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Introduction  

 

Inequalities, high levels of pollution, diseases and the scarcity of resources are only some of the 

several critical conditions that have underlined the attention to social and environmental issues. The 

worldwide attention has recently pointed out the necessity to improve the overall conditions 

proposing Sustainable Development Goals. According to data, the major part of responsibilities that 

have caused the current situation can be attributed to businesses and production processes. As a 

consequence, switching to sustainable models of business results as a key objective for future years. 

In order to realize this path, Corporate Social Responsibility does not seem to be enough. This 

dissertation presents thus a certification, the B Corp certification, that promotes the idea of a new 

sector of the economy. The certification configures a for-profit business that, implementing the 

sustainability in its core business, aims to have a positive impact on society while it tries to reduce 

effects on the environment. Thanks to its innovative peculiarities, this model has been introduced in 

the legal framework of few countries, such as Italy.  

After having provided an overview of the international B Corp movement, the aim of the thesis is to 

investigate why CSR-oriented companies should become B Corps. The recent Italian B Corp 

movement will  be analyzed to understand if the B Corp certification can play a relevant role in a more 

sustainable growth, solving social and environmental issues as well.  
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How to change the core business 

1st Chapter 

 

 

1. Moving beyond corporate social responsibility  

 

Business and society are strictly interdependent. Business is part of the society and, thanks to ongoing 

exchanges, it has as an impact on other activities as well; in the meanwhile, on the other side, 

government and social actors influence companies directly (A.T. Lawrence and J. Weber, 2013). 

After the economic and financial crisis of 2008, not only banks but also multinational businesses 

needed to accept the challenge to gain again the trust of their disappointed consumers. The awareness 

of their importance in society was extremely clear and a new idea gained ground: corporate social 

responsibility was not enough (M.E. Porter and M.R. Kramer, 2011). 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has never been completely voluntarily and probably its 

objective has been misunderstood over the years. Many companies through that rankings on CSR 

performance were really influential on public opinion and, above all, could be really attractive for 

consumers. Obviously, this social concern pushed managers to become more conscious of business 

responsibilities realizing that they had to do more to improve social and environmental consequences 

of their activities (M.E. Porter and M.R. Kramer, 2006). Initially, to fully meet the demanding 

consumersô expectations and the pressure of activist organizations, many multinational corporations 

introduced CSR departments and published annual sustainability reports to comply with regulation. 

A sort of ñrating gameò started: the company that showed the best social performance would be 

considered the most powerful. Great businesses were challenged to satisfy social and environmental 

criteria to gain more and more certifications on efficient performance: from reductions in pollution 

and waste to guaranteeing a minimum wage to employees, from an increase in renewable sources of 

energy to introducing consumer care offices. They did everything to prove and convince public 

opinion of their incredible sensitivity to societal issues. However, this competitive race did not reflect 

the true corporate social consciousness but, rather, sometimes it was a pure example of greenwashing. 

Indeed, these environmental-friendly activities were more a sort of marketing tool, a strategy, to catch 

the attention of consumerô and guide their behaviors.  
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In 2014, The Economist analyzed this situation and evidenced that being greener was convenient for 

businesses.1 The article considers corporate social responsibility approaches as a first green wave that 

must be overcome allowing the arrival of a new green wave that really cares about social and 

environmental matters. The piece commented a survey of 2000 companies made by the MIT Sloan 

Management Review and the Boston Consulting Group, from which it stood out that only two-thirds 

of businesspeople judged social and environmental matters as ñsignificantò or ñvery significantò and, 

above all, only 10% of them, took actions seriously. Indeed, The Economist drew attention to the so-

called sustainability plans. The concept of ñdoing sustainableò was quietly widespread, especially 

after the announcement of a future deliberation on Sustainable Development Goals made by the 

United Nations. Every business, from multinationals to small and medium-sized, decided to turn 

greener increasing the implementation of eco-friendly activities, such as saving energy or reducing 

waste. Clearly, those kinds of actions gave the impression that companies were really involved in 

sustainability  issues and, thus, they were respecting the environment. Undoubtedly, these behaviors 

had a positive impact on all the stakeholders. However, what The Economist wanted to point out the 

businessesô behavior: these sustainable measures were nothing more than efficiency policies. 

Considering the topic under this point of view shed light on the fact that these plans were helpful to 

improve production performance. Hence, it becomes obvious that companies had an advantage in 

becoming sustainable: why shouldnôt they adopt methods that lead to costs reduction and an increase 

in profitability? The truth was that they should have implemented these actions daily, as a normal 

routine. Therefore, as the title of the article suggested, ña new green waveò that involved businesses 

in doing better become necessary, promoting sustainability as a core strategy. This was intended as 

not only taking care of correct business behaviors but also as promoting good practices among 

stakeholders. For the new green wave, it was not enough if the corporation had applied a corporate 

social responsibility or had gained multiple international certifications; all its efforts would be in vain 

if stakeholders did not share the same production criteria and principles. The Economist emphasized 

the attention of working on the entire supply chain, from suppliers to consumers, and the best way to 

make others conscious of their actions is to inform all of them. For instance, consumers need to know 

that sustainability targets do not cut costs but, on the contrary, raise them because they require higher 

production standards and continuous controls. Even if more expensive, environmental eco-friendly 

goods should be chosen by responsible knowledgeable consumers, rather than the eco-hostile variety. 

To conclude, the Economist claimed that businesses and all the societyôs actors must change their 

perspective. They should not focus their attention on short-term profit or quarterly earnings, instead, 

                                                 
1 The Economist, August 2014. A new green wave. The Economist website. Article. 

https://www.economist.com/news/business/21614152-few-pioneering-businesses-are-developing-sustainability-

policies-worthy-name-new 

https://www.economist.com/news/business/21614152-few-pioneering-businesses-are-developing-sustainability-policies-worthy-name-new
https://www.economist.com/news/business/21614152-few-pioneering-businesses-are-developing-sustainability-policies-worthy-name-new
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they should be more concerned on the long run, looking to the future and asking higher standards for 

the best of the whole community.  

Corporate social responsibility has had (and still has) an important role to make managers focus on 

ethical obligations that were largely ignored till the beginning of the 21st century. Nevertheless, 

prevailing approaches to CSR are still fragmented and disconnected from business strategies so they 

tend to obscure many of the greatest opportunities for companies to benefit society. CSR has a 

marginal role, it is still secondary to other relevant company activities. It is not involved in the core 

business. If a company considers achieving ever-growing profits as its main goal, concern for social 

issues is only seen as a cost, as a necessary expense to improve the firmôs reputation. Fortunately, 

times are changing and the new global leaders, with different innovative mindsets and much more 

conscious of the irreversible consequences that business can lead to our planet, are present. Social 

and environmental responsibility should be seen as a source of opportunity, a sort of guideline that, 

if well managed, brings to a competitive advantage (M.E. Porter and M.R. Kramer, 2011).  

Danone is one of the first multinational companies that acted outside the business boundaries, moving 

beyond corporate social responsibility. It has recognized that the economic and social environment 

in which it operates is an ecosystem that must be protected. The comparison aims to highlight that 

the company, exactly as a living being, depends on its surrounding environment, thus, it must respect 

other agents because it would not be able to survive in a different context. This explains why 

businesses are not allowed to take advantage of local population, waste resources or do not care about 

polluting activities. Instead, the company has to act responsibly if it wants to achieve the best result - 

both for itself and for the society. To address different critical issues, Danone introduced three 

platforms with the aim of going beyond corporate social responsibility in 2009.2 The idea was to 

implement innovative business models that would be able to generate social and environmental values 

in a sustainable way. For instance, one of the platforms, the Danone Ecosystem Fund, has still the 

purpose of supporting and managing Danoneôs ecosystem, in other words, all the small businesses 

and partners that cooperate with Danone (small agricultural producers, small suppliers, proximity 

distributors). Through this initiative, the multinational company assists locals in their daily challenges 

and provides well-prepared managers from Danoneôs business units, furnishing decision-making 

tools and practical tips to native partners. Thanks to a structured method, the platform allows Danone 

to know better the different communities in which it operates: comprehending economic, financial 

and political issues by which they are affected. Through this information, it could promote co-creation 

                                                 
2 Ashoka, March 2014. Co-Creation: moving beyond CSR. Forbes website. Article. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/ashoka/2014/03/03/co-creation-moving-beyond-csr/#4bf01d733dcc 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/ashoka/2014/03/03/co-creation-moving-beyond-csr/#4bf01d733dcc
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designing programs to boost the whole society, improving its responsibility and its risk management. 

Nowadays, the Danone Ecosystem Fund collaborates with 47 local communities and over 57 non-

profit organizations all over the world. The overall project employs 40,900 people, of which 22,500 

are women; 2,9 million of people are estimated to indirectly take advantages from these initiatives.3 

In the example provided, it is clear that Danone has deeply evaluated the relevance of the community 

it affects. Particularly, it has recognized that to have success, the company needs to work together 

with all its stakeholders, promoting social progress. It does not have to focus only on its own profit 

but it has to expand its perspective:  having a complete overview of the whole situation will permit 

to easily notice lacks and problems and then act faster to solve them. As already said, business and 

society are strictly interdependent, thus, it is inconceivable that one can achieve success leaving the 

other behind. In order to have a profitable business a healthy society is required: education, 

healthcare, and equal opportunity are necessary factors needed for a productive workforce. It must 

not be forgotten that workers are also consumers and, if they benefit from a certain well-being, they 

will be more prompt to increase the demand for the businessô products. At the same time, it is 

fundamental to create a fair legal and property rights framework to avoid exploitation and to guarantee 

the same treatment for all. Unfortunately, for a long-time, leaders of both companies and civil society 

have focused their attention on conflict instead of synergies. Society and companies must learn how 

to collaborate, they must help each other to achieve a greater performance. For this reason, the 

principle of shared value is introduced and must be followed in order to benefit both sides (M.E. 

Porter and M.R. Kramer, 2006). 

 

  

                                                 
3 Danone Ecosystem Fund website. 

http://www.danone.com/en/for-all/sustainability/unique-business-approach/danone-ecosystem-fund/ 

http://www.danone.com/en/for-all/sustainability/unique-business-approach/danone-ecosystem-fund/
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2. Reinventing Capitalism 

 

The increasing public opinion that companies must be more concerned about their social impact led 

to the idea of changing something in the business structure. In fact, to consider the social perspective 

during the development of business strategy, a radical change was necessary for the decision-making 

process. Finding harmony between the core business and the responsibilities towards the community 

was evaluated as a feasible way to balance social and economic needs. Through this solution, each 

company would achieve a better improvement in the affected society while it pursues economic 

profits. This new concept, known as shared value, was initially introduced in 2006 by Michael E. 

Porter and Mark R. Kramer, who analyzed it in depth some years later.  

