (Gehman et al., 2019). The innovative
system of reporting, change and permanent legal alterations set B-Corp apart from other
certifications. However, despite this success and current growth the movement is still
relatively unknown by the public and even companies outside of the manufacturing industry:
‘I would love it if consumers would search for it as they would a label on Fairtrade coffee. If
there was that pull from the bottom it would also amplify the number of businesses willing to
qualify’ (Dopper B.V)

One way in which public awareness can be increased is through the certification of more

companies and organisations. This focus on new sign ups is demonstrated in the recently

created platforms such as the recently launched B-Movement Builders Programme, which is

designed to ‘support large public companies that are committed to the principles of the B-

Corp movement, and are planning to drive company-level actions and collective actions that
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bring these principles to life.” (B-Corp Way, 2021). Similarly, the UK based B-Lab-led
campaign for the Better Business Act (BBA), now means organisations are legally obligated
to operate in a manner that benefits their stakeholders, including workers, customers,
communities and the environment:

‘The better business act launched at the end of last month... Maybe in time it will become a
prerequisite for organisations to say we only want to work with businesses that have
demonstrated this [B-Corp] standard [of CSR]. I¢’s held out to be a very high standard
across all sectors of business governance.’ (Bio-bean Ltd.)

In addition to this, document analysis highlighted the current focus of B-Lab regarding the
signing ups of more companies, specifically larger multi-national organisations. However,
this focus on new sign ups presents the possible challenge of scalability, value and mission
drift. One heavily cited example from the document analysis was the certification of Danone
S.A. and the recent certification of its sub-brand Evian, the single use plastic (SUP) water
bottle manufacturer. Which isn’t the first SUP company of its kind to be certified, but the size
of the brand has caused a high degree of controversy within the B-Corp community.
Literature contends that although accreditation does result in these organisations becoming
more responsible, they are likely to still be governed by environmental and social
malpractices (Le Soir, 2019). If a business such as Danone S.A. are conducting business that
ultimately harms the environment and society through depletion of natural resources and
contributing to plastic pollution, how can companies such as this be certified under the
guidelines of the B-Corp certification?

‘[B-Lab] should be aware of their standards. | think Danone is known as a B-Corp now and
they have had a lot of negative P.R. because one of their board members, shareholders didn’t
prove their sustainable vision, and they 're still a B-Corp. That’s why I really think for the
general public they really need to counter this that B-Corp remains of a high standard also in
the perception of people. I think that’s what I wish B-Corp to grow to.” (Dopper B.V.)

As an answer to these concerns B-Lab created the Multinational and Public Market Advisory
Council (B-Lab, 2020). Who states that ultimately, that the B-Corp certification is not a seal
of sustainability but a holistic tool that allows organisations and businesses to measure,
manage and improve their corporate social responsibility standards? The framework is one of
continual improvement, transparency and accountability. According to the B-Lab Statement
on Bottled Water Industry and B-Corp Certification (2021), to be considered for certification
the organisation must currently be demonstrating leadership in waste management and
continually demonstrate improvements. Still a controversial topic the B-Corps interviewed
reflected hope that the B-Corp community would be the pressure necessary for these
companies to change: ‘There are definitely anomalies. Hopefully, people [in the B-Corp
community] will put pressure onto them [the SUP brands and other multinationals] to do
something about their plastics. Yeah, there is a bit of that [anomalous certifications],
meaning that they probably have to disclose what the product is and that will reflect critically
in their score rating, and maybe some of the other stuff, or the maximum so they qualify.
Yeah, there’s always surprises’ (Anglia Print Ltd.)
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The B-Corp movement should take into account the concerns raised by existing B-
Corporations to shape the best solution possible as this will determine how incorporation of
these large companies into the movement will occur. One way in which to overcome this
would be to set a minimum impact score in each impact area, so that these organisations
cannot ‘make up’ for their lack of action in one area by investing in another. This would also
increase the rigour of the certification. Previous literature by Sharma et al., (2018) assert that
B-Corps tend to shift their company-wide practices to re-organise for impact, usually in
response to cues and peers. With the nature of this shift depending on the affordability of the
change. The author cautions that some B-Corps will choose ‘low hanging fruit’ in terms of
changes that do not require many resources. Highlighting the importance of the B-Corp
network as a self-regulator of values and standards maintenance.

