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FROM THE EDITOR… 
Two words I would use to sum up 2021 are “misinformation” and “mistrust”. Not 
believing and not trusting are at the heart of many of the major events of the past year – 
from the January 6 Capitol attack to vaccination battles, and fights over mask mandate 

 

2022 ECONOMIC FORECAST 
The Confidence Index survey for the greater Grand Rapids economy (Kent, Ottawa, 
Muskegon, and Allegan counties or KOMA) was conducted in November and December 
2021. 

 

GRAND RAPIDS HOUSING MARKET – 2021 IN REVIEW 
Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic last year, housing price growth accelerated 
despite the initial slowdown. 

 

WEST MICHIGAN STOCK RETURNS 
The West Michigan Stock Index increased 12.0% in 2021. That is a great annual return, but 
just as in 2020, it is low when compared with several widely followed stock market 
indices. 

 

HOW HAVE THE STRUGGLES OF THE AUTO INDUSTRY AFFECTED THE WEST MICHIGAN 
ECONOMY? 
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted global supply chains including those of the auto 
industry, for which a shortage of semiconductor chips has had a devastating impact on 
production. 

 

A ROADMAP FOR USING THE GRI FOR SOCIETAL IMPACT REPORTING 
Societal impact reporting challenges are systemic for companies across West Michigan 
and, for that matter, everywhere. 

 

CATALYZING A BUSINESS RESPONSE TO MICHIGAN’S DEFICIENT GREEN STORMWATER 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
When it rains on impervious surfaces, such as roads, parking lots, and roofs, stormwater 
runs off and flows overland into storm drains and directly into local waterways. 

 

EVEN AS COMPANIES STRUGGLE, THEY SHOULD NOT GIVE UP ON DOING GOOD 
Since the start of the COVID-19 crisis, companies have scrambled to cut costs by 
shuttering stores, slashing advertising and travel budgets, and restructuring employees 
and working conditions. 

 

HERMAN MILLER, INC. - A FORCE FOR GOOD IN WEST MICHIGAN 
In the Seidman course, Legal Environment of Business, students learn about a way of 
managing corporations that is growing in importance. 

 

BREWERY VIVANT: MAKING A POSITIVE SOCIETAL IMPACT ON THE WEST MICHIGAN 
COMMUNITY 
Years ago, business students were taught the philosophy of 1976 Nobel Peace Prize 
winner, Milton Friedman, and other economists. Times have changed! 



SEIDMAN BUSINESS REVIEW 

From the Editor... 
 

Two words I would use to sum up 2021 are “misinformation” and “mistrust”. Not believing and not trusting are at the 
heart of many of the major events of the past year – from the January 6 Capitol attack to vaccination battles, and fights 
over mask mandates. 

The 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer, an annual global survey of credibility and trust in government, business, media, and 
NGOs, showed that “a majority of respondents believe that government leaders (57 percent), business leaders (56 
percent), and journalists (59 percent) are purposely trying to mislead people by saying things they know are false.” 
Interestingly, the Barometer also found that business surpassed government as the most trusted institution and was the 
only one seen as both competent and ethical. 

Perhaps not coincidentally, sustainable business expert Andrew Winston argued in a Harvard Business Review article 
that 2021 was the year in which “sustainable business went mainstream”, with widespread discussions about 
environmental, social, and corporate governance taking place around the world. 

It is this growing interest that has inspired us at the Seidman Business Review to focus this issue on the societal impacts 
of business in West Michigan. In addition to our regular articles, such as those on local stocks and the region’s economic 
forecast, we present a collection of articles that reflect societal impacts, including an analysis of the impact of corporate 
social responsibility during economic downturns, the use of the Global Reporting Initiative for recording societal impact 
efforts, and a case study on the societal impacts of Brewery Vivant. 

My hope with the articles in this year’s Review is that they serve to inform and educate from a trusted source. Perhaps 
with this edition they might also inspire: to make a difference and to give back to the community. With the 
misinformation and mistrust that seems to be enveloping our great nation, we could all benefit from efforts to lift up our 
society. 

 

 

 

 

Gerry Simons, Professor of Economics  
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Grand Rapids Economic Forecast 2022 
 

By Paul Isely, Ph.D., Associate Dean, Seidman College of Business  
Kuhelika De, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Economics. 

 

• The Current Business Confidence Index for the end of 2021 was 72.4%, lower than expected last year. 
• The Forecast Business Confidence Index for 2022 is 70.5%, showing reduced expectations for 2022. 
• Employment is expected to grow by 2.6% to 3.2% in 2022, showing similar growth to 2021. 
• Overall nominal sales are expected to increase by 2.3%-2.9% for 2022, a pickup in growth from expectations in 

2021. 
• Wages are expected to increase by 4.4% - 5.2% for 2022. 
• Prices are expected to increase by 5.9% - 7.3% for 2022. 
• All indicators signal the West Michigan economy will show solid growth during the beginning of 2022 with growth 

slowing as the year progresses. 
 

Introduction 
The Confidence Index survey for the greater Grand Rapids economy (Kent, Ottawa, Muskegon, and Allegan counties or 
KOMA) was conducted in November and December 2021. A survey was mailed to the CEOs and business leaders of 
nearly 1,000 organizations based on a representative sample. Efforts were made to ensure that the sample reflected 
different sectors of the regional economy and the geographical diversity of the area. In all, 144 organizations responded, 
resulting in a strong response rate of 14.8%. However, due to the possibility of a non-random response sample, survey 
responses should be interpreted with caution. 