 

2.1 How to integrate Business and Society 

 

Initially, the main question on which Porter and Kramer (2006) focus their attention is how to 

integrate business and society. To incorporate the social perspective in the core business is necessary 

to focus on many business aspects in order to define a successful strategy.  

First of all, links between the society and the companyôs activity have to be recognized and, as soon 

as the points of intersection have been detected, they have to be analyzed and subsequently 

strengthened. Usually, the interdependence relationship between enterprises and society can be easily 

noticed observing the value chain: obviously, all the business activities that engage citizens have 

direct and indirect consequences on the whole community. The firm needs to observe carefully and 

constantly its effects on the surrounding environment because any change can lead to potential 

modifications that could become dangerous over time. Indeed, if the company is not flexible enough 

to adapt itself when events occur, the risk of survival will rise. In addition, intersection points can be 

revealed also investigating the competitive context in which the business acts. Indeed, the enterprise 

is deeply shaped by its framework: laws, consumer preferences, competitors and all other market 

actors have an influential power. Of course, all these links that the enterprise creates can be seen as 

potential sources for corporate social responsibility initiatives.  

Secondly, a firm that wants to incorporate CSR principles in its core business has to identify the social 

issues which it deals with. Clearly, a business cannot solve all of societyôs problems but it can easily 

identify matters related to its own particular business. Indeed, through the kind of activity it conducts, 

the firm should recognize present opportunities to create shared value and, thus, define CSR actions 

on them. Generally, social issues can be divided into three different categories: generic social issues, 
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values chain social impacts and social dimension of competitive context. Keeping into consideration 

that problems affecting the community do not have the same relevance for each business, the content 

of each category varies from business to business, industry to industry, and place to place. Location, 

age target or lack of adequate infrastructure can be some of the aspects that a business evaluates to 

rank social issues and identify which it can concretely solve. This would allow social issues to be 

treated by experienced firms in that specific field and, hopefully, it would guarantee a brilliant result. 

Wherever the social issues involve many companies, the best outcomes may arise from collaborative 

behaviors.  

Thirdly, another aspect that has to be detected is the corporate social agenda. Usually, it is strictly 

connected with social issues related to the businessô main activities and it aims to satisfy stakeholder 

expectations. However, to have a successful agenda the company is required to go beyond daily 

expectations trying to anticipate fruitful possibilities and potential matters. Indeed, if it is well 

planned, the agenda can be an incredibly useful tool to improve the business strategy. Particularly, to 

better understand this consideration, it is necessary to distinguish two different approaches to 

corporate social responsibility: the responsive CSR and the strategic CSR.  

 

Figure 1 The corporate involvement in society. M.E. Porter and M.R. Kramer, 2006.  
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The responsive type can be associated with the company good practices. It is especially related to 

acting as a good corporate citizen and mitigating existing or anticipated adverse effects from business 

activities. Initiatives realized are usually associated with the business principal activity. Those efforts 

increase the businessôs goodwill among its workers and all its stakeholders, reinforcing trust of 

governmental actors and increasing the mutual partnership with local communities. The Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI) has become one of the most important guidelines for this kind of approach 

because it promotes good behaviors and practices, environmental and social standards and auxiliary 

suggestions to improve the companyôs CSR predisposition. Even though this CSR approach is 

essential for the integration between business and society, the second one is crucial to develop shared 

value. To comprehend why the strategic CSR is the most important to achieve a competitive 

advantage, it must be pointed out that it is not only a good practice but it results in a pure strategic 

trick. If  the strategy has a key-role for every company, strategic CSR must be included. This new 

business strategy configuration leads to a pro-active attitude that tailors internal process, creating the 

most significant social impacts. The enterprise should promote actions to distinguish itself from 

competitors, to apply innovative methodologies and to bolster inside-out and outside-in relationships. 

Proactive business predicts stakeholder concern and its innate flexibility makes them less likely to be 

blindsided by unexpected negative events. Moreover, it has been noticed that the closer a social issue 

is to the companyôs business, the greater the opportunity to leverage the firmôs resources and benefit 

the society. Strategic CSR makes shared value reachable.  

The fourth noteworthy point that Porter and Kramer (2006) have considered to integrate business and 

society is the assimilation between inside-out and outside-in practices. Introducing innovations in the 

value chain and constraints to address social issues can result very challenging to the firm. To 

facilitate the process, it would be helpful to share these goals with the linked actors. A homogeneous 

point of view can simplify connections and can remove possible boundaries that could slow down the 

development process and competitiveness. The power of reducing value chainôs boundaries is given 

by investments: they are able to create a fully integrated value chain process that would lead greater 

outcomes in terms of time and quality. Working together promotes integration to such an extent that 

it could become hard to distinguish strategy from its social impact over time.  

The last but not the least reason why the integration between society and business should be reached 

is to create a social dimension to the value proposition. To make it real, it is necessary to consider the 

social impact of strategic planning. Being able to engage the community in achieving the value 

proposition would be profitable for everyone: the local population would increase its well-being while 

the company could transform this partnership into a competitive advantage. All these highlighted 

points to establish an integrated approach suggest considering the social impact as any other firmôs 



  

15 

 

performance. This means that it needs a management, constant checks and adjustments as well. 

Following this perspective, corporate social responsibility should not be watched as a rating game 

between businesses. Having a positive effect on the society is not a competition with others but a 

continuous comparison against itself in order to improve its own capabilities. Indeed, even if a generic 

strategy could be fulfilled in the short-term, creating shared value is a hard process that requires more 

much time: the business has to identify its opportunities and choose which of them can be pushed to 

create competitiveness. Social value creation is a real strategy that would be fundamental for the 

prosperity of the whole economy. Companies, more than governments and non-profits firms, are able 

to boost a concrete societal development thanks to its countless connections. This is exactly the 

characteristic that distinguishes them as proper actors to address social issues (M.E. Porter and M.R. 

Kramer, 2006).  

 

2.2 Creating Shared Value 

 

Businesses are responsible for social, economic and environmental problems but at the same time, 

they could be the only ones from which the change can begin: they have got the capabilities to modify 

the current situation. It is time for a new conception of capitalism, a revised one, that does not apply 

the approach of short-term value creation but rather seeks a right kind of profit: the social benefit. 

This idea was examined in depth in the article Creating Shared Value, published on Harvard Business 

Review in 2011. The paper promotes to reinvent capitalism creating economic value by creating 

societal value. Societal purposes have to be included in the core business not as a philanthropic 

behavior but as a deeper understanding of competition and economic value creation. Increasing the 

importance given to the community will open many attractive opportunities to enterprises that would 

enhance economic performances. With this in mind, it would be possible to collect two different 

goals: the market will  be a healthy competitive environment in which businesses will  achieve social 

benefits by maintaining their economic objectives. Overall interests would be satisfied.  

The aim of the Porter and Kramerôs paper is to reconnect company success with social progress: an 

economic growth involves both entities and, thus, society and business must collaborate for the 

overall benefit. Although societal needs do not seem to play a primary role in markets, they are 

defined by preferences and needs of consumers. Obviously, firms are directly affected and must deal 

with problems, such as increasing internal costs, inadequacies in workers education or technical 

innovations scarcity. Differently, from a redistribution approach that aims to proportionally divide 

the value created, the shared value wants to solve the problem from the root. For example, promoting 
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investments in education, in worker-training programs or in research to develop technical knowledge. 

Thus, the shared value can be defined as policies and practices applied by companies that promote 

competitiveness while simultaneously enhance social and economic conditions of affected 

communities. Shared value focuses on individuating and improving the connections between business 

and society. Indeed, these two entities go hand in hand and, for this reason, they must cooperate to 

achieve better results. If firm works properly, employees will receive a fair salary to spend on products 

rising the demand for those goods and incrementing business manufacturing. It is a virtuous circle. 

Porter and Kramer in their second paper have identified three different keyways which companies 

should adopt to create shared value opportunities. The first one deals with watching products and 

markets from a different point of view, the second one suggests modifying the production system and 

the last one to promote the development of the local cluster. These suggestions require businesses to 

introduce relevant structural changes in their internal organization, but all of them are highly feasible. 

Each way can be considered as a part of the virtuous cycle of shared value because the business that 

implements one of them will automatically recognize the importance of the others, trying to 

implement them over time.   

 

¶ Reconceiving Product and Markets  

The first advice to pursue economic value together with social value is to reconceive products and 

markets. Even if in last decades the attention was on industry efficiency processes, nowadays, in 

advanced economies, products and services are better serving societal needs. Health and nutrition, 

financial stability, housing, and security are huge societal needs that have not received attention till a 

few years ago while today they are getting an increasing relevance. For instance, food companies are 

not only proposing just junk food or snacks containing added sugar, but rather healthy and genuine 

foods to promote a good lifestyle. At the same time, enterprises that produce lights and technological 

devices are really taking care of power consumption and invests a lot of resources in developing new 

methods to save energy or to switch to renewable sources. In consideration of this, information has a 

key role to drive consumer preferences and it has to be bolstered in order to involve citizens in making 

right choices for the benefit of the whole society. Those are just some examples of how businesses 

are approaching social necessities, but the road is, however, still long. It is necessary to remember 

that the greater chances come from disadvantaged communities or developing countries. Indeed, in 

these case, a small companyôs effort would be able to increase the community wellness also leading 

economic profits. Businesses must recognize weaknesses of these realities and design specific 

products and services to completely satisfy their needs or lacks. Possibilities that those kinds of 

actions would have a brilliant success are really high because capitalism has always had an 
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exponential effect in poorer communities. As a consequence, the intervention of multinational 

businesses in disadvantaged communities and developing countries would boost economic 

development and social progress. Monitoring traditional and non-traditional markets constantly is the 

only way through which it will be possible to identify opportunities and set up new tactical strategies.  

 

¶ Redefining Productivity in the Value Chain 

The second highlighted key way suggests redefining productivity in the value chain. Particularly, the 

value chain is conceived as a series of activities undertaken by the business that characterize the 

creation of the product or the service. It is a concept introduced by Porter as a decision support tools. 

Generally, the company value chain has to face many societal issues, such as non-renewable resource 

use, employee conditions, health, and safety. All of them need to be accurately managed because they 

can be transformed in societal value or, in the meanwhile, they can result in higher economic costs. 

