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Case Objectives and Use

A number of companies have adopted codes of conduct that establish labor, environment, and human rights standards for their suppliers.  In some industries – notably apparel, footwear, toys, household goods, and agriculture – groups of companies have developed common global supply chain codes of conduct.  This case focuses on the question: When is it to a firm’s advantage to collaborate with other firms in such an initiative, rather than “going it alone”?  After studying the case, students should be able to analyze the advantages and disadvantages of collaboration in setting standards for social and environmental responsibility in an industry supply chain.  They should also be able to propose a theory predicting when industry-wide collaboration is most likely. This case is suitable for graduate or upper-division undergraduate courses in business and society, corporate citizenship, or supply chain management.  

Case Synopsis

The case focuses on a decision facing Hewlett-Packard’s Manager of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), Ken Larson, in 2004.  HP, a leading provider of information technology, personal computing, and imaging and printing products, had developed a comprehensive set of standards for its own supplier firms. However, the company remained concerned about its reputational vulnerability and lack of supplier compliance.  In 2004, it undertook to decide whether its interests would be better advanced through industry collaboration.  A common industry-wide code, Larson reasoned, would avoid conflicting reporting requirements, increase the likelihood of compliance, and boost the number of acceptable suppliers.  It might also facilitate sharing the expenses of supplier education and training, monitoring, and research.  On the other hand, HP did not want to surrender its competitive advantage as an acknowledged CSR leader, which had helped it win acceptance by retail and corporate customers and socially responsible investors. Differences among products and processes in the broad IT industry might pose insurmountable challenges to developing a common code, and industry-wide standards might be too diffuse and general to provide a useful guide to action.  The case asks students to consider these issues and to recommend whether or not the company should cooperate with other firms in the electronic industry to develop a common global code of conduct for suppliers.  
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