A few methodological considerations are in order. Although the survey results are presented as averages, the data are 
represented in a histogram format to show the entire distribution of responses. The employment, sales, and export 
numbers are more volatile as raw averages (when calculated without adjusting for outliers—responses beyond one 
standard deviation). 

Since the average of a small sample is significantly influenced by extreme numbers, averages without outliers were used 
to provide more reliable results. The histograms, however, depict all the available observations to show the broad 
picture. 

Confidence Index 
The Confidence Index has been tracked by researchers at the Seidman College of Business since 1995. A continuing goal 
of the survey is to historically track the overall business confidence of the Grand Rapids area. Confidence Index survey 
respondents use a scale from zero percent (no confidence at all) to one hundred percent 

(complete confidence) in response to the question: How confident are you in the regional economy? The average 
responses for the private sector and the government/non-profit sector over the past 20 years are shown in Figure 1. 
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FIGURE 1 - WEST MICHIGAN CONFIDENCE INDEX FORECAST 2022 

 

Surprisingly the Confidence Index fell slightly over 2021. Businesses have been dealing with uncertainty: new COVID-19 
surges, supply chain problems, cost and wage pressures, and inflation. This uncertainty is also taking a toll on businesses 
expectations for the coming year lowering those exceptions even further. However, confidence levels are still above 
those seen in the last two recessions. This suggests that businesses that responded view this as a transitory issue and 
not a fundamental change in the economy. The result is a confidence level similar to the 2003-2005 timeframe between 
the last recessions. 

Employment 
For 2021, employment for KOMA was projected to grow at an average of 3.1%, and between November 2020 and 
November 2021 the region grew by 3.1%. The forecast was on target. Businesses would like to grow faster, but continue 
to see early retirements and parents with childcare duties leaving the workforce as a result of COVID-19. The result is a 
continued lack of talent to hire in many industries. 

The responses to the question: What percent change do you expect in employment for the four counties in 2022? are 
shown in Figure 2. 
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FIGURE 2 - REPONDENTS' ANTICIPATED CHANGE IN EMPLOYMENT FOR 2022 AS COMPARED TO EXPECTATIONS IN 2021 AND 
2020 

 

Average employment in the KOMA region during 2022 is expected to grow at 3%, provided there are enough people 
willing to work. In 2021, 48% of firms expected to see employment growth above 3% and 22% of firms expected to see 
their employment shrinking. This has moderated this year with virtually no firms expecting employment to shrink, but 
60% of firms expect 0-3% growth. This suggests the worst of the economic fallout from the pandemic has passed. 

The survey also addressed wages asking: How fast do you expect wages to grow during 2022? The average increase in 
wages expected for 2022 is 4.8% with 70% of businesses reporting they expect wage growth in excess of 4%. Part of this 
is in response to inflation pressures. Business leaders across West Michigan are reporting an average inflation 
expectation of 6.6% this year. However, it is also a response to increased competition for labor across the region. If 
increases in benefits were included, it is likely that compensation increases will be on par with inflation expectations 
based on conversations with business leaders across the region. 

Figure 3 shows the wage change expectations of firms by industry. Here it shows that firms with lower income jobs are 
seeing the biggest expected increases in wages which is consistent with the national data. 
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FIGURE 3 - PERCENT WAGE CHANGE EXPECTED BY INDUSTRY 

 

Sales 
For sales, the respondents answer the following question: What percent change in sales do you project for the four 
counties in 2022? During the late 1990s, sales grew at an annual rate of 5%. In 2018 the percentage of respondents 
expecting a growth rate above 3% peaked at 42% of respondents. That percentage had fallen to 17% for 2021, but is has 
increased back to 29% for 2022. In addition, the firms that expected a decrease in sales shrank from 19% of the 
respondents in 2021 to only 4%in 2022. The expected sales growth in 2022 is 2.6%. This is another indication, firms 
expect 2022 to be a year of returning to normal growth rates as shown in Figure 4. 

FIGURE 4 - REPONDENTS' ANTICIPATED CHANGE IN SALES FOR  2022 AS COMPARED TO EXPECTATIONS IN 2021 AND 2020  
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General Outlook 
The Philadelphia Federal Reserve Survey of Professional Forecasters from late in 2021 called for economic growth of 
around 3.9% for 2022. They also expect inflation to be around 2.7% for the year. This shows the national expectation for 
growth is similar to the regional growth expectation. However, business leaders in West Michigan are seeing a greater 
threat from inflation. 

The effects of COVID-19 continued throughout the year as the U.S. government effectively pumped nearly $3 Trillion 
into the economy. This increase combined with supply chain shocks resulted in inflation increasing as the year continued 
finishing the year near 7% for the first time in decades. This will likely lead to a 75 – 125 basis point increase in short 
term interest rates by the Federal Reserve during 2022. This combined with a falloff of government support and 
increasing prices will begin to slow the economy as the second half of 2022 approaches. This increases the risk of the 
economy slowing faster than business leaders expect as the economy moves back to a long-term growth trend.  

The data for West Michigan and the United States both show that 2022 will continue to provide a strong comeback from 
the virus induced uncertainty of 2021. However, that growth will slow as the second half of the year arrives, pushing 
growth back to a more sustainable rate with a risk that corrections could overshoot slowing the economy even further. 
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Grand Rapids Housing Market –  
2021 In Review 

 

By Laudo M. Ogura, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Economics 
Paul Isely, Ph.D., Associate Dean, Seidman College of Business. 