5.2.4 Summary

To summarise, the current structure of B-Lab and the B-Corp certification are effective at
operating at their past and present scale. However, if they are to continue to grow at their
current rate the operations and conduct will need to alter to accommodate the increased
number and heterogeneity of the newly certified organisations. The above challenges are just
a number highlighted during the data analysis that will need to be addressed. Increased aid
and assistance will need to be available to the smaller organisations who want to become
accredited so as to not discourage their efforts towards a company-wide sustainable
transition. The visibility of the certification will also have to increase, which will come as a
given due to the increased growth of the movement. However, it must be ensured that the
movement does not sacrifice its founding values or risk becoming ineffective at accurately
measuring CSR. In essence, the reputation of the certification must be upheld. Interviewees
stated their issues with the tangible drive of B-Corp to increase its number of certified
organisations, but this must not be done at the expense of its current members. With these
challenges in mind, the next section will consider the possible future of the B-Corp
movement.

5.3 The Future of the B-Corp Movement

‘If you're going to do this journey, you need to destabilize the classic power paradigm.
Because the change will not come from the top down. It comes really from the bottom up,
and the sides in.” (Ex-Danone S.A. executive Lorna Davis)

The final of the two sub-questions asked ‘How is the B-Corp movement going to change and
progress in the future?’ This takes forward the findings of the previous sub-question and
allowed the interview respondents to idealise what they would like to see from the B-Corp
movement in the future. The answers to this sub-question closely tie into those of the
previous question as they still consider challenges faced by the movement. In the 15 years
since the launch of B-Lab, the number of certified companies has grown from 19 to over
4,000. As the B-Movement continues to gain traction the future of the movement must be
considered in terms of the challenges discussed in the previous sections.
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5.3.1 Communication

There were a number of concerns raised by respondents regarding the scalability of the
rapidly growing B-Corp movement. Some of the smaller companies interviewed, cited issues
regarding the complexity and lack of in-depth understanding they had about the B-Corp
movement and how to exploit the B-Corp network to its full extent: ‘The thing about B-Corp
is that it can be a bit of a rabbit hole that you can disappear down into. There is so much
going on in that world, that you can kind of get lost in it if you’re not careful. So, we try to
just dip in and out of it to the extent that we can and take the useful information, engage with
the community and take part in Webinars and all that type of stuff.” (Bio-Bean Ltd.)

In light contrast, the companies interviewed that had undergone more than one certification
instead commented on the lag times related to communications with B-Lab and the increasing
wait times for certification, suggesting: ‘...1 think they [B-Lab] are quite stretched, so you
know sometimes you have to wait a bit for a response but that’s fair enough’ (Dopper B.V.).

These comments are suggestive of a wider issue regarding communication between B-Lab
and its CBCs. This challenge must be addressed because, if newly certified organisations are
not able to independently build a roadmap for further reshaping their social and
environmental standing their scores may fail to change upon recertification (Villela et al.,
2019). Moreover, they may fail to re-certify altogether or not see the initial investment as
worth renewing from a perspective of monetary investment if they cannot get aid from B-
Corp. In the years between 2014 and 2017, 34% of all the B-Corps on the B-Lab website
terminated their certifications or did not renew it (Cao et al., 2017). In addition, the
movement may risk losing certified organisations that were previously dedicated and
proactive in their efforts to further the B-Corp movement.

5.3.2 Retaining certified organisations

It is not just the B-Corp movement that is developing, the organisations it certifies are also
evolving and this in tandem with the rapid growth of the movement the value of the
certification to the organisations may change, which in the worst-case lead could to
decertification: ‘Well... it costs a certain amount to be accredited to B-Corp, which is
straight off the bottom line... and will you ever make that money back?’ (Anglia Print Ltd.).
This retention challenge is reflected in prior research that states companies may lose the
motivation to certify when they do not internalise the value of the B-Corp movement (Conger
et al., 2018). As an example, if competing companies also certify or their stakeholders view it
as greenwashing the initial motivations of some companies may be lost.