To address these problems, it is necessary to have an overall point of view and consider a longer 

period of time. For example, it is evident that to develop technologies preventing pollution requires 

huge investments today, even though this will prevent paying future costs in terms of health and 

money, as diseases and taxes. These kinds of trade-offs can occur, as already said, in all the different 

steps of production. For instance, energy is consumed in all phases, from the extraction of resources 

to the distributional channels, and, for this reason, these processes should be re-examined to observe 

whether energy efficiency could be implemented. Improvements in energy utili zation are feasible 

principally when investments in technology are done. Equally important are logistical systems. They 

should be checked as well to get the best performance at the lowest price: for instance, it could be a 

possibility to switch the plantôs location in a cheaper country. The same relevance must be observed 

to the resource use. Indeed, the increasing scarcity of non-renewable resources, raw materials, and 

drinkable water and, on the other hand, the excess of plastic consumption and waste, point out the 

toned for a wise use of resources. Incrementing recycling processes, reusable goods, and reducing 

raw materials involved in the production would be possible to go beyond the conception of disposable 

goods. From an aware use of resources, benefits would not be received only by the current population 

but it is a project that will involve also future generations. Another aspect of the value chain that 

should be reconceived is the procurement. If companies initially moved their industries and factories 

in lower-income countries, today they should get more information on their suppliers to drive down 

prices. Indeed, knowing them better would be helpful to verify their awareness regarding proper 

technologies. The introduction of new methodologies or the implementation of advanced and 

innovative discoveries would boost the supplier quality and productivity. As a natural consequence, 

this would lead to an increase in the manufactured goods volume, cutting prices drastically. Moreover, 
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enhancing production processes will also have a positive effect on the environmental impact and on 

the entire efficiency, creating shared value. Businesses should take care of their suppliers because it 

helps to create a much more trustful relationship that also involves a more transparent and faster 

communication of information. A reliable supply is fundamental for a company because it is a source 

of its inputs and it can highly affect its outcomes. The distribution can be modified wisely as well. 

The business should study the market looking for the opportunity of new altering products. The most 

famous example of diversification in the distribution field could be Kindle or Google Scholar. They 

have found a new solution to provide online books to consumers, reducing the use of paper and 

plastic. They ingeniously invented a new channel of distribution. In addition to looking at its 

surroundings, a business has to take care of its employees. The internal business context has to be 

constantly checked because by improving workersô conditions it is possible to increase the 

productivity. Wellness, living wage, safety or opportunity for career advancement are all indicators 

that can influence worker behavior: giving them responsibility, increasing their involvement in the 

business activity and challenging them to act better. Employees are a strong potential resource for the 

productivity and thus the enterprise must recognize it, especially because it is a key point for the 

shared value. In conclusion, the last aspect that businesses should redefine is where their industries 

are settled. Considering logistic, information, and markets, the location has a negative influence in 

the long term. Furthermore, even if hidden costs cannot be predicted, it has to consider that costs of 

energy, workforce, and resources play an incredible role in the decision of building a new plant 

because they alter the productivity. Nowadays, developing countries should be chosen to place 

industry with the purpose of helping the community in developing the society, introducing training 

courses for workers and services for all locals. Otherwise, if  a business decides to maintain plants in 

its home country, it has to invest many resources in its community because it can gain a competitive 

advantage. To obtain a global success, it is not necessary to have industries all over the world but to 

find the right way to value its own resources. It does not matter where the firm decides to establish 

its production, the shared value can be created everywhere. All the possible changes in the 

manufacturing process that firms can implement to create economic value could create shared value: 

it only depends on the entrepreneurôs mindset. Social entrepreneurs, as they are called, take care of 

the social benefit. They want to adopt feasible and innovative business models, discovering new 

opportunities in the market.   
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¶ Enabling Local Cluster Development 

The third suggestion that Porter and Kramer provide in order to pursue social and economic values at 

the same time concerns the local cluster. The reason why they highlight its importance is because it 

is the context, the surrounding, the environment of the firm. Particularly, it considers all the related 

actors, other business sectors, service providers, suppliers, but it also comprehends institutions, trade 

organizations and academic entities, such as schools or universities, but also quality standards or laws 

that regulate competition. It is the background of the firm and it definitely drives the business behavior 

in manufacturing, competitiveness, and technologies. Ongoing exchanges between society and 

business show their interdependence. If the firm promotes the local cluster development, it will be 

seen positively by the whole community and its production will be prosperous. On the contrary, if in 

the setting are present some important matters, such as racial or gender discrimination, it is considered 

probable that they also affect internally the company. Part of the cluster is rooted in the firm. For this 

reason, applying good practices or equal treatment inside the firm could ease social issues. Another 

example can be the transparency of markets: banning cheating behaviors creates an environment 

based on open communications and, also, a fair trade, leading to profitable production. Ensuring a 

safe atmosphere has a multiplier effect: a prosperous market encourages new actors and increases the 

request for ancillary services. By strengthening the cluster framework, the business will receive many 

advantages both in developing countries and advanced economies. In both cases, to achieve the better 

result, it is necessary to identify weaknesses and gaps present in the system and then try to solve them. 

Generally, the collaboration with governments is fundamental: they can stimulate the pursuit of the 

shared value implementing a new regulation that promotes innovation. A proper regulation will be 

able to get closer social and economic issues encouraging companies to aim both objectives. It should 

stimulate competitiveness and a continuous challenge to new improvements, creating a comfortable 

environment for innovation.  

Boosting the cluster, reshaping the productivity and redesigning products and markets will drive the 

creation of shared value. Positive results will be recorded in the whole society, such as a functional 

network of businesses and a prosperous community. Porter and Kramer claim that this could be the 

higher form of capitalism because profits involve a social purpose. Indeed, the best way a firm can 

start to create shared value in looking at its own particular business: it has to excel in its field and, 

through this, it should detect flourishing opportunities in which to invest. However, creating shared 

value has not to be watched only as a different and innovative kind of strategy. It involves good 

practices that became a sort of guideline, a constant inspiration, to the business in addressing decision-

making processes and strategic planning. Shared value is a part of the strategy (M.E. Porter and M.R. 

Kramer, 2011). 
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The consulting firm FSG, that boasts the presence of Porter and Kramer in its team, launched the 

Shared Value Initiative in 2012. The company, the purpose of which is providing tools to realize 

social changes, tried to introduce the shared value on a global scale. In only a few years this initiative 

has grown very fast and now it works with 35 innovative partners, 12000 shared value practitioners 

that operate across all sectors and it certifies practices in 30 countries.4 Between the supporters and 

the associates of this initiative, there are some of the biggest company of the world, such as Enel, The 

Coca-Cola Company, but also pharmaceutical businesses, such as Bayer, or consulting corporations, 

like Deloitte and Ernest and Young. All these companies are supporting the creation of a social value 

that goes beyond the crude profit and their performances are certified. It is a wide community in 

which global leaders have the possibility to share their experiences, their suggestions and doubts to 

empower business at its best.  

  

                                                 
4 Shared Value Initiative website. 

http://sharedvalue.org/about-initiative 

Figure 2 The Shared Value Initiative Logo. Shared Value Initiative website. 

http://sharedvalue.org/about-initiative
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In conclusion, even if the concept of corporate social responsibility had been already analyzed in the 

first paper of Porter and Kramer, Strategy and Society, some questions still remained unanswered 

about differences with the shared value. In consideration to this, Kramer decided to avoid any doubts 

explaining again the concept of creating shared value in greater detail.5 To the observation that both 

approaches are oriented to the same thing, ñdoing well by doing goodò, he replied that the difference 

is deeper: it is in how the business watches and interprets the connection to society. Indeed, whether 

the shared value is something that drives leaders in making decisions pursuing a higher goal, CSR is 

seen as a cost, as a responsibility that the business thinks to have. They are two completely different 

way of thinking about the surrounding of the firm. Creating shared value aims to create a mutual 

relationship with society, producing a value that is able to enhance both the society and the business. 

Creating shared value is an advanced step to corporate social responsibility. 

  

                                                 
5 M. Kramer, 2011. CSR vs. CSV ï Whatôs the difference? FSG website. Article.  

https://www.fsg.org/blog/csr-vs-csv-what%E2%80%99s-difference 

Figure 3 CSR and CSV differences. M.E. Porter and M.R. Kramer, 2011. 

https://www.fsg.org/blog/csr-vs-csv-what%E2%80%99s-difference


  

22 

 

3. Integrating sustainability in the core business 

 

 

 

Focusing on social issues is important but is not the only aim to achieve. In fact, this objective has to 

be watched as a necessary phase to reach a higher goal: the sustainable development. The definition 

of sustainable development that is quoted by the major part of the scientific community, was 

published by the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) in 

1987 in its report Our Common Future, also known as Brundtland Report. It was defined as a 

ñdevelopment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs." It is clear that the attention is pointed to the future. It is 

necessary to apply a wise use of resources and avoid wasting them to guarantee a proper lifestyle to 

next generations. As E. Barbier (1987) underlined, whenever we refer to sustainable development, it 

must be clear that three systems are involved. Economic, social and environmental systems 

completely differ in features, issues and, above all, aims. Barbier has evidenced that the maximization 

of all goals at the same time is not allowed: each system does not take into account other systems, 

imposing them costs to obtain its own best result. It is that exactly during the pursuit of their own 

goals that the most important trade-offs arise. For the reason why they are strictly interdependent, it 

is obvious that to realize a sustainable development intended as already described, a balance between 

them must be found. Evaluating the willingness to realize the highest number of objectives, it is 

requested to undertake an adaptive process of the trade-offs (E.B. Barbier, 2011). Only this way the 

Figure 4 Sustainable Development as system Venn diagram adapted from Barbier (1987). E.B. Barbier, 2011. 
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entire system will  survive, without compromising any sub-system. It has to be considered that this 

approach is a little bit different from the Shared Value perspective, whose attention is more focused 

on the economic and social systems, giving to the environmental one a secondary role.  

However, as evidenced by Professor S. Zamagni, an Italian economist, social and environmental 

spheres are extremely connected. Particularly, explaining the main points of Laudato Si, the 

Encyclical written by Pope Francis in 2015, he has highlighted that they are two sides of the same 

coin.6 Social and environmental questions are not separable and, as a consequence, they must be 

solved together. Professor Zamagni underlines that is the first time these two important matters are 

considered inseparable. Before the Encyclical Laudato Si (2015), there were, in fact, two different 

schools of thought: anthropocentric and ecologist. Both of them were extremist. The first group would 

have allowed drastic measures in order to satisfy the global population needs. Between these kinds 

of practices, environmental losses would be considered though acceptable, such as deforestation or 

exploitation of natural resources. Instead, on the other side, extremist ecologists would have been 

able to protect environmental resources even at the cost of many lives. By the new perspective of 

Pope Francis, it is not possible to maintain these matters apart. It is impossible to safeguard the 

environment without providing a solution to social issues. This concept it is easy to recognize in the 

Sustainable Development Goals, that will be observed in depth in the following parts.   