 

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic last year, housing price growth accelerated despite the initial slowdown. This 
large increase in prices both at the national and regional levels is a result of many factors, from low mortgage rates to 
low supply of available houses for sale and increased preference for single-family, larger homes due to the COVID-19 
mobility restriction measures. Another factor, unrelated to the pandemic, is that millennials have entered their age 
range for transitioning to homeownership, thus adding to the demand for houses. 

Table 1 summarizes the housing market conditions in the U.S. and in the Grand Rapids area in the last couple of years. In 
the nation, housing prices have gone up by 16% in 2021, with sales increasing by 7.6% and construction starts increasing 
by 13.4%. Lower mortgage rates and lower unemployment rates have helped boost housing demand. However, inflation 
has spiked, reaching an average of 4% in 2021 due to pent-up demand and supply chain disruptions caused by the 
pandemic. This has put upward pressure on interest rates, which have already risen from a low of 2.65% at the start of 
the year to 3.14% by late October. 
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TABLE 1 - ECONOMIC AND HOUSING MARKET CONDITIONS 

 

Table of the Economic and Housing Market Conditions The Grand Rapids metropolitan area includes Kent, Ottawa, Barry, 
and Montcalm counties. Annual data represents the average rate for the year. Sources: GRAR (2021) and Federal Reserve 
St. Louis (2021), using data compiled from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development, Freddie Mac, National Association of Realtors (NAR), and S&P Dow Jones Indices LLC. 

In the City of Grand Rapids, repeat-sale price index estimates (Figure 1) suggest that home prices rose by an average of 
18% in 2021 (based on data through September) following a 15% increase in 2020. In northern and eastern 
municipalities of Kent County (East Grand Rapids, Grand Rapids Township, Cascade, and Plainfield), home prices rose by 
17% in 2021 following a 11% rise in 2020. For the estimation of our price indexes, data was restricted to reflect market 
conditions for typical, non-distressed, single-family home sales (details are in the Technical Notes at the end of the 
article). The base period for the indexes shown in Figure 1 is 2006, the year when local housing prices peaked in the 
2000s. Thus, repeat-sale housing prices have approximately doubled since 2006. 
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FIGURE 1 - HOUSING PRICE INDEXES (HPI) FOR THE GRAND RAPIDS AREA 

 

The 2021 index is based on data through September. See Technical Notes at the end of the article for details.  
* The municipalities are City of East Grand Rapids (EGR), Grand Rapids Township (GR Township), Cascade Township, and 

Plainfield Charter Township. Source: Sales data retrieved from BS&A Software (2021). 

Our housing price index estimation shows that the recent high rate of price growth was observed even in downtown 
Grand Rapids (zip code 49503) despite the COVID-19 restrictions to work, school, and leisure activities, which could have 
affected the desire to live in central areas. The high housing price growth in the region demonstrates the strength of the 
local demand relative to a constrained supply, as indicated by home sales remaining at the same pace as in previous 
years (see Table 1). 

On the demand side, the regional economy has further recovered during 2021 as shown by lower unemployment rates 
and growing employment (Table 1). The recovery in the labor market, however, has been hindered by declining labor 
force participation, with the average employment count in 2021 still 4.6% below the 2019 level. The limited supply of 
workers has kept wages rising at a 5% rate in 2021, the same rate as in the previous two years (labor market data is from 
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, retrieved from Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021). 

On the supply side, the inventory of homes for sale dropped to an extremely low 0.6 month supply in the region in 2021, 
according to the local realtors association (GRAR, 2021). Housing construction starts in the area have recovered from the 
2020 drop, but only back to the 2019 level (see Table 1), so it has not followed the national growth trend mentioned 
earlier. Figure 2 shows housing construction permit trends in the region in the past two decades, with single-family 
permit counts remaining stable in recent years after the recovery from the earlier housing crash in the late 2000s. 
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FIGURE 2 - NEW HOUSING UNITS BUILDING PERMITS IN THE GRAND RAPIDS METRO AREA 

 

The Grand Rapids metropolitan area includes Kent, Ottawa, Barry, and Montcalm counties. 
Data for 2021 is the annual rate based on seasonally adjusted data until September. 

Source: Federal Reserve St. Louis (2021). 

 

There was a temporary effect on housing markets in American cities described as the “Doughnut Effect” in a National 
Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) article (Ramani & Bloom, 2021). Early in the crisis people devalued living in the 
center city and wanted to move to settings with lower population density yet still close to the city. This was seen in large 
cities, but also in some cities similar in size to Grand Rapids. This effect can be observed in the changes in home prices by 
quarter (Figure 3). During the first three quarters of 2020 larger price growth was seen in the suburban areas around 
Grand Rapids as people competed for houses there. At the same time the price growth in the City of Grand Rapids 
slowed down as there was less competition especially in the downtown area (zip code 49503). However, this effect was 
short lived as the overall demand for housing in the region resulted in homebuyers then backfilling into the City of Grand 
Rapids in the 4th quarter of 2020. So, the driving forces of housing prices have returned to demographic pressures and 
tight housing stock. 
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FIGURE 3 - QUARTERLY HOUSING PRICE INDEX (HPI) FOR THE GRAND RAPIDS AREA (2018-2021) 

 

The 2021 index is based on data through September. See Technical Notes at the end of the article for details. 
* The municipalities are City of East Grand Rapids (EGR), Grand Rapids Township (GR Township),  

Cascade Township, and Plainfield Charter Township. 
Source: Sales data retrieved from BS&A Software (2021). 