Moreover, it is much more difficult to have a real positive environmental and social impact at
a large scale due to difficulties in organising actions (Bloom & Chatteriji, 2009). The rapid
growth could also have significant implications for stakeholders such as the BIA standards
that promote sustainable sourcing (Bauer & Umlas, 2017).

5.3.3 The trade-off between growth and values

As to not remain a fringe movement enterprise with innovative ideals but lack of reach.
Achieving transformative change will almost always require a certain degree of flexibility as
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leverage for powerful organisations to join and further endorse the movement and stimulate
others to also change. Some scholars have argued that there is a trade-off between the values
of B-Corp and future growth of the movement, as an aspect of the scalability challenge.

There was a tangible scepticism in interview respondents with regards to whether the B-Corp
movement should certify large multinational organisations and whether it should be so
focused on further growth or more so on servicing the current certified organisations: ‘They
[B-Lab] are focused on getting more B-Corp sign ups... but the B-Corp community that is
already there needs to be serviced as well’ (Dopper B.V.). There are fears that when larger
corporations are certified the movement is more likely to face additional risks such as mission
drift (Bennett & Savani, 2011). It is a trade-off that must be managed carefully so as to not
lose the founding values that made it innovative to begin with and fall victim to the so called
‘greenwash revolution’ with companies becoming certified purely for the sake of better
optics (Jones, 2019). Certification should instead hold these companies to account. But in
order to trust that B-Corp status means real change, a collaborative act to ensure consumers
and other organisations are able to trust the verification process must be tangible and
ostensible. If the B-Corp movement is to continue to grow, with more huge additions such as
Danone S.A, the governing body will have an increasing responsibility to make sure its
standards don’t slip. Increasing the transparency of the BIA by fully disclosing where
organisations gained or lost points would aid in this (Bauer & Ulmas, 2017).

5.3.4 Ensuring the future credibility of the B-Corp movement

Throughout this investigation, the data collected and analysed has repeatedly highlighted the
numerous benefits of attaining and maintaining the B-Corp certification, but these benefits
often come simultaneously with challenges relating to communication, scalability,
recertification and the core values of the movement. These challenges will require effort from
B-Corps and B-Lab alike to ensure that they do not jeopardise the future of the movement.
These Challenges and possible solutions will be outlined in the following section.

The BIA has previously been highlighted as one of the most beneficial aspects of the
certification procedure as it can bring structure and direction to further improvement of the
level of CSR within that organisation. Especially with regards to the depth with which it tries
to gauge an organisations environmental and social externalities, which are notoriously
difficult to accurately measure (Eccles, Ionnou & Serferim, 2014): ‘B-Corp has given a
structure to our approach to progress. | think the challenge for any company is very much
that you kind of have this huge want to do better. You want to improve here and there... but
it’s very difficult to know how to do it, where to start and B-Corp... through their assessment
make it much more tangible.” (MUD Jeans Int.)

‘It [the B-Corp certification] brings us security, resilience and a path of action and
improvement towards business sustainability in its purest and most holistic concept.” (CEO
of BIKonsulting)

However, some smaller companies highlighted the complexity and the resources required to

become accredited as encumbering. Similarly larger organisations insisted on the importance

of having someone internally dedicated to the B-Corp certification. The procedure usually

necessitates an individual responsible for engaging the leadership and to be the central point
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of contact between B-Lab and the company. This complexity regarding organisation was
especially the case for smaller organisations with fewer resources with which to dedicate on
the BIA procedure: ‘It’s a pretty long-winded process, you know? It’s quite involved with
going on with the initial assessment. It’s the best part of 200 questions or something you
know, coming up with answers’ (Bio-Bean Ltd.)

‘Then after we answered the initial set of questions, we then had to do another more
extensive list of questions. Some of them were duplicated from the original questions which
we’d already covered so it came as a bit of a surprise. It wasn’t a biggie but it was a tad
frustrating at times. So, yeah there should have been a disclosure of all questions, that would
have been nice yeah.” (Anglia Print Ltd. — four full time employees). These quotes highlight a
need for increased assistance and disclosure to new organisations undergoing certification,
especially those of a smaller size or fewer resources available to dedicate to the BIA process.

