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Framing responsibility: global firms’

environmental motivations

John Mikler

Abstract

A recurring theme in international political economy is that
responsibility for regulation is moving from the public to the private
sphere, particularly from states to globally integrated markets. One of
the clearest cases of this is multinational corporations (MNCs)
increasingly adopting codes of conduct for the impact of their
activities, including environmental impacts. MNCs also produce reports
in which they present their environmental credentials. However, by
analysing the reports of the most global MNCs, this chapter finds
that the institutional basis of capitalist relations in firms’ home states is a
key determiner of their environmental motivations. This reflects, and
supportts, the insights of the Varieties of Capitalism Approach. It
suggests that, rather than conceiving of firms’ environmental
motivations as global, even the most global firms view their
environmental responsibilities through national lenses that reflect, and
support, certain national institutional preferences over others.

Introduction

Multinational corporations (MNCs) are perhaps the most important
economic actors shaping the contemporary global economy. Their
dominance of world production, trade and investment is such that 50
per cent of the world’s largest economic units are MNCs (measured by
sales revenues), and the other 50 per cent are nation states (measured by
gross national product) (Dicken 2003 p. 274). As MNCs rival states in
their command of material resources, there is no shortage of
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commentary asserting that globally integrated markets, in which MNCs
are the main players, are increasingly more powerful than nation states.
Nobody has made the case more cleatly, or colourfully, since Strange
declared that markets are now “the masters over the governments of
states” (Strange 1996, p. 4), with states themselves increasingly “merely
the handmaidens of firms” (Strange 1997, p. 184). This point was so
obvious to her that she said everyone knew it to be the case except
academics, declaring that “the common sense of common people is a
better guide to understanding than most of the academic theories being
taught in universities” (Strange 1996, p. 3). As the rhetoric of
globalisation began to take hold in the 1990s, commentators analysing
the implications began to see it as unavoidable that business, as the
“most powerful institution on the planet” and therefore the “dominant
institution in society” must “take responsibility” for its actions (Korten
quoted in Lawrence, Weber & Post 2005, p. 47).

Against this backdrop, the OECD (2001b) has noted a growing
profusion of corporate codes of conduct since the 1990s, with MNCs
the primaty source. This phenomenon is characterised by many authors
as a rise in the importance of private authority, because it is MNCs
themselves that are establishing the rules by which they face their public
obligations, rather than nation states or international organisations
regulating to impose these obligations on them (e.g. see the
contributions in Cutler, Haufler & Porter 1999). This raises the question:
just what is it that is motivating firms in the commitments they are
making? The claim made in this chapter is that rather than global
convergence, significant motivational differences for codes of conduct
exist between firms. That different firms should be driven by different
imperatives is not surprising. However, the analysis presented in this
chapter demonstrates two important points. First, the differences
between firms are based on the location of their home state, not the
markets they dominate, nor where they make most of their sales, and not
even necessarily where most of their assets and employees are located.
Secondly, even highly global firms demonstrate this trend. This points to
the enduring importance of national interests in MNCs’ codes of
conduct, or more accurately, the enduring importance of firms’
nationality even when their operations and material interests are global.
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