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"CSR could be a competitive advantage" 

 

 
The Chairman of Sodali and of the Cross-Border Voting Committee of the 
International Corporate Governance Network spoke to the CSR Review on 
matters of Corporate Social Responsibility and Corporate Governance, and 
on their significance for modern enterprises. 
 
[Tsoukalas]  Let us start with some information about Sodali. Tell us 
something about the company. What is its aim and its philosophy and in what 
would you say that you specialise? 
 
[Wilcox]  Sodali provides services to organisations. We offer help in matters of 
Corporate Governance also including matters of Corporate Social 
Responsibility. You should bear in mind that that the latter are exceedingly 
important for a company's shareholders, since to a great extent they 
determine financial decisions. We help companies in their relations with the 
owners, offering them services which allow them to get closer to their 
shareholders, which will enable them to understand them better. We believe 
that in the final analysis business organisations and their shareholders have 
the same aims: development, increased revenue, prosperity, improved 
performance. We operate on this rationale. We specialise in Corporate 
Governance and in companies' relations with their investor-shareholders. 
 
[Tsoukalas]  What would you say are the most important issues in corporate 
governance today and with what tools do you approach them? 
 
[Wilcox]  Corporate Governance could be defined as the appropriate 
distribution of authority and responsibilities between the three basic players in 
a company: the shareholders, the managers and the Board of Directors. 
Corporate governance tries to combine potentially conflicting interests of 
these groups, which requires critical thinking. There are instances where we 
have to reconcile the needs of the various groups and we have to try hard. As 
for the tools we use, I have to point out that every company is different. There 
are some basic tools, sources and core principles that we exploit, each time 
trying to offer the best possible solution to our clients. 
 
[Tsoukalas]  Today, how important is a successful involvement by 
shareholders in a company's actions?  
 
[Wilcox]   It is crucial. The current financial crisis has cultivated a strange 
climate of discontent. Companies can no longer take their shareholders' 
support and trust for granted. They have to explain how they take decisions, 
how these have benefited them and what the plans are for the future. Of 
course there is no single way for this to be achieved. Each company should 
act strategically, addressing its shareholders and convincingly explain to them 



what its is doing and why.  And to a great extent corporate communication 
contributes to this.  It contributes to a great extent. The company should also 
understand who its shareholders are, also who are considered important for 
its investment decisions. And of course it should find the appropriate way to 
address them.  
 
[Tsoukalas]  How could issues of Corporate Social Responsibility be 
incorporated in the process of reaching investment decisions? 
 
[Wilcox]  To begin with, companies should address Corporate Social 
Responsibility matters as matters of strategic importance. They have to 
recognise that they are exceedingly important for shareholders and this also 
impacts on the Board of Directors. The company is obliged to show the 
manner in which it deals with environmental and social issues. Issues such as 
relations with the local community or working conditions. It should 
demonstrate that it understands that these matters contain potential dangers 
both at the level of company reputation and also as regards substantive 
financial performance. Of course, beyond the inherent dangers, I would like to 
point out that these specific matters may also reveal  a good number of 
potential advantages, particularly regarding the environment. Companies may 
discover areas and activities which will help them to develop new innovative 
techniques and skills, with positive repercussion on their financial results. I 
notice that there is an increasing number of companies wishing to discuss 
such matters, wishing to explain publicly decisions in this area. This is not a 
coincidence. In the past, such matters were treated as special matters, clearly 
having to do with Business Ethics. Now, everybody seems to recognise that 
we have to do with matters of strategic significance for every company. 
 
[Tsoukalas]  We have been speaking only of shareholders until now. 
However, there are stakeholders as well. How do they influence Corporate 
Governance? 
 
[Wilcox]  Significantly. Employees, suppliers, legislators, NGO's, they are all 
parts of the organization. They all have a share in the way in which the 
company is governed, which may be a legal entity, but it exists and operates 
on the basis of the community's desires and needs, which offer it the 
guarantees and privileges to continue as an economic entity.  Of course, 
these privileges give rise to corresponding obligations. Businesses have to 
"give back" to the community and increasingly they seem to understand this. 
 
[Tsoukalas]  Could Corporate Social Responsibility act as a competitive 
advantage? 
 
[Wilcox]  Naturally and at many levels.  It contributes significantly to company 
reputation, customer satisfaction, risk avoidance, avoidance of legal 
sanctions, development of innovative products and services. The way in 
which companies respond to current environmental and social issues is 
extremely important for their course and any success they may have. 
 



[Tsoukalas]  Could Corporate Governance act as a "means of escape" from 
the current financial crisis? 
 
[Wilcox]  Certainly. Corporate Governance may help in avoiding significant 
problems. At the same time, the introduction and presentation of relative 
initiatives makes it understandable and clear to everybody that the business 
has recognised that there are problems and that it is trying to fix them. The 
crisis exists, however Corporate Governance issues cannot be neglected. 
Nobody can continue to make the same mistakes. Particularly in the current 
crisis. This applies to Greece as well. Our presence here has shown us that 
the companies in your country have understood that the crisis makes 
investments in matters of Corporate Governance, which more and more are 
addressing with greater attention, even more indispensable. There is a 
significant increase in interest by companies for strengthening and also for 
maintaining relations with their shareholders. 
 
Person Report [sic] 
 
John Wilcox is the Chairman of Sodali, and from 2005 has been Senior Vice 
President and Head of Corporate Governance to TIAA-CREF. He also is 
Senior Advisor of J-Eurus, an Investor Relations firm in Tokyo, and also a 
member of the Euronext Advisory Board.  Moreover, he is a member of the 
American Society of Corporate Secretaries and its Securities Law Committee, 
of the National Investor Relations Institute, of the Issuer Affairs Committee of 
The National Association of Securities Dealers. He has over 25 years' 
experience in the Corporate Governance industry and has collaborated with 
many business organisations, offering consultancy services in investment 
matters. A prominent figure in global Corporate Governance circles, he is 
Chairman of the Cross-Border Voting Committee of the International 
Corporate Governance Network. 