5.3.4.1 Possibilities for Modernisation

There are currently over 70 versions of the BIA that attempt to accurately measure businesses
in every sector. Nevertheless, this holistic tool that strives to be both general and inclusive is
failing to measure some aspects that characterise the impact of some conscious companies.
Some companies interviewed would like to see this dilemma dealt with by B-Lab by
increased specificity of the BIA, taking each company on a more case-by-case basis. It was
also recommended that this be dealt with by increasing the lines of feedback and
communication with already CBCs as this would indicate to B-Lab what their network truly
wants and allow them to shape not just the movement as a whole but also the certification
procedure. The Dutch social enterprise Dopper B.V. highlighted that their efforts at tackling
social injustice in Nepal is currently going under-accounted for by the BIA: ‘I would like to
have it [the certification] become a little bit more modernised. So, for example, I think it’s
still a bit too focused on giving to charities instead of, for example, also investing in older
social enterprises. So, for profits that make a difference in the social or environmental sector.
So here, I noticed for example that we [Dopper] do a pretty big investment in a social
enterprise in Nepal, and we have troubles getting that acknowledged by B-Corp, and if this
would have been a charity for the same amount of money, no questions would have been
asked. So that for me is... yeah, I would say that they have to take innovation a bit more into
account. So, for example, an example for me would be impact investments vs donating only.’
(Dopper B.V). B-Corp currently places a greater weight on donations given to charity
organisations and not to social enterprises such as the one Dopper donates to in Nepal.
Although the social enterprise sells products or services purely to reinvest their profits to do
good, due to their operation as a for-profit business they are still viewed as being worth less
than donating to a charity organisation with a similar social or environmental impact.
Corporate Foundations such as this can be designated within the top philanthropic echelon of
Carrolls (1991) CSR pyramid but remains inaccurately measured by the B-Corp certification.

5.3.4.2 Possibilities for increased Transparency

This plight for increased specificity comes in tandem with requests for increased transparency
of the B-Impact assessment following certification. The specific section scores and answers
given in response to the BIA remain undisclosed, alongside publicly traded companies only
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choosing to publish handpicked parts of their BIA, while they are required to disclose all
information to attain their B-Corp status (Bauer & Ulmas, 2017). This alludes to a possible
deficiency in transparency between CBCs and those not within the network. This challenge is
important when the rapid growth of the movement is considered. Full disclosure of the BIA
results would allow better comparison between the organisations to avoid disengagement
with the movement over time.

One way in which to begin to tackle this would be through a reflective feedback system so
organisations can communicate their experiences of the certification process to allow B-Lab
to adjust any possible inefficiencies of their measurement procedure: ‘I think what they [B-
Lab] could use for their own assessment is to talk to B-Corps in how they experience the
assessments, and then mainly focus on what you do as a company that is really the core of
your mission, but you didn’t find a recognition of. For example, for me it was really like this
impact investment thing I mentioned before. I was like, okay we re one of the frontrunners in
the Netherlands here and | have to fight to get this recognised. So, | know that this is a
general trend, and that it’s not only about charity anymore. So, I think to keep their
assessment up to standards, | think they can probably just dive into a few big B-Corps to talk
about their vision or what using business as a force for good means.” (Dopper B.V.).
During the re-certification phase the company gets appointed an auditor but Dopper B.V.
highlight that the discussion with this auditor is not regarding feedback but just on the
certification procedure itself: ‘To this auditor we can talk, but it seems to be quite focused on
just can you get the points or not? Or to what extent instead of zooming out and looking
through the entire framework.” (Dopper B.V.).

The relationship between B-Lab and the organisations within the certified network should
ultimately be synergistic. B-Lab have previously highlighted how proud they are that the
accredited organisations are furthering the movement. They should therefore increase their
engagement with these organisations in a reflective feedback system to allow the network to
also shape the certification and B-Lab itself. It is an opportunity that would put B-Lab at an
advantage when they continue to grow at their current pace.

The emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic might further threaten the sustainability of B-
Corps and the popularity of the certification. One may assume that this current situation will
lead to the withdrawal of a lot of companies from the certification, some scholars and media
appear to be defending the opposite. Chen & Kelly (2015) concluded that B-Corps outpaced
their competitors during the last crisis, even though they were investing a lot in ESG
practices. B The Change Media reinforces this belief with its publications stating that the B-
Corp certification “provides a structure to turn to during changing times and economic
challenges” (B-The Change, 2020). The B-Lab has even developed a ‘Covid-19 Resource 37.
Center’ with the aim of helping B-Corps to manage the impact of the critical situation (B
Lab, 2020a).

5.3.3 Summary

For the future of B-Corp to be just as successful as it has been up to now, the benefits of

attaining and maintaining the accreditation must be made more tangible. This is to say the

value of the certification must be maintained with regards to all stakeholders. Engagement
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must take place between B-Lab, prospective CBCs and CBCs already within the network on
how to take full advantage of the certification, allowing them to be maintained and re-certify.
In addition, there should be opportunities for organisations to reach out for increased
assistance during certification procedure and subsequently building a sustainability roadmap.
In tandem, a reflective feedback system should be implemented to allow B-Corps to reflect
and shape the certification alongside B-Lab and highlight any areas of the BIA or network.
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It has been established that the traditional paradigm of consumerist capitalism is largely
responsible for the exponential proliferation of resource use, climate change and
environmental degradation. However, the emergence of the B-Corporation business model
offers a possible pathway towards sustainability that requires the reform and harnessing of
this capitalist system. This thesis aimed to act as a reflective and explorative investigation of
the B-Corp certification and its influence on the for-profit companies it certified and also to
gain insight regarding how these companies view the certification and B-Lab.

This thesis attempted to answer the following research question as presented in section 1.6:
‘To what extent does achieving the B-Corp certification influence companywide ethical
conduct?’. In order to sufficiently answer this question a qualitative research approach was
adopted, utilising a triangulation of methods which included the literature review, document
analysis and semi-structured interviews.

Taken together, the results suggest that becoming B-Corp certified does not necessarily
necessitate an overhaul of company-wide responsible business practices, due to the
certification currently attracting companies with an already high level of CSR and values that
are similar to those held by the B-Corp movement. However, the certification does highlight
new areas for impact which can result in the further integration of ethos and values into every
sector of the organisation. In addition, if CBCs profile themselves as a B-Corp, this can
influence their decision making and through identity driven reflexivity also work as a
transformative pressure to other CBCs in the B-Corp network.

However, the movement is not perfect and there are a number of challenges that it must act
on to maintain its current level of success and to truly have a chance at transforming the
traditional capitalist market. These challenges can be grouped together as follows:

1. Communication — Findings indicate improvements could be made between B-Lab,
aspiring and already certified organisations. Full disclosure of the process and a
reflective feedback system should be made available to improve the organisation of
the accreditation. In addition, the visibility of the movement could be improved,
beyond just B2B benefits and the manufacturing industry.

2. Benefits — The benefits of certification must be made more tangible to those
organisations looking to become certified, and retaining those certified, allowing them
to take full advantage of the benefits that come with the accreditation.

3. Scalability — With the rapid growth of the movement there is an increased
responsibility to the governing body to ensure CSR standards and founding values are
upheld, especially with regards to the certification of larger organisations.

The four companies interviewed and explored in this study were widely in agreement

regarding their answers to the three main research questions. All companies had a high

degree of CSR prior to their certification with B-Corp. There was evidence to suggest a
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dichotomy between the two larger organisations that had undergone more than one
certification (Dopper and MUD Jeans) when compared to the smaller companies that had just
gone through their first certification (Bio-bean and Anglia Print). If this research was to be
taken forward and another four certified companies considered in addition to those already
studied the same results would be expected.

5.4.1 Theoretical Implications

Sustainability and sustainable development have become central to all levels of
environmental policies worldwide. Sustainable development and as such, applications of CSR
have been used as political statements on an ethical position with both practical and
theoretical implications (Dodds, 2000).

Considering the B-Corp movement through the lens of CSR and the traditional economic
model of capitalism, allowed for the investigation to gauge the impact of the certification on
company-wide responsible business practices. It also allowed for the role of CSR in today's
society to be assessed.