Conclusions 
Home price growth accelerated during 2021 in the Grand Rapids region, but home sales and construction starts stayed 
relatively stable compared to past years, indicating that prices grew even faster in 2021 as result of rising demand 
together with a persistent limited supply. Low mortgage rates, pent up demand, growing preferences towards 
homeownership and mid-size urban areas, along with demographic changes (the transition of millennials to 
homeownership) have pushed demand up. Inventory of homes for sale dried up further and construction activity 
remained stable despite growth at the national level. In the near future, the combination of low home sale inventories 
and moderate construction activity along with rising mortgage rates should keep prices rising but at a slower pace. 
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Technical Notes 
The housing price indexes shown in Figures 1 and 3 are estimated using the repeat-sales method which compares prices 
of the same houses as they are resold over time. Data from January 2000 to September 2021 were used. Indexes were 
set at 100 in 2006, so that they can be interpreted as the amount of money needed to buy a house for every $100 that 
was needed to buy the same house in 2006. The repeat-sales method is a way to control for variation in the quality of 
the different houses sold in each year. The method excludes houses that were not resold during the period of analysis 
but disregards the impact of improvements or deterioration of each house and/or neighborhood. Nonetheless, it is 
widely used to measure average price changes in a broad housing market. In order to better measure the changes in 
market conditions for typical homes, we excluded the following type of sales: non-residential parcels, parcels sold for 
less than $30,000 or that never reached a price of at least $50,000; parcels with prices reaching more than $1,000,000; 
transfers from or to government, nonprofit, or financial institutions (these reflect non-market transactions); and parcels 
that had large variation in prices, usually the case when parcels were developed or redeveloped. In Figures 1 and 3, it 
should be noted that other municipalities in Kent County have a relatively small number of repeat sales per year, making 
the estimates less accurate. 
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West Michigan Stock Returns 
 

By Gregg Dimkoff, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Finance 

    

“West Michigan Stock Prices Increased 12.0% in 2021” 

The West Michigan Stock Index increased 12.0% in 2021. That is a great annual return, but just as in 2020, it is low when 
compared with several widely followed stock market indices.  

Table 1 below highlights both 2021 and 2020 annual returns for several indices. 

TABLE 1 - 2021 STOCK MARKET RETURNS 

 
1The West Michigan Stock Index consists of 15 publicly traded companies headquartered in West Michigan. Each 
company’s return is weighted by its market value -- the number of shares of common stock outstanding multiplied by the 
company’s stock price. The index matches the weighting methodology used by the NASDAQ Composite Index. The Dow 
Jones Industrial Average is price weighted, while the S&P 500 Index uses a somewhat complex method dividing the sum 
of the market values of each component stock by a proprietary index divisor. 

All of the returns in Table 1 should bring glee to just about everyone. Years from now, it is likely we will look back at the 
past two years and refer to them as “the good old days” of stock investing. 

There is not a single company comprising the West Michigan Stock Index that is also a component of the Dow Jones 
Industrial Index. Accordingly, comparing West Michigan company returns with the Dow is not appropriate. Likewise, 
only three West Michigan companies – Kellogg, Stryker, and Whirlpool – are components of the S&P 500 Index, 
minimizing the appropriateness of comparing returns with that index. That leaves the NASDAQ Composite Index as the 
most appropriate benchmark for comparing the West Michigan Stock Index, and by that comparison, West Michigan-
based stock returns do not look as strong. 

Table 2 below ranks the fifteen companies comprising the West Michigan Stock Index by their 2021 returns. The West 
Michigan Stock Index weights each stock’s return by its market capitalization. Accordingly, the higher a stock’s price and 
the more shares outstanding, the higher the weight, and the greater the impact that stock has on the Index. For 
instance, Meritage Hospitality Group Inc. has about 6.7 million shares outstanding, while Stryker has 377 million, about 
56 times more. Further, Stryker’s stock price is about 12 times greater than Meritage. These two factors give Stryker a 
market weight of nearly 700 times that of Meritage. That explains why the West Michigan Stock Index’s (the Index) 
performance is dominated by the largest corporations: They have the largest market capitalizations. 
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TABLE 2 - WEST MICHIGAN COMPANY RETURNS 

 

The 2021 performance of each of the fifteen companies comprising the Index is described below. Most of the discussion 
is based on year-to-date performances as reflected in quarterly earnings reports through the most recent quarter as of 
early January, 2022. Companies are grouped by industry or otherwise listed alphabetically.  

The Banks 
There are four banks headquartered in West Michigan: Independent Bank Corporation, Macatawa Bank Corporation, 
Mercantile Bank Corporation, and ChoiceOne Financial Services, Inc. The COVID-19 pandemic was not kind to them in 
2020, but for the most part, they have recovered well. 

The Federal Government pumped approximately $7 trillion into the economy during the pandemic. Household wealth 
increased significantly for every income demographic in the U.S. As a result, demand for everything exploded, creating 
an economic boom for the banking industry. Rapid U.S. economic growth led to much, much higher levels of deposit and 
commercial loan growth, and earnings are up across the board. Further, banks have more cash than they can loan out, 
so they are buying back their shares, returning money to shareholders in a series of one-year buyback plans instead of 
making huge increases in dividends. 

Investors often use the price/earnings ratio as a measure of how fair a stock’s price is relative to the earnings a company 
is generating. All West Michigan-based bank stocks seem fairly priced compared with each other as shown in Table 3.   