                                                 
6 S. Zamagni, 2015. Explanation of Laudato Si. TRSx Talks. Video. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Bf1-qkw5u4  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Bf1-qkw5u4


  

24 

 

3.1 Environmental and social issues coming from the economic system  

 

The Business and Sustainable Development Commission of United Nations has evidenced the 

compelling need to shift to a sustainable global economy. Environmental and climate science data 

are much more worrying and costs of inactions are growing as well. In its recent report, Better 

Business, Better World (2017), the Commission underlines that if progress will be too slow, it would 

be too late for any kind of solution. This is the reason why action must be taken immediately. New 

measures and environmental policies must be developed and implemented as soon as possible, in 

each part of the world. Estimated data evidence that improvements made in the next 5-15 years will 

be fundamental to change the future of the planet, otherwise, a tipping point of no return will be 

reached. Indeed, without significant adjustments in human lifestyle and maintaining the actual rate of 

production, Earth will become close to uninhabitable as soon as the end of this century. 7  

To clarify, climate change has not only to be intended as an overall increase in the average 

temperature, it is much more. Even though it is ignored by most all the people, the increase of the 

temperature leads to environmental changes that directly affect people, species, and plants. Many 

places have seen changes in rainfall, resulting in more floods, intense rain but also droughts or severe 

heat wave as well. The worst thing is that they occur more and more frequently showing an increase 

in their power.  Recent researchers have demonstrated that oceans are becoming more acid, caps are 

melting and the sea level is rising. All these events inevitably ruin ecosystems, leading to losses in 

the variety of plants and animals. Humans are not an exception to all of this. Famine, scarcity of 

drinkable water, diseases from polluted air, and also a constant period of war are all feasible terrible 

scenarios prospected for the future. In addition, environmental factors are considered the main cause 

of the noncommunicable disease that is the actual largest cause of death and disease worldwide. 

Furthermore, health-care costs, treatments, and prevention costs are rising while this issue grows. 

Indeed, with a higher temperature, diseases will find a more comfortable environment to develop and 

expand all over the world. The World Health Organization (2017) has estimated that 12.6 million of 

deaths are linked to environmental issues and it corresponds to the 23% share of all global deaths 

every year. Particularly, 3 million of these deaths come as a result of exposure to fine particulate 

matter. Therefore, a healthy and sustainable environment is also promoted to prevent potential 

spreads. Human influence on the climate change is clear. 

                                                 
7 D. Wallace-Wells, 2017. The uninhabitable Earth. New York Magazine website. Article. 

http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2017/07/climate-change-earth-too-hot-for-humans.html 

http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2017/07/climate-change-earth-too-hot-for-humans.html
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Current anthropocentric emissions of CO2, released by industries, transports, agriculture, and 

households, are increasing the stock of greenhouse gases (GHGs) already present in the atmosphere. 

This cap traps heat and results in global warming. The only solution available to slow down the 

increasing temperature is to cut emissions. Everyone can contribute fighting climate change. For 

instance, even a diet that foresees a high meat consumption can have a negative impact on the CO2 

stock. It has been calculated that a percentage of the 26% of the total emission can be associated with 

the CO2 emissions coming from agriculture, forestry, and other land use cover.8 The willingness to 

find a solution has pushed 196 countries to sign The Paris Agreement in 2015 with the promise of 

reducing GHGs emissions and drive climate change. The Paris Agreement officially commits 

governments to concretely implement national regulations, tools, and measures trying to maintain the 

global warming below 2 degrees Celsius; it is a complementary instrument to the Sustainable 

Development Goals. As of November 2017, signing parties are 195 and they have confirmed their 

commitment during the UN Climate Change Conference in Bonn, even if the announcement of the 

withdrawal of the United State is pending.9  

  

                                                 
8 M. Sanjayan, 2017. The diet that helps fight climate change. Conservation International website. Video. 

https://www.conservation.org/stories/Pages/Climate-Lab-Vox-Video-Series-featuring-Dr-M-Sanjayan.aspx  
9 Climate Analytics. http://climateanalytics.org/briefings/ratification-tracker.html  

Figure 5 The Top 10 causes of death from environment. WHO literature, 2017. 
 

 

https://www.conservation.org/stories/Pages/Climate-Lab-Vox-Video-Series-featuring-Dr-M-Sanjayan.aspx
http://climateanalytics.org/briefings/ratification-tracker.html
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3.2 The framework of Sustainable Development Goals  

 

Over the past 30 years, developed countries have privileged the economic system. Investing resources 

to push ahead the productive sector clearly leads to positive consequences, such as technological 

discoveries, innovations in the medical and scientific field and, as a result, also to a better social 

situation. However, negative effects have been huge too. Resource reduction, ecosystem damages 

and loss of biodiversity have been recorded all over the world. Indeed, during this period of economic 

and social development, the environmental system has been severely exploited and its conditions 

have been almost ignored. Moreover, even if globalization has spread a general well-being, it has also 

caused negative effects from the economic point of view; for instance, economic inequalities. 

Nowadays, it is time to balance the economic, the social and the environmental systems again, giving 

the right weight to those that have suffered globalization costs. With this in mind, governments and 

international institutions have decided to take action. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

also known as Global Goals, are 17 objectives identified by the United Nation Development Program. 

Coming into effect in January 2016, they promote universal aims to overcome poverty, protect the 

planet and ensure a safe life and prosperity for all people.10 The project is to achieve these goals by 

2030 but the challenge seems to be really grueling. There are a lot of conflicts of interests between 

the marketôs actors: economic and technological differences in the world are too huge and, thus, 

developed countries are asked to support third world countries reaching proper conditions. Indeed, 

developing countries have still to face to basic needs, like drinking water, healthcare or hunger, and 

certainly, they would not be able to solve these issues alone. On the other side, being conscious that 

they have initially exploited natural resources to obtain a wealthy lifestyle and knowing the 

irreversible consequences that they have already caused in these years, developed countries should 

be really encouraged to assist poorer countries. Indeed, one of the main problem today is that 

developing countries can be rich only in natural resources and they are clearly pushed to overuse them 

trying to change their miserable situation. As a consequence, their inappropriate and unmeasurable 

use can also lead to the exploitation risk (R. Perman, et al., 2012). This is another reason why richer 

countries have to collaborate with developing countries, sharing their innovative procedures, 

technologies and efficient ways of production. Furthermore, if the development of these nations starts 

in a sustainable way, probably they will  maintain the same method in the future, trying to improve it. 

This would be an achieved goal for the whole world and that is why cooperation among countries is 

greatly promoted by the UN Agenda.  

                                                 
10 United Nations website ï Sustainable Development Goals https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
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3.3 How businesses can achieve Global Goals  

 

Given all these points, the overall desire is to make the world sustainable, environmentally safe, 

socially fair and economically stable. However, to concretely realize this relevant transformation, any 

institution and business should be inspired by the SDGs, reducing the negative impacts of its 

activities. As the name of the five Global Goals suggests, the attention to the economy matters: Decent 

Work and Economic Growth; Sustainable Cities and Communities; Responsible Consumption and 

Production; Affordable and Clean Energy; Industries, Innovation, and Infrastructure. Introducing 

these objectives, the United Nations want to recognize that the economic model is a fundamental 

player in the improvement of the current situation. Indeed, the overall purpose of these goals is to 

stimulate and achieve a revolutionary long-term model of growth.  

Furthermore, the Business and Sustainable Development Commission claims that business people are 

the only ones who have the power to strike out in new directions to embrace more sustainable and 

inclusive economic models (2017). The Commission also underlines that, even if they are often 

associated, sustainable development and corporate social responsibility are divergent. Introducing 

Global Goals for sustainable development in the companyôs strategic agenda is quite different than 

following them as a sort of inspiration to promote good practices. Indeed, it is expected that more and 

more businesses will adopt SDGs as guidelines for their internal decisions, joining an increasing 

network with an ambitious point of view for the future. Moreover, a spread long-term model of growth 

would lead to powerful incentives for companies, tax reductions and investments from stakeholders 

and governments, developing a prosperous market. As a consequence, new market opportunities will 

be opened and those businesses that have not yet joined the global sustainable vision will be penalized 

observing a reduction in their market share.  

Considering the above-expected scenario, a business should apply a sustainable mindset to become a 

pioneer and to transform this approach in a competitive advantage as soon as possible. With this 

intention, companies should carefully study SDGs and identify which of them could be able to help 

them in the realization of this purpose. Indeed, it is unimaginable that they could cover the entire 

spectrum of Global Goals, considering that many of them are too broad and complicated to be 

immediately realized, such as ñno povertyò or ñno hungerò.11 To get a complete fulfi llment of the 

global objectives, each enterprise must take choices and address its resources to the goals that are 

closer to its affairs. The success of this behavior has been demonstrated to be the best approach to 

                                                 
11 B. Chakravorti, March 2017. How companies can champion sustainable development. Harvard Business Review. 

https://hbr.org/2017/03/how-companies-can-champion-sustainable-development  

https://hbr.org/2017/03/how-companies-can-champion-sustainable-development
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SDGs by a yearlong research conducted on 20 inclusive innovators spanning 10 industries. The study, 

entitled The Inclusive Innovators (B. Chakravorti, 2016), was conducted over the period 2015-2016, 

as soon as the Global Goals were announced. It acknowledges that SDGs are interdependent but they 

can still be distinguished on the type of priority: in fact, some of them can be watched as intermediate 

goals that support the realization of the greater ones. For instance, the first Global Goal, concerning 

ñno povertyò, can be pursued only whether the others would be already partially achieved; indeed, it 

is clearly an endpoint and, thus, is on the top of the pyramid in figure 6.  

In addition to the initial distinction, the research suggests that businesses are characterized by a 

different degree of leverage on global issues, depending on their particular business. Indeed, they can 

be more focused on a specific problem than another one, or, rather, huge companies could be able to 

act on many fields at the same time. Specifically, the study has identified three different macro areas 

in which enabler and end-state goals can be distinguished: planet, people, and policy. This distinction 

can be vertically observed in the representation of figure 6. Providing the segmentation of the 

Sustainable Development Goals, the research gives a helpful tool to businesspeople for easily 

Figure 6 The segmentation of 

SDGs. B. Chakravorti, 2016.  
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recognizing which relevant aims they could involve in their business agenda. To find out the goals, it 

is necessary to analyze the whole value chain. For instance, the Coca-Cola Company focuses its 

attention on three different fields: water, women, and well-being. Once individuated the goals, the 

last step is to make them part of an overall corporate strategy and to extend them in any other activity 

they plan. However, as suggested both by the researchôs title and by the Business and Sustainable 

Development Commission, the necessary action to achieve the objectives by 2030 is focusing on 

inclusion. Particularly, the Commission has estimated that at least Ĳ of the worldôs poorest people 

are located in the same place where many supply chains begin (2017).  

For instance, introducing new technologies in rural areas or paying workers more than the minimum 

wage are a modest waiver for the corporation but a great improvement for the local community. The 

company has to study the context in which it operates to detect how to include the unprivileged: while 

a social and economic development is undertaken, it is necessary that no one is left behind. 