An implication of this study is that it highlights the important interplay that company values
and philanthropy have on company-wide socially responsible business practices. It should
therefore be considered how companies can raise their CSR to a level that allows them to
consider becoming B-Corp accredited. What barriers lie in the way and how can these be
overcome. The theory would benefit from considering these aspects as their understanding
would allow the strategies to raise CSR to be more streamlined. In addition, this research
adds to the small body of qualitative research in this area. While the majority of research
examines sustainability, strategies to CSR and explorations on the B-Corp certification still
remain small in comparison.

The results of this study also suggest that the nuances within the definition of what CSR is
and specifically with regards to corporate foundations may need ‘updating’ to include not
just charities (see section 2.3.1) but also social enterprises, such as the Nepalese social
enterprise being partially funded through Dopper as a direct contribution to their mission
purpose.

Finally, findings of this study support previous research in this focus area as highlighted,
reflecting the findings of literature presented in the theoretical section. Moreover, the findings
may well have bearing on hybrid firm literature, as the certification can help these
organisations transform their social mission from a source of internal tension into a roadmap
of strategic advantage (Chauhan & O’Neill, 2020).

5.4.2 Practical Implications

In addition, the findings of this research have significant practical applications. It was
understood in the literature review and methodology sections that case studies such as this
allow for the in-depth study of phenomena that have social or political implications (Yin,
2003). This was certainly the case in this study of B-Corporations.
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Firstly, the finding that most organisations that apply for the B-Corp accreditation already
have a high level of CSR may mean there needs to be more support for companies in this
early stage of B-Corp consideration. This could be introduced from the angle of B-Lab such
as the B-Movement Builders Programme, or from a governmental perspective. In terms of the
governmental approach, this would have to be a new initiative or the enhancement of a
current governance method, with the aim of increasing company CSR to a level that allows
them to consider becoming a B-Corp more easily. For example, the EU EMAS directive was
quoted as compelling two of the four studied companies to raise their level of CSR.

In addition to this, it should be explored whether the current programmes aimed at raising
CSR (from both a B-Lab and governance perspective) are inclusive to both small and larger
organisations and how successful they are in enabling companies to become B-Corps.

This study also highlighted inefficiencies within the BIA method of CSR assessment, and
practically this, as discussed, may necessitate the improvement of communication pathways
between B-Lab, CBCs and prospective CBCs. A reflective feedback system following
certification should also be made available to both larger and smaller B-Corps as the disparity
in experiences dependent on the side of companies must also be accounted for.

In terms of the B-Corp movement the study highlighted challenges that must be overcome for
the integrity of the movement to remain intact if it is to continue to rapidly grow as fast as it
is. This will necessitate a greater number of resources going to the governing body within B-
Lab and again, more communication with CBCs within their network as it is unlikely that the
governing body can accurately detect all the challenges that face the movement but the
individual companies could help flag these hotspots while also allowing them to feel like they
are contributing to the movement through their feedback. Therefore, studies like this are
meaningful in that they benefit B-Lab and the organisations in highlighting the degree to
which the accreditation changes company conduct while at the same time spotlighting future
challenges for the movement.

The role and value that differential perception has in what a B-Corp is and what they do
cannot be overstated. The proliferation of the movement is dependent on how the certification
IS perceived by prospective organisations. In addition, the value of the certification to CBCs,
(in addition to the philanthropic value) depends on consumers and shareholders perceiving
the certification as worth investing resources into. Therefore, the perception of B-Corp must
be protected as one of the core considerations moving forward.

The movement truly has potential to change the traditional stakeholder oriented economic
market. B-Lab strives to serve as a platform for catalysing the movement towards a new
green economy and it currently is working very independently with regards to its CBCs.
There are still many opportunities for the B-Corp network to be utilised to co-create visions
and ideas of the future of corporate conduct, establishing itself as a forum for negotiation and
quick moving change. The shared values of B-Lab mean issues regarding competing interests
are already limited, which already creates a frame between the organisations that are now
globally active. However, this common identity and the certification as a tool of legitimacy
and communication leads to the question how will the B-Corp community continue on its
path to transform the market if it currently attracts transformed companies?
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5.4.3 Future Avenues of Research and Critical Reflections

The following section develops on some limitations of this research, expanding on them to
recommend possible avenues for future research. Although this study contributes to
furthering the body of literature through exploration of the impact of the certification on
companywide ethical practices and the movements of possible future growth and challenges,
further analysis will be required to develop the avenues of research that were introduced in
this paper.