TABLE 3 - WEST MICHIGAN BANK STOCKS 
No individual bank price is substantially higher, or lower, than the others. 
Overall, however, these P/E levels are lower than their historic average of 
around 15. Whether factors affecting banking profitability and risk change in 
2022 is a good question. If they improve, prices will rise at faster rates than 
earnings, and P/E ratios will increase. Investors hope that will happen. 
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CHOICEONE FINANCIAL SERVICES, INC. 
ChoiceOne Financial Services, Inc. is the holding company for Sparta-based ChoiceOne Bank. The bank’s stock price 
peaked at $33 per share on February 1, 2020 and held around that price as 2021 began. But by the end of April, 
however, it had fallen to a little less than $23 and ended the year at $26.49. The bank announced a stock repurchase 
plan in April to buy back up to 390,000 shares representing five percent of its total shares. Through the first nine months 
of 2021, it had purchased 223,000 shares. 

ChoiceOne was named the best small bank in Michigan by Newsweek in October 2021, the second year in a row the 
bank has received this recognition. To be considered for the designation, banks must have less than $10 billion in assets, 
have enough branches to rank in the top five within its state, and be headquartered in the state. 

INDEPENDENT BANK CORPORATION 
Grand Rapids-based Independent Bank Corporation, the holding company for Independent Bank, has 59 branches and 
$4.6 billion of assets. The bank’s price has fluctuated in the low $20-dollar per share range for most of the past four 
years. Surprisingly, earnings per share have grown by more than two-and-one-half over that period, and usually stock 
prices increase in step with earnings growth. That hasn’t happened, and instead, the P/E ratio fell.  

Total deposits and commercial loans both grew significantly during the first three quarters of 2021. In fact, CEO Brad 
Kessel reported in late October that the bank’s “commercial pipeline is at its highest level in many quarters.” The bank 
also announced it would repurchase 5% of its shares, approximately 1.1 million shares, in 2022. It repurchased 790,000 
shares in 2020. 

MACATAWA BANK CORPORATION 
Macatawa Bank Corporation is the holding company for Macatawa Bank. The Holland, MI-based bank has 26 branches 
across three West Michigan counties: Kent, Ottawa, and Allegan and has $2.9 billion of assets.  

Its stock price varied during the year, but ended 2021 with a small price increase of $0.53. The steady price reflects the 
bank’s nearly level earnings. For instance, net income in the third quarter of 2021 was $7.2 million versus $7.1 million 
year-over-year. Yet there is optimism for 2022 as commercial loans, an important component of bank revenue and 
earnings, grew by 30% in the third quarter and by 82% relative to the 2021 second quarter. Further, total deposits grew 
rapidly. Macatawa Bank’s stock price should do better in 2022. 

MERCANTILE BANK CORPORATION 
Grand Rapids-based Mercantile Bank Corporation is the holding company for Mercantile Bank of Michigan. The bank has 
just shy of $5 billion of assets and 43 banking offices. 

Overall, the bank experienced few enduring economic pains from the COVID-19 pandemic. 2021 earnings were strong, 
rising 58% through the first three quarters, and Zacks (an investment research company) rated Mercantile a strong buy, 
its highest rating, on July 28 when the price was $31.50. By December 31, investors had bid up the stock price to nearly 
its highest level in almost 14 years. 

Mercantile Bank repurchased 630,000 of its stock shares through the first nine months of 2021, a 3.6% reduction in total 
shares. It has $11 million remaining in it repurchase plan, enough money to repurchase more than 300,000 more shares 
at the stock’s current price. 

The Office Furniture Industry 
The same challenges that affected the outlook for the office furniture industry in 2020 remained in 2021, namely, office 
workers working from home because of the pandemic, reducing the need for more office buildings and office furniture. 
From an investor perspective, the concern is that the need for office furniture will be permanently reduced from pre-
pandemic levels, reducing the attractiveness of either stock in the West Michigan Stock Index. 
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MILLERKNOLL, INC. 
Zeeland, MI-based Herman Miller announced it was changing its name to MillerKnoll, Inc on July 19 reflecting its $1.8 
billion merger with Knoll, Inc.  

Herman Miller’s stock began the year at $33.80, rose to nearly $50 by early June, and then fell to $39.19 by December 
31. The price decrease mostly reflected investor reaction to the September 29 quarterly earnings announcement. 
Earnings were up sharply, but so were expenses. The company lost $61.5 million for the quarter with negative earnings 
per share of $0.93. Additionally, debt increased five-fold. Most of the bad news reflected costs of acquiring Knoll, Inc. 

STEELCASE INC. 
Steelcase is a speculative stock investment right now. Its stock price fell by 13.5% during 2021 after falling 33.8% in 
2020. It earned a paltry $0.10 over the past twelve months, and its P/E ratio is an astounding 117. As if that weren’t 
enough to cause the stock price to fall, investors would not like the fact that net income has fallen 13.2% over the past 
five years compared with an industry increase of 10.2%. Also, over the past year, net income fell 96% vs. a 35% increase 
for the industry. Part of Steelcase’s financial issues were caused by a two-week worldwide shutdown of its operation 
due to a cyberattack beginning October 22. 

On a more optimistic note, the company raised its annual dividend from $0.40 per share to $0.58, a 45% increase. That’s 
far higher than its earnings per share of $0.10, but dividends are paid with cash, not earnings. The huge dividend 
increase suggests either future financial trouble, or great optimism by the Board of Directors. The coming year will be an 
interesting one for Steelcase. 

The Other Companies 
GENTEX CORPORATION 
Zeeland, Michigan-based Gentex is a supplier of digital vision, connected car, dimmable glass, and fire protection 
technologies. The company’s stock increased 20.3% during 2021, closing at $34.85 after having reached an all-time 
record high price of $37.52 in early November. 