Considering this point, gender equality seems to be a fundamental milestone for a company that wants 

to grow. Even if companies can act differently to promote inclusion, it results, in fact, that pursuing 

gender equality is driving business growth. Removing different wages and guaranteeing the same 

treatment to all workers introduce an innovation inside the whole company and its entire supply chain. 

However, from an overall point of view, introducing this approach could mean shaping a new mindset 

in the society, especially in developing countries. This could positively lead to induce people to ask 

governments for new gender policies, encouraging the development of the whole society. Step by 

step, implementing much more connections and reinforcing those already presented, the relationship 

between business and society will be stronger and a prosperous environment will be created.  
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3.4 The evolution of sustainable businesses 

 

Finally, after having identified on which issues and goals the business can positively have an impact, 

it is time to understand how a sustainable behavior can be concretely put into practice. First of all, it 

is necessary to specify that there is not a singular notion to describe how an enterprise can be defined 

as sustainable and, hence, there is more than one behavior that could be considered sustainable. 

However, it is a shared opinion that a sustainable business is strictly linked to the capability to shape 

its model observing the unstable condition of the market. Therefore, it is a company that improves its 

capacity to endure. Considering a recent survey conducted on 196 Italian businesses in June 2016, 

there are many instruments, procedures and initiatives to make a business more sustainable (EY and 

DNV-GL, 2017). The measures that have been evaluated as the most feasible to be integrated in the 

business in the following three years are: managing systems (52.7%), such as ISO 9001, 14001, 

18001, stakeholder engagement (33,8%), sustainable innovation of goods (29,5%) and environmental 

footprint (22,7%), as carbon footprint and water footprint. Moreover, the implementation of an ethics 

code or an integrated report, the development of shared value initiatives and the adoption of the 

Sustainable Development Goals are all still considered as potential tools to improve the sustainability 

integration.  

In the meanwhile, to switch toward a more sustainable path of growth, governments are increasing 

the business regulation concerning social and environmental issues. For instance, the European 

Commission has introduced the Directive 2014/95/EU that commits large companies to publish 

reports on non-financial information.12 Consequently, they are required to provide information 

related to environmental protection, social responsibilities, respect for human rights, anti-corruption 

and bribery, diversity and inclusion. The interested companies must publish these reports since 2018, 

publishing information related to the 2017 financial year. Clearly, the implementation of all these 

kinds of practices requires long periods, especially for huge companies that sometimes are challenged 

to modify their internal structure.  

The introduction of a constant compliance, together with a voluntary approach to sustainable 

procedures, permits businesses to become more and more sustainable over time. It is possible to 

consider this process as a continuous improvement of the business sustainability, as a sort of business 

evolution, that can be classified on different levels of action. According to a recent academic paper, 

companies can actually be divided into four different typologies considering their concerns, what 

                                                 
12 European Commission website ï Non-financial reporting 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/non-financial-

reporting_en  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/non-financial-reporting_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/non-financial-reporting_en
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kind of value they create and how they conceive their organization (Dyllick and Muff, 2015). 

Particularly, a business is evaluated on how much it does to integrate social, environmental and 

economic issues. The Business-as-Usual has to pass many stages to improve itself and achieve the 

last Business Sustainability Typology (BST), that is clearly reputed as the desirable status. The 

typologies and differences between them can be seen in figure 7.  

 

The latter typology, known as the Business Sustainability 3.0 or the Truly Sustainable Business, is a 

company that has found an excellent balance between social, environmental and economic systems. 

In this final phase, the business has reconceived the idea of using its resources and capabilities to 

produce goods and services in order to have a positive role in addressing global challenges, such as 

global warming, migration, water or poverty. It has compared all these challenges to what it would 

be able to do, transforming them into opportunities. This kind of approach is called ñoutside-inò and, 

differently from that of a Business-as-Usual one, characterizes a business for an active role in 

contributing to societal and planetary challenges. The BST 3.0 is a business conscious of its 

possibilities and aware of what it can really do for itself and the society, keeping always under 

consideration the respect for the environment. Therefore, it is the sustainable model of business at 

which current enterprises should desire to become. The realization of this kind of business is not 

definitely simple to realize, however, there is a new actor in the market that would satisfy all these 

requirements: The Certified B Corporation.  

Business Sustainability 

Typology                     

(TSP)

Concerns                              

(What?)

Value Created                     

(What for?)

Organizational 

perspective            

(How?)

Business -as-usual Economic concerns Shareholder value Inside-out

Business Sustainability 1.0 Three-dimentional concerns Refined sharholders value Inside-out

Business Sustainability 2.0 Three-dimentional concerns Triple bottom line Inside-out

Business Sustainability 3.0
Starting with sustainability 

challenges

Creating value for the 

common good
Outside-in

The key shifts involved
First shift: Broadening the 

business concern 

Second shift: expanding 

the value created

Third shift: changing the 

perspective

Figure 7 Representation of the Business Sustainability Typology of Dyllick and Muff.  

Inspired by EY and DNV-GL, 2017. 
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The B Corp 

2nd Chapter 

 

 

1. B Corps redefine success in business 

 

To have a positive impact on the society, it is necessary to manage businesses as a force for good. 

This is the idea that drives an increasing number of business people all over the world. These 

ambitious entrepreneurs have decided to voluntarily fulfi ll rigorous standards of social and 

environmental performance, accountability, and transparency. A Certified B Corporation, also known 

as B Corp, go beyond the common idea of making a profit, they claim businesses can do much more. 

They definitely believe that using business in a certain way, it will be possible to positively affect the 

community and the whole environment that surrounds them. Indeed, they are firmly convinced that 

the key point is no longer competing to be the best in the world, but to be the best for the world. 

Furthermore, these business people add that improving and strengthening environmental and social 

performances will result in profitability and in a higher value creation. B Corp certification helps 

consumers and investors to identify these changemakers that serve society and stakeholders. 

The B Corp movement has become global. Actually, the community is made of 2358 B Corps, spread 

in more than 50 countries. 13  They operate in different sectors, offering a variegated set of services 

and goods, but they are unified by a single goal: redefine success in business. Italy has 69 Certified 

B Corps and is the country that boasts the higher number in Europe (December 2017).  

                                                 
13 B Corporation website. 

https://www.bcorporation.net/  

Figure 8 B the change. People using business as a force for good. B Corp Literature. 

https://www.bcorporation.net/
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1.1 From For-Benefit Enterprises to B Corp 

 

Even if it has generated a wide-spread prosperity, the present model of capitalism has some lacks. 

Indeed, as already mentioned in the first chapter, pushing ahead the economic system has led to social 

and environmental consequences that, in the worst cases, cannot be restored. However, under the 

current circumstances, these weaknesses would not be solved. The only solution is to change the 

actual situation providing a different configuration of capitalism. For instance, by trying to design a 

hybrid approach that could find a balance between for-profit and non-profit organizations. The 

creation of a new model of enterprise would satisfy the willingness of entrepreneurs aware of social 

issues: this was the framework in which the B Corp idea took shape (C. Maquis, A. Klaber, B. 

Thomason, 2010).  

A new kind of health insurance entity was established in the USA as a result of the debate on the 2009 

health care reform. Named COOP, it was aimed to foster quality of care, improve cost efficiency, but, 

above all, to create a broader access to health care system, that is principally private in the United 

States. This entity was a perfect mix between for-profit, non-profit, cooperative and public models. 

It resulted really attractive for many advantages: fiscal cuts, charge premiums or well regarded by 

customers. Particularly, this latter reason comes out because COOP directed the greatest part of its 

profit toward its social mission, improving performances precisely in favor of its clients. This new 

entity, that pushed health of members before profit maximization, caught the interest of many fields, 

especially the economic one. Indeed, in many mature economies, the idea of a for-benefit enterprise 

emerged. The intention was to build up a traditional business that would be funded primarily to seek 

social benefits rather than to maximize financial returns. To accomplish this lofty goal, it was 

obviously fundamental a supportive ecosystem, made by actors and rules, because entrepreneurs were 

facing with a legislation lack: as non-profits, they wanted to pursue a social mission, but in the 

meanwhile, as for-profits, they still wanted to create goods and services.  

Considering this issue, it is generally recognized that the definition of the business structure is 

fundamental: a proper structure does not only run the success, it also dictates the capital access. For-

profit and non-profit entities actually have different sources of funding: the first one, can be supported 

by private investments, such as bank or shareholdersô loans, on the contrary, non-profits can enjoy 

philanthropic funds. However, no one of these two kinds of organization reflected the willingness of 

social entrepreneur. For this reason, it was necessary a new legal form that could assist this new 

methodology of doing business. Indeed, combining social and economic aims was clearly not a new 

matter but, it had never been officially  introduced in any legal framework. Therefore, to define the 
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legal structure of a for-benefit enterprise, it was fundamental to include two characteristics: an 

embedded purpose and earned income. Social concern required the same weight as profit 

maximization; it would become a mission for the business as well. However, the profit generation 

could not be ignored for an increasing prosperity of the business. These two features were considered 

the crucial characteristics or a sort of prerequisites for creating the for-benefit enterprise. Anyway, 

the legal structure could be better defined considering others elements, such as inclusive ownership, 

transparency, fair compensation or stakeholder governance (H. Sabeti, 2011).  

As a predictable consequence, setting a new entity in the legal framework leads to a new sector in the 

real market.  In the literature, this new sector is known as the fourth sector and it is likely to reshape 

the future of capitalism. To be more specific, it comprehends all the activities concerning corporate 

social responsibility, sustainability, social investing, microfinance, cause-oriented marketing and 

purchasing, venture philanthropy and, civic and municipal enterprise. It is very important to highlight 

that for-benefits cannot replace the other three sectors but they aim to fill the gaps that they have left. 

Sabeti (2011) claimed that for a resilient and competitive 21st Century economy all the four sectors 

are necessary. Both governments and markets must recognize the importance of the fourth sector.  

The non-profit organization B Lab has defined the infrastructure for this new sector of the economy 

designing B Corps in 2010. The B Lab has drawn the road for a new economy. Indeed, it is not a case 

that the B stands for Benefit. The B Corp community wants to become a promoter of this new sector, 

driving its development. B Corporations want to foster competitiveness not to be the best in the world, 

but rather to be the best for the world. Redefining the success of business means be aware of what it 

really matters. It is time to be conscious that the profit maximization is still not the unique value a 

company is able to create. In the current society, in which governments and non-profits are too weak 

to compensate increasing social issues, business is required to do much more (C. Maquis, et al., 2010).  