Firstly, when applying the CSR framework and its theoretical approaches to the data, a
number of insights to advance the field of research can be gained. The B-Corp certification
can be viewed as a practical embodiment of this framework in an attempt to resolve the
fundamental issue regarding the pressure to make a positive impact, usually being
overwhelmed by shareholder values (Trevenna, 2016). This study highlights the importance
of communication between B-Lab, the CBCs and the wider public and other industries
outside of manufacturing, in addition to engagement with the current certified organisations
to successfully retain them.

One of the central limitations to the study was gathering willing interviewee respondents due
to the small-time frame of data collection. Although the information gathered was adequate
for this study more interviewees would enrich the data and shed more light onto the
movement. Moreover, the recent Coronavirus pandemic meant that many of the companies
did not have the time and resources to hold interviews like they would have previously, due
to more pressing issues regarding the impact of the pandemic on their organisation.

In order to advance on these aspects and understanding it is necessary to go beyond the
limited number of case studies in this investigation. Case studies are vital for identifying
further questions and areas of possible future inquiry. This study accomplishes this through
the highlighting of challenges that face the movement in the future. More longitudinal studies
of CBCs are needed in addition to surveys and comparative approaches across organisational
business research areas. The exploration of companies considered to have a low level of CSR
and their transition to pursuing and receiving the B-Corp certification would also be highly
informative and valuable to understanding what can be done to aid the shift to sustinability.

Secondly, with regards to the accurateness of the BIA and engagement from organisations, a
possible future avenue of research could involve a review of the latest version of the B-Corp
assessment (version 6) to investigate the degree of stakeholder engagement and to see if it
truly improves with revision of the BIA. This would reveal more regarding the certification’s
standards and credibility. In addition, results indicated a dichotomy between larger and
smaller organisations, smaller organisations encounter difficulties with dedicating the time
and resources to the BIA. Therefore, it could be an interesting line of research to investigate
whether aid from B-Lab could truly be helpful in assisting these smaller organisations in
becoming B-Corps and their creation of a sustainability roadmap. In a similar vein, as
highlighted by Dopper, it would be an interesting line of research to investigate whether other
certified organisations consider some of their operations to be under or over valued by the
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BIA assessment as this could also reveal more regarding the ‘accurateness’ of the
certification in measuring CSR.

Thirdly, it became apparent during data collection that many of the organisations certified
already had a high degree of CSR and that this was one of the main motivations for them
pursuing the accreditation. With many stating that it was so high due to changes they had to
make to become accredited under other certifications. It would be interesting for future
studies to focus on the influence and interplay between these certifications and how this
influences the degree of impact that the B-Corp certification can have on a company. This
would provide insight into whether some findings of this study are directly as a result of the
B-Corp certification or due to the interplay of other CSR certifications. A different
perspective such as the lens of Stakeholder Theory would also uncover more with regards to
the role of resources and market-based motivations on a more socio-political level.

Finally, it would be interesting to investigate whether there is a disparity between B-Corps
that consider themselves social enterprises and those that are just socially and
environmentally conscious. Is it possible that social enterprises are more likely to contribute
towards the furthering of the B-Corp movement or that they have a higher likelihood of being
given a higher BIA scoring than other organisations and the reasons for this? It would also be
interesting to see if the degree to which organisations market themselves as a B-Corporation
influences their actions and profit. In an age of growing consumer awareness of the B-Corp
label it would be interesting to explore if marketing socially responsible business practices
actually changes consumer behaviour and business behaviour as a result of the certification.