Parts shortages caused light-vehicle production in Gentex’s primary markets to fall 23% in the third quarter. As a result, 
sales of Gentex vehicle mirrors fell 2.5-3.0 million units in the third quarter, and earnings per share dropped to $0.32 
from $0.48 in the same quarter last year. Fourth quarter sales and earnings are projected to increase, however. Gentex 
announced that its estimated revenue for 2022 will be 15-20% higher than its previous forecast in the third quarter. In 
addition, parts shortages eventually will end, and Gentex will resume its decades long history of growth. 

Gentex repurchased 2.83 million shares in the third quarter. Its board of directors approved a new repurchase plan for 
25 million additional shares, a little more than 10% of its total shares outstanding. 

KELLOGG COMPANY 
Battle Creek-based Kellogg manufactures and markets ready-to-eat cereal and convenience foods. Its stock price has 
been choppy over the past 8 years, mostly trading somewhere in the $60 per share range, and 2021 was no different. 
The company’s stock price rose only $0.60 from the beginning of the year to the end. 

Through the third quarter, sales rose 5.6%, while 2021 earnings per share are projected to grow 1-2%, adjusted upward 
from a previous projection of 1%. Supply chain issues and cost increases have affected results. 

The company has been expanding in emerging markets, and continues with product innovations in the U.S. Investors 
should realize Kellogg is a solid, mature company. They should expect no major surprises in 2022, but also expect no 
major stock price changes. 
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MERITAGE HOSPITALITY GROUP INC. 
Grand Rapids-based Meritage is the nation’s largest owner of Wendy’s restaurants, as well as the owner of several other 
types of restaurants. In total, the company owns 345 restaurants and plans to open 27 new restaurants in 2022. 
Restaurant owners struggled to stay open during the pandemic, but the issue now is mostly about getting enough 
workers and passing on the resulting higher costs. Meritage’s sales increased 13.9% through the third quarter compared 
with 2020, but the bar was relatively low as 2020 was a horrible year for almost any type of restaurant. The company’s 
net income has attained pre-pandemic levels, and its stock price increased a respectable 12% during the year. 

PERRIGO CORPORATION PLC 
The company describes itself as a consumer self-care company, poised for strong growth, and unencumbered by the 
major overhangs of the past. The following are reasons for the optimism and for the company’s stock falling 13% in 
2021. 

Reasons for optimism include these events. Perrigo: 

• Sold its prescription business for $1.6 billion, 
• Acquired HRA Pharma for $1.8 billion, 
• Settled a $1.6 billion Ireland tax assessment dispute for $0.27 billion, and 
• Won a Belgium arbitration settlement for $0.36 billion. 

On the other hand, there are areas of concern. The company: 

• Endured lower cough and cold medicine sales when COVID-19 pandemic prevention activities across the U.S. 
severely reduced incidences of both viruses. 

• Endured supply chain disruptions and higher costs lowering third quarter results, and 
• Experienced an earnings per share decline to -$0.40 in the third quarter compared with $0.19 in the third 

quarter of 2020. 

Investors who have followed Perrigo for several years remember when the company’s stock price was $20 in March 
2009 and shot up to more than $190 per share in mid-2015. Today it is less than $40 now. They, along with potential 
investors, certainly hope company executives are correct in their current optimism. 

SPARTANNASH COMPANY 
Grand Rapids-based SpartanNash was the worst performing stock in the Index in 2019, the second-best stock in 2020, 
and also the second-best stock in 2021 with a 48% increase in share price. How did it pull off two great years in a row 
after a terrible year in 2019? For starters, it began 2020 with a low bar due to its terrible performance in 2019. Then the 
pandemic hit. With restaurants either shut down or scaled back, and many people afraid to eat out in public, the stars 
aligned for grocery stores. Spartan sales increased 9-12% as people bought more grocery store products. Two good 
questions are what will happen when restaurant business returns to pre-pandemic levels and how long before that 
happens? When it does happen, SpartanNash’s sales and earnings are likely to regress at least a little. 

STRYKER CORPORATION 
Kalamazoo-based Stryker is a major medical technology company. Like most companies, Stryker’s performance through 
the first three quarters of 2021 decreased sharply, decreasing approximately 30% compared with 2020. A significant part 
of Stryker’s revenue comes from joint replacement implants, and many of these surgeries were deferred during the 
pandemic. For the 12-month period ending September 30, 2021, earnings per share were $4.97, but the company 
projects full-year 2021 earnings per share will be slightly more than $9 per share. Investors remain optimistic. After all, 
Stryker’s stock price has increased five-fold over the past ten years, and the company doesn’t seem to be slowing down. 
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UFP INDUSTRIES, INC. 
Grand Rapids-based UFP Industries designs, manufactures, and markets wood and wood substitute products. It has the 
distinction of finishing 2021 with the largest stock price increase–nearly 66%–out of the fifteen companies comprising 
the West Michigan Stock Index. Its price has increased steadily since 2013 when its stock price was $20, but more rapidly 
since December 2018 when the price was $27. It has more than tripled in the past three years.  

Shortages of lumber alongside rising demand led to unprecedented, high lumber prices. During the third quarter, sales 
increased 41% and net income increased 57% compared with prior year results. Both are very good numbers but not 
when compared with second quarter performance when sales rose 117% and earnings increased 161%. Now you 
understand why UFP ended up at the top of the West Michigan Stock Index. 

WHIRLPOOL CORPORATION 
Benton Harbor-based Whirlpool’s stock price increased $50 per share in 2021, a 30% increase. Consumers are flush with 
money, and they are spending like crazy, leading to high demand for household appliances. Its return on equity was 
43%, an incredibly high number for any company, but especially for a company the size of Whirlpool. The company’s 
price/earnings ratio is only 7.4, an indication the stock is underpriced even at $230 per share. Accordingly, most stock 
analysts are bullish on Whirlpool, expecting further price increases.  The company has announced earnings greater than 
consensus estimates for 13 consecutive quarters. 