Differently, from non-profits, B Corporations have the power to attract talents because they are also 

motivated by market challenges and they are not addicted to philanthropic fundings and, thus, they 

do not depend on donations. B Corps are hence companies that want to excel in their market sector, 

while never forgetting their social mission. They constantly act using their business as a force for 

good because they are in a position of improving the well-being of the entire community. These 

enterprises want to provide a material positive impact on the society and the environment, maintaining 

to perform in a competitive and efficient market. By boosting long-period sustainable objectives than 

short-term profit, these businessmen, also known as changemakers, permit to accelerate the capitalism 

evolution, giving the right value to aspects that have been overlooked till now. It is time to switch 

from the stakeholder value maximization, that was deeply encouraged over the 20th Century, to a 

shared value maximization. The businesses of the 21st Century are not allowed to avoid social and 
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Figure 9 From a good product to a good company. B Corp Literature. 

environmental issues. Their surroundings require the highest concern and companies are challenged 

to take decisions in the name of sustainability. The whole planet needs new leaders that finally take 

care of the entire global situation, not limiting their responsibility to the business affairs. Redefine 

success in business is a global challenge to reappraise the significance of communities and natural 

resources and, according to the B Lab, these are the values that must be evaluated because they 

represent what really matters. This is the great innovation of B Corps: to assign worth to elements 

that have never been considered till now. Indeed, through the B Impact Assessment, it is possible to 

quantify theoretical concepts, such as environmental awareness or social responsibility. Previously, 

business assessments were disgregated and focused only on particular elements, especially the 

economic ones. Thanks to the B Corp certification it is possible to evaluate the company as a whole, 

considering all its aspects at the same time. Indeed, the certification meets social and environmental 

standards, legal accountability and public transparency. It is similar to the Fair-Trade certification for 

the coffee production, but, differently, it comprehends in the evaluation all the areas the business 

deals with. The B Impact Assessment, the tool used to measure the performances, has been inspired 

by Global Reporting Initiative, Wiser Earth, and other well-known specific certification. The B Corp 

certification, thus, helps customers to easily recognize the really good companies in the market. B 

Corps are the best companies in the world and they are identified as leaders of a global movement 

that has a positive approach to business in order to drive global issues in a future economy (R. 

Honeyman, 2016).    
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1.2 The B Lab foundation  

 

Jay Coen Gilbert, Bart Houlahan, and Andrew Kassoy are the three creators of the B Corp 

certification. They met for the first time in the 1980s, as schoolmates at Stanford University. They 

have been friends until that moment, even if they had different working experiences. Particularly, two 

of them, Coen Gilbert and Bart Houlahan, founded an athletic footwear company, AND 1, in 1993. 

This business was really cutting-edge because it had already adopted socially responsible behaviors, 

long before this concept was widespread. Indeed, workers had many different advantages: they had 

the possibility to join yoga lessons or to play in a private basketball court, they benefited from parental 

leave and the property of some companyôs shares as well. Moreover, the business donated the 5% of 

profit each year to local organizations. It was clearly a forward-thinking business that took care of its 

workers and its surrounding environment. The enterprise was really profitable and, in many years, it 

was preceded only by Nike. However, after having taken wrong internal decisions and being 

penalized by external conditions, AND 1 recorded a reduction in selling that lead a critical situation 

for the whole enterprise. Fixed the account balance, the co-founders decided to sell the company in 

2005 (R. Honeyman, 2016).  

Observing all their efforts were vanishing, Gilbert and Houlahan understood that profit is only one of 

the many values business is able to generate. They noticed that some other companies, such as 

Patagonia or Ben & Jerryôs, were sharing the same point of view: they were really involved in having 

a positive impact on the society, applying methodologies and practices similar to those implemented 

by AND 1. Therefore, together with their friend Andrew Kassoy, that in the meanwhile had a 

successful private equity career in Wall Street, decided to build up a new enterprise with the same 

modus operandi. The aim was to design a new organization that would have had the specific duty to 

measure and prove other businesses on their capability to create social benefit. Over the course of 

time, they realized that an enterprise or an investment fund would not be the best solution to solve 

social issues on large scale.  

To concretely promote social sensibility, they figured out that business people needed two 

fundamental infrastructural components: a regulatory framework and reference standards to follow. 

Specifically, rules would have helped them to grow, keeping in consideration their mission and 

original values, while standards would have been useful to certify businessôs real commitment from 

other companies in the market. Then, to draw up these conditions, Gilbert, Houlahan, and Kassoy 

founded B Lab, an independent nonprofit organization. It was created in June 2006 with the purpose 

of creating a new sector of the economy. Indeed, the three founders wanted to promote a systemic 
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change, giving greater weight to social and environmental systems. They strongly believed that 

combining the purpose of the civil society and the power of the market, they would have led an 

acceleration in the economic growth. B Lab has three main functions since it was founded, however, 

a new one has been recently added (R. Honeyman, 2016).  

First of all, B Lab has aimed to build a community of business people that share the same ideas of 

doing good.14 They believe that business capability of producing profitable value must be used also 

to address social and environmental issues. Identifying corporations that belong to this global 

community is possible because they proudly expose the B Corp symbol: indeed, they are recognized 

as Certified B Corporation. This certification proves the respect of social and environmental 

standards, public transparency, and legal accountability.  

Secondly, B Lab has the objective of promoting the mission alignment. Indeed, it encourages 

innovative corporate structures that try to find a balance between corporate and social interests. A 

company should not absorb resources from the community in which it operates, but instead, it should 

forward a positive energy to boost its progress. The proposal of this new kind of business that wants 

to serve social development is quite unconventional in a capitalistic economy and, for this reason, 

companies need a reference point, such as it could be B Lab. It helps to focus issues related to business 

activities and how to carry out higher fruitful actions.  

Moreover, the third important function of the B Lab is providing assistance and suggestions to 

businesses, investors, and institution. In fact, B Lab has developed two different tools, the B Impact 

Assessment and the B Analytics, to measure the business positive impact. Indeed, even if these 

instruments are required to be conducted in order to successfully gain the B Corp certification, they 

are freely available to each business as a measurement tool for their performances. They will be 

analyzed in depth during this chapter.  

In addition, B Lab has also launched a story-telling platform in the last few years. Several business 

stories and examples are available on the official website to let changemakers know each other 

experiences, with the purpose of providing advice and stimulating new ideas. The global platform is 

named B the Change and it is a source of inspiration for all B Corps around the world. Through social 

media, such as Twitter and Facebook, or subscribing the newsletter mailing list, it is really easy to be 

always updated.15 

                                                 
14 B Lab website. 

https://b-lab.uservoice.com/ 
15 B the Change website.  

https://bthechange.com/ 

 

https://b-lab.uservoice.com/
https://bthechange.com/


  

38 

 

To summarize, B Lab deals with financial sustainability, certification, and related services, creating 

the road for a new economy. Being a non-profit organization, it has been calculated that the 30% of 

B Lab is funded by certification revenues, while the remainder is provided by philanthropic support. 

It can be consulted online the entire list of supporters. Therefore, even if corporations pay a share for 

the B Corp certification, this amount covers only a part of the full value of certification. 

The first B Lab was born in the USA and it is currently set in Berwyn, Pennsylvania, even if it has 

offices in San Francisco, New York, and Colorado. Moreover, each geographic area has its own B 

Lab. Indeed, over the American one, there are other five B Labs: B Lab Europe, B Lab United 

Kingdom, Sistema B, for South America countries, B Lab Australia and New Zealand and, finally, B 

Lab Portugal and Africa. Italian corporations, for instance, make references to B Lab Europe, that is 

actually headquartered in Amsterdam. It has also developed a team of experts, called European B 

Lawyers Group, in collaboration with ELSA, the European Social Enterprise Law Association. 

Having a deep knowledge of the legislation concerning the Benefit Corporation, this Group is a 

reference point for the whole European B Corp movement, providing advice and legal assistance.  

The B Lab performances are controlled by the Board of Directors that checks its strategy and observes 

the management of financial budgets and operations. The aim of Directors is to guarantee a 

transparent multi-stakeholder engagement. In addition, they have also two extremely important tasks. 

Firstly, they have the authority of forming the Advisory Councils, oversight of their activities and 

approve their recommendations. Secondly, the Board of Directors has to look for potential 

philanthropic donors and investors to permit an excellent B Lab functionality. 

Figure 10 The B Lab key role. B Corp Literature. 



  

39 

 

1.3 Advantages of becoming a B Corp 

 

It is true that deciding of becoming a B Corp requires exceeding a rigorous certification process and 

a lot of efforts over time, but, there are also many advantages. Clearly, the B Corp community gathers 

together companies that differ in size, activity, and maturity, however, all of them can gain some 

profit. For instance, those at the beginning of their evolution, such as start-ups, can benefit from 

shareholders investments because, thanks to the B Corp certification, have increased their reputation. 

On the other side, for those enterprises that have already confirmed their placement in the market, 

such as Ben & Jerryôs or Numi Organic Tea, could be attracted to pursue the certification principally 

for marketing edges. Consequently, advantages concretely depend on the current situation in which 

the business is and how much it wants to utili ze its certification. The B Corp community has 

nonetheless evidenced some important features that can be founded joining the movement  

(R. Honeyman, 2016).    

 

¶ Lead a movement  

By achieving the B Corp certification, the business recognizes to be part of a group of leaders with 

the same vision. In fact, even if a businessman has a positive behavior and acts considering its own 

principles, it could be heart-warming to know that others operate in the same manner. Businessmen 

are not alone in trying to fix social and environmental problems. Indeed, the necessity of measuring 

not only financial performances has to be spread all over the world and the B Corp movement is the 

promoter of this new idea of economy. The certification permits to give the right attention to 

environmental and social issues that must be enhanced in order to guarantee a prosperous future for 

next generations.   
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¶ Benchmark performance  

 

Thanks to the B Impact Assessment, all companies have the possibility to freely measure their social 

and environmental impact. Particularly, it helps to evaluate the performances, giving a score on a 

200-range scale. Usually, the first B Impact Assessment results really strict, however, it is extremely 

useful because it readily evidences weaknesses to fix for the benefit of a whole range of stakeholders. 

As a consequence, a B Corp that knows its own lacks, it is able to set future decisions in order to 

address its strategy and improve itself. Moreover, the tool permits to compare companyôs skills and 

capabilities to other businesses that belong to the same market sector. Some companies, such as 

Fratelli Carli and Ben & Jerryôs, use the same instrument also to calculate the benchmark of their 

principal suppliers.  

 

¶ Attract investors  

Improving its own activities through the B Impact Assessment, the business is more easily directed 

to pursue positive economic results. Obviously, increasing earnings lead to a higher companyôs 

attractiveness. The B Corp obtains thus a positive credit between investors, especially those who take 

into consideration social and environmental criteria in the same ways as financial ones. The 

certification guarantee investments through legal and performance standards. Indeed, for instance, B 

Corps have the possibility to get a free GIIRS Ratings (Global Impact Investments Rating System), 

the gold standard for funds, enhancing their financial trust and reputation.  

Figure 11 Comparison between B Corps and other sustainable businesses that conduct the BIA. 