It will certainly be interesting to watch how this movement grows and transforms.
Knowledge of the label still seems to be confined to its sphere of impact companies, but with
the rapid growth and scope of the movement it is necessary to ask how the community will
move forward to promote its new version of CSR, tackle the highlighted issues and if the
positive dynamics and novelty of the certification will be enough to catalyse the ‘systemic
change’ towards a global transition to a green, low carbon economy.
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8.2 Document Analysis: List of Final Loose Codes

Loose Code Code group Number of Quotes
Accountability Values 2
B-Corp already aligns with ethos Use 8
B Impact Assessment 13
B-Corp BIA as framework for comparison Use 11
Future/wider frame
B-Corp usage Use 25
‘B-Corp Way’ conduct Values
Benefit Corporations Future/wider frame 1
‘Better Business Act’ Use 10
Future/wider frame
B-Lab Credibility Values 4
Future/wider frame
‘B-Movement Builders Programme’ Use 2
Future/wider frame
Brexit Use 2
Capitalism (as the dominant market) Values 26
Use
Future/wider frame
Certified too recently for results 2
Circular Economy Values 1
Community Category 2
corporate sustainability Values 19
Cost of becoming B-Corp Use 3
Coronavirus Future/wider frame 3
‘Do-gooders’ (we're different) 24
Economy Use 1
Entrepreneurship Use 6
Ethics Values 3
Framework for continuous improvement Use 4
Gold Standard Values 8
'How we compared' Use 6
Impact of B-Corp on society Future/wider frame 9
Improvements for B-Corp Future/wider frame 4
Knowledge Sharing Values 3
Leadership Importance Use 37
Network Use 11
Other Certifications Use 2
BIA Points 9
Process of becoming a B-Corp Use 2
Responsibility Values 2
Shared Value Values 4
Shared Values Values 2
Shareholders 41
Social Enterprise 6
Stakeholder 48
Sustainability 63
Transparency 24
Values and value creation Use 34
Future/wider frame
What is B-Corp? 14
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8.3 Interview Analysis: List of Final Loose Codes

Code Code Groups Number of Quotes
B2B benefits 29
B-Corp more suitable than other certifications B-Corp use 4
Reflections
B-Corp to set apart B-Corp use 6
Benefits of B-Corp certification B-Corp use 9
Future
Better Business Act B-Corp use 2
Impact of cert
Certification rigorous (criticism) Reflections 4
Change due to certification Impact of cert 5
Change due to other certifications Impact of cert 2
Concerns about cost of certification Impact of cert 1
Reflections
Constraints to further improvements Impact of cert 2
Reflections
Future
Criticism of other certifications Impact of cert 1
Criticisms of other B-Corp Reflections 2
Didn't need to change for B-Corp Impact of cert 7
Discovery of B-Corp B-Corp use 2
Furthering the movement Future 4
Future of the movement Future 10
Impact of Brexit B-Corp use 1
Impact of Covid-19 B-Corp use 4
Leadership Importance B-Corp use 4
Possible Improvements Future 6
Reflection on B-Lab Reflections 8
Reflection on having the certification Reflections 9
Future
To avoid greenwashing Reflections 4
Transition not due to B-Corp Impact of cert 4
Use of certification B-Corp use 6
Use of network B-Corp use 10
Use of the BIA B-Corp use 3
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8.4 Structure of the Interviews

The interviews were semi-structured, therefore the below table of questions acted as a rough
guide to make sure all the relevant topics were covered. More questions than this were asked
to participants depending on their answers to previously asked question.

Domains | Interview Question

Introduction

1 What is your role and history with the organisation?

2 What do you look for in potential employees?

3 How did your company find outabout the B-Corp movement and why did

you decide to apply for the certification?

4 How did the process (in terms of activities) of implementing the B-Corp
standard into the organisation look like? And when did this process start?

Core Questions

5 On the road to becoming certified did your company encounter any
difficulties with implementing certification standards? If so, what form did
these problems take?

6 How does your company explain the need to maintain this B certification to
your employees?

7 What were some of the benefits your company experienced after becoming
B Certified?

8 Is your company currently working towards becoming net zero? If so, what
are you currently looking to change about your business to achieve this?

Closing Questions

9 What do you think has had a larger influence on your company conduct?
Your company values or becoming a B-Corp?

10 Are there any aspects of the B-Corp standard that you would want to
change or improve? (Which aspects and why?)

11 How do you think the B-Corp movement will develop in the future/coming
years?

12 Are there any ways in which your company tries to further develop the B-
Corp movement?
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