WOLVERINE WORLD WIDE, INC. 
Rockford, Michigan-based Wolverine World Wide, Inc. designs, manufactures, sources, markets, licenses, and distributes 
footwear, apparel, and accessories. Its stock price fell almost 8% during the year, but that’s a little misleading. Its price 
hit $44 in early May, and then began falling as its earnings began falling. The major cause was temporary factory closings 
in Vietnam, a significant source of footwear manufacturing. They have reopened, but workers are reluctant to return to 
work, so that production is only 70% of normal. That has created major supply chain issues at a time when demand is 
strong. Company executives say there is incredibly strong demand for the fourth quarter. If supply chain issues are 
resolved, Wolverine’s stock price should see a strong surge. 

 

 

Gregg Dimkoff, Ph.D., Professor,  
Department of Finance 
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How Have the Struggles of the Auto Industry  
Affected the West Michigan Economy? 

 

By Gerry Simons, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Economics 

    

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted global supply chains including those of the auto industry, for which a shortage of 
semiconductor chips has had a devastating impact on production. In September 2021, the consulting firm AlixPartners 
forecast that the chip shortage would cost the global auto industry $210 billion in lost revenue in 2021 alone, with an 
expected loss of sales in 2021 of 7.7 million vehicles (AlixPartners, 2021). Additionally, IHS Markit forecast that the 
shortage in some types of automotive chips would likely continue into 2023 (IHS Markit, 2021). Shortages in automotive 
supplies are not limited to chips though. Global shortages have also arisen for rubber, petrochemicals, and magnesium 
(Fernandez, 2021, Hume, 2021, Wiseman & Krisher, 2021), which are all vital materials in the automobile manufacturing 
process. Closer to home, how is the auto industry faring in Michigan and West Michigan, and what has been the impact 
on the West Michigan economy? 

FIGURE 1 - U.S. DOMESTIC AUTO PRODUCTION AND SALES 

 

Figure 11 shows monthly domestic automobile production and retail sales for the U.S.2 since 2017. Automobile 
production in the U.S. has fallen dramatically in recent months, as Figure 1 shows. Monthly production rebounded to 
pre-pandemic levels in July 2020. However, only 84,200 vehicles were produced in September 2021, a 61% decline from 
the pre-pandemic production level in February 2020. 

Following the easing of lockdown restrictions, domestic retail sales recovered to only around 82% of pre-pandemic 
levels and were 45% lower in September 2021 than in February 2020. The relationship over time between domestic 
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production and sales can be more clearly seen in the monthly inventory-to-sales ratio shown in Figure 2. This ratio 
averaged 2.8 in 2017, jumped to 3.9 in April 2020 during the lockdown, and fell to 0.51 in September 2021. 

FIGURE 2 - U.S. AUTO INVENTORY/SALES RATIO 

 

So, at the national level, production is significantly below pre-pandemic levels, and there is very little inventory for sales. 
How might this affect our state and local economies? 

The Federal Government provides employment numbers in the auto industry at the state level, and employment 
numbers in “transportation equipment manufacturing” at the local level. For West Michigan, we can consider 
transportation equipment manufacturing to be a good proxy measurement for auto manufacturing. Figures 3 and 4 
show these employment levels for Michigan and the Grand Rapids-Wyoming metropolitan statistical area3 (MSA), 
respectively. For Michigan as a whole, employment in the industry fell by approximately 8% from February 2020 to 
September 2021, representing a loss of approximately 14,000 jobs. What is not shown in Figure 3, though, is the impact 
on employment for vehicle vs. parts manufacturing. For the state as a whole, employment in auto parts manufacturing 
was hit the hardest – between February 2020 and September 2021 it fell by approximately 10% (a loss of 12,300 jobs), 
while employment in vehicle manufacturing fell by 5% (a loss of 1,700 jobs). For the Grand Rapids-Wyoming MSA, 
employment was down approximately 13% over the same period, reflecting that more of the auto industry employment 
in West Michigan is in parts manufacturing than in vehicle manufacturing. This amounts to a loss of approximately 2,130 
jobs in auto manufacturing in the West Michigan area represented by the MSA. From January 2021 through September 
2021, monthly employment in the West Michigan auto industry was 1,853 lower, on average, than in February 2020.  
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FIGURE 3 - AUTO INDUSTRY EMPLOYMENT IN MICHIGAN 

 

FIGURE 4 - TRANSPORTATION EQUIPMENT EMPLOYMENT, GRAND RAPIDS-WYOMING MSA 

 

This loss of jobs in West Michigan gives us only a partial picture of the impact of the auto industry’s struggles on the 
regional economy. There is a knock-on or multiplier effect, as the impact of the decline in the auto industry works its 
way through the economy, creating indirect and induced effects. The Bureau of Economic Analysis has developed 
Regional Input-Output Modeling System (RIMS II) multipliers, which make it possible to estimate these indirect and 
induced effects. 

Taking that average number of 1,853 fewer jobs in the West Michigan auto industry in 2021 compared to before the 
pandemic, and using the appropriate RIMS II multipliers for auto industry construction, yields the impacts on the West 
Michigan economy shown in Table 1. These impacts give an estimate as to how much smaller the West Michigan 
economy is in 2021 compared to before the pandemic, due to the declines in the auto industry. 
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Table 1: Estimated Impact of Decline in Auto  
Manufacturing Employment on West Michigan Economy 
 
Taking that average number of 1,853 fewer jobs in the West Michigan auto 
industry in 2021 compared to before the pandemic, and using the 
appropriate RIMS II multipliers for auto industry construction, yields the 
impacts on the West Michigan economy shown in Table 1. These impacts 
give an estimate as to how much smaller the West Michigan economy is in 
2021 compared to before the pandemic, due to the declines in the auto 
industry. 