BCorp Literature.  
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¶ Be part of a collective voice  

B Corps create a solid network that wants people to know about their mission and how they use the 

business. It is easy to understand that working together, with a collective voice, it is more powerful. 

Indeed, being part of a structured and well-organized movement can have a more concrete impact 

than whichever company that acts alone. Operating as a compact entity to spread the idea of using 

business as a good force is, with no doubt, more effective. Above all, it also permits to easily reach 

some goals, such as standards adoptions, legal implementation or modifications in consumerôs 

behavior. Of course, the greater is the movement, the higher will be the influence on the society.   

 

¶ Partner with peers  

By taking part in the B Corp community opens many opportunities. Businesses can establish closer 

connections with other B Corps. Precisely, the certification provides the opportunity to develop 

collaborations with companies that are set in the identical geographic area, that operate in the same 

market segment or that share interests. These partnerships and networks can be really profitable for 

companies and, thus, national and international meetings are usually organized to make 

businesspeople know each other personally. Building new relationships helps the community to 

become more and more straight. Thanks to an efficient and active network, new ideas take shape and 

B Corp movement grows on a global scale.    

 

¶ Attract and engage talent   

According to Harvard Business Review, millennials are searching job positions that provide more 

than an economic livelihood. They are looking for enterprises that share their same personal values 

to find a balance between private and working life. They want a work that constantly creates new 

challenges, that catches their attention and motivates their curiosity. Moreover, letting people know 

how much their job is fundamental for the enterprise, it will increase their passion and creativity. 

Indeed, involving employees in business aims it is fundamental to the success of the entire company. 

People need to recognize themselves as a part of something bigger, that share the same point of view. 

B Corp provides a framework of ethical and social values largely spreads around the world, giving 

the possibility of being part of a great community. This situation creates, thus, the basis to attract 

young and proactive talent, attracted more by a social mission than a merely economic gain. Clearly, 

involving new mindsets inside the business could likely lead positive consequences in terms of 

innovative ideas and improvements.   
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¶ Generate press  

Promoting themselves as positive businesses that take care of social and environmental issues, 

Certified B Corps explicitly attract the media interest. The B Corp global movement is gaining more 

and more relevance and it has been mentioned in many of the most important newspaper and scientific 

journals, such as The Financial Times and The Economists. Smaller B Corps have gained the same 

attention as the greater ones. A huge support to all the B Corp movement is given by the B Lab that 

takes care of public relationships and strategic marketing operations. In fact, it has raised awareness 

of the B Corp movement promoting, together with Fast Company, the publication of Rockstar of the 

New Economy, an annual collection in order to present twelve B Corps. And not least, the B Lab has 

established the Best for the World, 

an annual award for the best 10% 

B Corps, that receives great 

emphasis on Forbes, The 

Guardian and Bloomberg 

Businessweek.    

     

¶ Protect mission  

The B Corp certification swells business trust and transparency reputation thanks to the incorporation 

of social and environmental concern in the company decisions. The introduction of these tight criteria 

in the business legal configuration modifies its DNA, addressing its mission and performances. In 

this way, even founders will retire or the company will be sold to other owners, the core business will 

have to remain the same because the B Corp certification preserves and guarantees societal values 

over time. Indeed, being part of the business mission, social and environmental values are granted by 

law. From this, it follows that the mission of founders will survive to other management. When new 

CEOs or investors will hereby make decisions, they would have to keep into consideration both 

shareholders and stakeholders, exactly as it has been planned in the statue. The values conservation 

in the long period was one of the main advantages that convinced Patagonia to join the B Corp 

movement. 

 

  

Figure 12 Best for the World award symbol. B Corp Literature. 
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¶ Strengthen the brand and differentiate from pretenders  

Sinek aims that consumers are not attracted by goods 

but by businesses conscious of their purposes and 

believes or, in other words, by those companies that 

know why they are creating their products.16 People are 

willing to spend much more if they recognize 

themselves in the business values. The B Corp 

certification testifies that social and environmental 

matters are effectively pursued and they are not only 

greenwashing marketing strategies. A Certified B Corp 

concretely acts and, thus it differs from competitors. 

The certification can become a competitive advantage 

because it guarantees consumers transparency, 

credibility and, trust. Moreover, clients can consult 

online the B Impact Report, a chart that shows the 

companyôs score of each area evaluated.  

 

 

 

¶ Save money 

Saving money is not usually the main purpose of becoming a Certified B Corp, however, some 

companies have joyfully recorded also this advantage. Economic benefits result from discounts 

related to partnerships with other Certified B Corps. Businesses, by using the B Corp network, are 

able to save make savings helping each other on office management, consultancy or funding loans. 

Companies are able to market trade services as well as goods. At a municipal level, B Corps have 

received also fiscal cuts and privileges in calls for tender in the USA (R. Honeyman, 2016).  

  

                                                 
16 S. Sinek, 2009. How great leaders inspire action. TED website. Video. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_sinek_how_great_leaders_inspire_action/up-next?language=it 

 

Figure 13 Advertising Champaign. To look 

deeper in products, you buy. B Corp 

Literature.  

https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_sinek_how_great_leaders_inspire_action/up-next?language=it
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2. How to obtain the B Corp certification  

 

After having exposed all the advantages of becoming a Certified B Corp, it is necessary to explain 

how to join the global community and, thus, to take part in the movement. The possibility of managing 

a business as a force for good is possible whether the corporation is an ordinary business, a start-up 

or a multinational company. Obviously, the process differs a little bit, but, the main steps remain the 

same: enterprises have to comply with performance and legal requirements.  

As the green labels of the figure below shows, the procedure can start from two different initial points. 

A company can spontaneously decide to test its skills or otherwise, in the countries where the legal 

framework foresees the possibility, it can start modifying its legal form to protect its mission. In both 

cases, the business is required to undertake a free online tool, called B Impact Assessment (BIA), that 

helps corporations to measure their positive impact. This confidential tool is available for every 

business but it is necessary to get at least 80 points on 200 in order to obtain the certification. After 

having obtained this minimum score and having presented all the necessary information, the B Lab 

concludes whether the business complies with social and environmental requirements to become a 

Certified B Corp. Considering the overall score earned on the B Impact Assessment, only the 10% of 

the Certified B Corp will be raked in the annual ñB Corp Best for the Worldò list.  

 

 

Figure 14 The Certified B Corp roadmap. B Corp literature. 
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Even if the certification lasts two years, the 10% of the Certified B Corporations are yearly subjected 

to a control. They are randomly selected in order to keep monitoring the situation and make sure 

companies are respecting requirements. To maintain the certification after the two-year period, the 

business has to renovate the assessment, providing additional documentation. Usually, it scores 

higher than the first BIA because it has had time to improve its relationships with stakeholders. 

However, the compulsory edge of 80 points remains. This process is known as Recertification. 

Usually, the certification process is detected in those companies that have been in operation for more 

than twelve months because the B Impact Assessment takes into consideration performances and 

policies conducted over the past year. However, nowadays, start-ups have the possibility to undertake 

the B Impact Assessment and gain a temporary Certification Pending designation. Displaying the 

Certification Pending logo on all goods and services shall forward reputation of the new corporation 

between the stakeholders. It communicates the start-up wants to operate acting in the respect of the 

highest standards for socially responsible businesses. Indeed, performing the assessment, an 

enterprise can learn the guidelines and the criteria considered in the evaluation, shaping its evolution 

on them. Furthermore, with the Pending Certification, the start-up can gain all the advantages of being 

part of the B Corp community. Clearly, it will receive a preferential treatment compared to other start-

ups and, wherever it is possible, it will be assisted by the skilled B Corps. First of all, to earn the 

Pending status is claimed to meet the legal requirement and, after having completed the prospective 

B Impact Assessment, it has to be sign the Pending Certification Term Sheet. After the first year of 

life, every enterprise would be able to regularly conduct the B Impact Assessment, irrespective of 

when it had gained the Pending Certification.   

On the opposite side, the number of multinational companies that are becoming interested in the B 

Corp certification is rising. Danone, Unilever, and Ban Colombia can be mentioned between them. 

The fact that international businesses are interested in engaging with the B Corp movement reflects 

that the certification is getting known and its value is recognized. Enterprises of each size are 

becoming aware of their own responsibilities. However, assessing huge business is much more 

complicated, both for the institutional and practical barriers and also for the B Lab supervision. The 

current requirements are not suited for the impact and complex structure of multinationals. For this 

reason, B Lab, together with these companies, has established a Multinationals and Public Markets 

Advisory Council (MPMAC) in order to design a clear path to B Corp Certification for multinational 

and public companies. The project was launched in 2015 and it was supposed to last till 2017. In the 

meanwhile, multinationals of limited size are eligible to conduct the B Impact Assessment. 

Particularly, they have to earn less than $5 billion in revenues, operate in less than 10 countries or 

have less than 5 industries and, further, have less than 50 subsidiaries. Multinationals that, on the 
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contrary, exceed these parameters are encouraged to take engagement opportunities in four different 

ways: they can help their subsidiaries to gain the B Corp certification, they can start measuring their 

social and environmental performances or trying to define a mission-aligned governance structure, 

or, in addition, they can actively participate to the B Corp movement. All these kinds of actions are 

planned to get a faster certification process once the MPM Advisory Councilôs work will be finished 

(B Lab, 2015). Danone, for instance, has joined the MPMAC in 2015 and, after having gained the B 

Corp certification for Happy Family Brands in 2011, it has committed to using the B Impact 

Assessment for other 10 Group Danone subsidiaries since 2016.17 Different is the case of public 

companies because they have to meet additional transparency and validation requirements. Compared 

to all the other companies that have to publish their B Impact Report with the final areas score, they 

must make transparent their complete B Impact Assessment. Moreover, B Lab has to validate 

performances of public companies and companies with more than $1 billion revenue each of the two-

year certification. 

In any case, the B Lab staff and members of the B Corp community have developed detailed webinars 

and interactive explanations available on the B Corp website, to provide all the necessary explanations 

of the certification process. The major part of the information provided in this chapter has been 

retrieved from Il Manuale delle B Corp (R. Honeyman, 2016) and the B Corp website.18 

 

2.1 Steps to become a Certified B Corp 

 

To become a Certified B Corp, three fundamentals steps are mandatory: to meet performance 

requirements, to meet legal requirements and, finally, to make it official. Specifically, they are: 

Step 1: Meet Performance Requirement  

The characteristic of the B Corp certification is that measuring business performances does not take 

into account only traditional aspects, as the economic and financial ones, but, gives high relevance to 

social and environmental areas. As already mentioned in the introduction of the second chapter, all 

businesses that are intended to gain the B Corp certification, are required to undertake the B Impact 

Assessment (BIA). It measures the overall business performance and varies on the companyôs size, 

sector, and location of primary operation. It is a particular instrument and, for this reason, it has been 

                                                 
17 B Lab, 2016. Danone joins Multinational Advisory Council. B Corporation website. Article.   

https://www.bcorporation.net/blog/danone-joins-multinational-advisory-council  
18 B Corporation website. 

https://www.bcorporation.net/ 

https://www.bcorporation.net/blog/danone-joins-multinational-advisory-council
https://www.bcorporation.net/
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decided to dedicate the next subchapter as its focus. Anyway, after having completed the BIA, the 

business receives a B Impact Report that contains an overall score. However, to definitely make the 

BIA official, it is necessary to support data with a proper documentation. Subsequently, an 

Assessment Review is scheduled and 6-8 randomly questions will be accurately analyzed thanks to 

the upload of the respective information. The documentation provided will be strictly confidential 

and used by B Lab just to check what declared in the BIA. The documentation has to be listed within 

48 hours or otherwise, the review will be scheduled again. The process is considered complete when 

a B Lab staff member takes part in the Assessment Review, going over every unclear answer or doubt. 

In this phase, information must be investigated to comprehend more about the companyôs 

performances. Once obtained a score higher or equal to 80 points, the Assessment requires going 

deeper into the Impact Business Model by asking the enterprise to demonstrate more details 

concerning this field. These documents will be added to the documentation already provided, and the 

staff also reserve the right to ask for additional clarifying documents. In any case, the staff is always 

available to furnish all the suggestions and indications to successfully conclude the first step. In order 

to satisfy any doubts of the B Lab, the business has to fill in and sign the Disclosure Questionnaire. 

This document allows the company to confidentially disclose any sensitive practices, fines, and 

sanctions related to the enterprise or its partners. In this circumstance, wherever the Disclosure 

Questionnaire highlights further items, the business will be invited to submit again other documents 

to prove its transparency. The cases in which the certification is denied or revoke are really rare, 

however, the participation in the B Corp community is at the sole discretion of the Standards Advisory 

Council and the B Labôs Board of Directors. Finally, to definitely complete the performance 

requirement, it is included the background checks by the B Lab staff. Particularly, it controls all the 

sources dealing with the business, such as news, public records, information about the founders and 

executives, and other relevant matters. The aim is to better know the institution; it is a sort of double-

check to verify if the enterprise is worthy enough to have obtained the B Corp certification.   

 

Step 2: Meet Legal Requirement  

This requirement basically asks companies to officially recognize a new criterion in their DNA: the 

sustainability. By adding this further main objective, the concern to sustainable issues becomes more 

than a reason of interest to the business, it becomes a mission to pursue. Sustainability results to be a 

guideline to follow during each decision-making process. Indeed, comply the legal requirement 

ensures the business to preserve its mission wherever it comes a new management, new investors, or 

even new ownership. Particularly, the legal requirement guarantees a legal protection to directors and 

officers in order to let them free to operate, keeping in consideration all stakeholders. Through this 
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way, also shareholders have the possibility to obtain additional rights in order to be more considered 

during the companyôs decisions. However, even if their concern is guarded, they are not allowed to 

limit decisions and, thus, their exclusivity is reduced. Meeting the legal requirements is probably the 

only step that can differ around the world in the B Corp certification process because it depends on 

the legislation of the country in which the enterprise is set. Only two countries in the world possess a 

specific legislation for the benefit enterprise and, precisely, they are many of the U.S.A. countries and 

Italy. These particular situations will be studied below. In all the other countries, the business has to 

adopt governing documents which include a commitment to a ñtriple bottom lineò approach to 

business. The principal aim is to choose the closer business structure to the benefit enterprise, that 

legal configuration that could be able to protect the innovative mission of the enterprise. In the 

governing documents must be declared that the board members of the company have to take into 

account all the stakeholders interests in making decisions. Moreover, beyond the usual stakeholders 

(shareholders, suppliers, and employees), also society and environment must be mentioned. To better 

clarify, shareholders do not have a higher relevance than all the other stakeholders. After having 

identified the proper legal corporate structure and having known all the consequences coming from 

this amend, the enterprise can ask the B Corp certification. Then, it is necessary to obtain the approval 

by the board and the shareholders of the planned amendment. Finally, in case of a corporation, it has 

to be submitted the amended articles to the Secretary of State within one year. It is available online 

the accurate Legal Roadmap for the main countries.   

 

Step 3: Make it Official  

The certification procedure can be considered concluded after having signed the B Corp Declaration 

of Interdependence and Term Sheet. The Declaration of Interdependence (Appendix A) claims that 

the business belongs to a global movement that believes in a new sector of the economy. It specifies 

that it has become a Benefit Corporation and wants to promote this emerging economy by using 

business as a force for good. On the Declaration, there are all the goals and acknowledge that B Corp 

movement hopes to put into practice. Instead, the Term Sheet specifies that the certification has a 

two-years duration and, after that period, the company can be recertified. It declares that both 

performances and legal requirements are satisfied and that the company will accept a review if 

randomly selected. To conclude, the business has to pay the annual certification fee, that is calculated 

on the revenues and subsists the B Lab functioning.  
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2.2 The B Impact Assessment 

 

The B Impact Assessment, known also as BIA, is a crucial part to conduct in order to obtain the B 

Corp certification. It gives the possibility to measure social and environmental performances online, 

without any cost. The tool is particularly helpful because it allows business to evaluate their positive 

impact on stakeholders, giving the proper relevance to people and environment. It measures what 

matters. Indeed, to effectively calculate the overall impact on the society, it necessary to step forward 

and, thus, go beyond the mere quantification of profit. Differently, from other certificationôs 

assessment, BIA evaluates the corporation as a whole, taking into account five fields: Governance, 

Workers, Community, Environment, and Consumers. This latter aspect is considered only for 

businesses that can get feedback on their products and services from users. Each area gets a score and 

it is necessary to reach at least 80 points on a 200-range scale to obtain the certification. This 

confidential tool has been used by over 50000 companies.   

During the assessment, it is possible to compare the business characteristics with those of companies 

that operate in the same sector or have similar characteristics. In this way, the enterprise becomes 

aware of its weaknesses, understanding which are the aspects to improve. Indeed, the BIA is a 

practical and extremely useful tool because it evidences how the business is set in the market and 

provides suggestions on how to get better performances to maintain, or also enhance, its placement 

in the market. The B Impact Assessment is a standardized tool and, thus, it can fit any kind of 

business. It is applied by companies that present completely different features: from multinational 

businesses to individual enterprise, from a specialized consultancy to a retail firm. The BIA is able to 

shape any kind of enterprise because it focuses its evaluation on the positive impact and, so, it 

comprehends many areas at the same time. The only requirement is that the business must have been 

in operation in the previous year because the system evaluates past activities. Even if it is possible a 

comparison with other enterprises, it is necessary to specify that all data and sensitive information 

concerning the business strategy are reserved and privacy is guaranteed. B Lab gathers disclosure 

anonymously and findings are only statistically used to create a benchmark with which compare 

results. To use the BIA, it is only necessary to sign in on the official website and start the evaluation.  

Usually, the process is conducted by a CEO or another intern member that has an overall awareness 

of the company. It has been calculated that a speedy B Impact Assessment requires almost 90 minutes 

and, during the first measurement, it is suggested to go ahead in order to have a better idea of the 

whole evaluation process. B Lab recommends to not lose hope if a good score is not gained because 

more than one efforts are often necessary to get the certification. Indeed, at the end of the process, a 
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PDF version of the Assessment is provided and, it could be a helpful instrument to address future 

business policies. Considering the score, every time it is superior to zero, it means that the business 

is creating a positive value for the society or the environment, then, the key point is keeping to 

implement sustainable practices again and again. Initially, enterprises are usual to gain a mark 

between 40 and 60 points. However, those that are interested in gain the B Corp certification, 

implementing some measures, will be ready to reach the edge of 80 points. The average score of 

Certified B Corps is 95.  

The B Lab is a standards-based organization and aims to develop the best standards to maintain the 

highest level of effectiveness, fairness, and credibility of the B Impact Assessment. The Standard 

Advisory Council (SAC) is an independent governance body that develops and update the B Impact 

Assessment Standards. It is made up of 20 members that usually are businessmen from sustainable 

enterprises, impact investing, government and academia. The BIA has been designed considering 

many certifications, feedbacks from entrepreneurs and best practice guide, such as books published 

by Patagonia, Ben & Jerryôs and Mal Warwick. Many standards have been taken into account: GRI 

IRIS, Wiser Earth, Fair Trade, Organic, LEED, ISO, STFLA, 1% for the Planet and others. These 

standards have been a sort of inspiration because they ensure credibility, transparency, and 

comprehensiveness of measures. However, it is necessary to specify that their competence is limi ted 

to determine which is the best practice to communicate information. Indeed, they are platforms which 

define specific methodologies to report impact metrics and not tools to evaluate whether a company 

has improved or has got worse performances. This is the great difference between the BIA and all the 

standards. The B Lab, with its tool, aims to address business leaders not only to report data in the best 

way but, in the meanwhile, to evaluate their impact. This allows for an objective measurement of the 

business that evidences the areas on which entrepreneurs should concentrate their attention to increase 

performance quality and effectiveness.  

Thanks to businesses feedbacks and suggestions, the BIA has been regularly modified over time, as 

it can be seen in figure 10. The current version is the fifth and it was implemented in 2016. It has 72 

different configurations because it is shaped by the business features. Indeed, businesses received 

questions tailored to their size (number of employees), their type (sector) and their market 

(geography). For instance, the model can assume six different patterns just considering the size, even 

if the major part of the companies that conduct the assessment have between zero and 50 employees. 

The assessment can be conducted even if the enterprise is completely virtual, such as greenApes, an 

Italian social network. The sixth BIA version is in process and, after an initial testing planned for 

summer 2018, it would be officially launched in January 2019. The new version will comprehend 

many individual metrics changes but, probably the most important transition will concern the updates. 
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Indeed, it has been recognized that as standards mature, the system requires fewer updates and more 

continuity between users (B Lab, 2017. a). For this reason, it will be modified every three years rather 

than two. 

 

Figure 15 B Impact Assessment evolution. B Lab Literature.  

Moreover, it was also introduced the Quick Impact Assessment (QIA) in 2015. It is made by questions 

selected from the original BIA and, for this reason, it can be considered as a shorter version that 

compares answers with the average. Its peculiarity is that it does not provide a numerical score on the 

companyôs performance. However, it introduces companies to the core concepts of sustainability and 

encourages them to undertake the real B Impact Assessment, highlighting the key opportunities. 

Moreover, this tool is frequently used by Certified B Corps to invite their stakeholders to join the B 

Corp movement. The QIA was a success and it was uploaded both in 2016 and 2017. 

 

Figure 11 Differences between the Quick Impact Assessment and The Full B Impact Assessment. B Lab Literature.  




























































































