The “direct” categories measure the impact on West Michigan auto manufacturers themselves in 2021 – 1,853 fewer 
workers and $1.1 billion less in production compared to before the pandemic. The “indirect and induced” categories 
measure the impact that the decrease in production by those manufacturers has on other segments of the region’s 
economy. The indirect impacts arise because the reduction in activity by the auto manufacturing companies means that 
they will purchases fewer goods and services from other businesses – raw materials, cleaning services, etc. The induced 
effects come about because the loss of income from the direct and indirect impacts changes the spending patterns in 
the region – fewer people eating at restaurants and spending less at the mall, etc. The combined direct, indirect, and 
induced annual effects on the regional economy of the decline in auto manufacturing in the Grand Rapids- Wyoming 
MSA are shown in the last three rows of Table 1. These indicate that there is an estimated $2 billion in output, $297 
million in earnings (wages, salaries, and proprietors’ income), and 5,273 in employment declines within the auto 
industry in the West Michigan economy comparted to pre-pandemic levels. 

Of course, other factors have offset the above impacts – these estimates do not consider any severance packages or 
unemployment benefits received by those who lost their jobs; nor do they reflect displaced workers finding new 
employment in other sectors. However, these estimates do provide a starting point for evaluating to what extent the 
disruptions in the global auto industry have affected the West Michigan economy, and these data suggest the negative 
impact has been and continues to be significant. 

  



SEIDMAN BUSINESS REVIEW 

References 
AlixPartners. (2021, September 23). Shortages related to semiconductors to cost the auto industry $210 billion in 
revenues this year, says new AlixPartners forecast. https://www.alixpartners.com/media-center/press-releases/press-
release-shortages-related-to-semiconductors-to-cost-the-auto-industry-210-billion-in-revenues-this-year-says-new-
alixpartners-forecast/  

Fernandez, C. (2021, October 8). Supply Chain Volatility in the Automobile Industry. Global Risks Insight. 
https://globalriskinsights.com/2021/10/supply-chain-volatility-in-the-automobile-industry/  

Hume, N. (2021, October 19). China’s magnesium shortage threatens global car industry. Financial Times. 
https://www.ft.com/content/1611e936-08a5-4654-987e-664f50133a4b  

IHS Markit. (2021, September 22). For Auto Makers, the Chip Famine Will Persist. 
https://news.ihsmarkit.com/prviewer/release_only/slug/2021-09-22-for-auto-makers-the-chip-famine-will-persist  

Wiseman, P., & Krisher, T. (2021, September 30). From paints to plastics, a chemical shortage ignites prices. AP News. 
https://apnews.com/article/coronavirus-pandemic-technology-business-health-hurricanes-
46bce9cc36dab2b330309dae0354cf53  

Technical Notes 
[1] All the data in the figures presented here are from the Federal Reserve Bank’s FRED database, which collates 
information from the Bureau of Economic Analysis (part of the U.S. Department of Commerce) and the Bureau of Labor 
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A Roadmap for Using the GRI for Societal Impact 
Reporting 

 

By Brett Crawford, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Management 
Chandresh Baid, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Management. 

 

Societal impact reporting challenges are systemic for companies across West Michigan and, for that matter, everywhere. 
Outside stakeholders—investors, customers, accreditors, partners, etc.—are asking for transparency when it comes to 
societal impact. We define societal impact as generating a significant, positive effect on social, environmental, and 
economic challenges and opportunities. In academic terms, stakeholder theory has brought with it an expectation that 
companies transparently and regularly disseminate their societal impact story. Stakeholders want to know what values a 
company embodies and how they are actionably pursuing those values. In practical terms, many West Michigan 
companies argue that they have been engaged with societal impact, at least in some capacity, for decades, but are now 
tasked with aggregating and communicating those efforts outwardly. But how? And is simply summarizing current 
doings enough? 

In response to this need, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is the most widely adopted and legitimate tool for 
addressing this seemingly universal challenge (Etzion & Ferraro, 2010; Levy, Szeinwald & De Jong, 2010). The GRI has 
been described as “the preeminent global framework for voluntary corporate environmental and social reporting” (Levy 
et al., 2010; also see Gehman, 2011). Indeed, more companies use the GRI to support their societal impact reporting 
efforts than any other tool out there. From a practice perspective, the GRI offers a readymade set of metrics and 
categories built off the triple bottom line (people, planet, and profit), including universal-, sector-, and topic-based 
standards. From a process perspective, the GRI presents companies with a roadmap and guidance on how to best 
engage with stakeholders, including the integration of those engagements into strategy and reporting. It helps 
companies clearly detail their impact through what Wickert (2021) dubs a “society-centric” focus, that is, positive effects 
a business has on broader social, environmental, and economic challenges. 
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Getting Started with the GRI 
Using the GRI requires much more than simply counting 
what an organization is already doing, force-fitting 
those current doings with the GRI metrics (i.e., square 
pegs into round holes), and communicating an 
incomplete story through a societal impact report (see 
Figure 1). One key aspect of reporting with the GRI tool 
is materiality, which becomes actionable through what 
is known as a materiality analysis. A materiality analysis 
aims to detect interests and issues shared by both the 
company conducting the analysis and its stakeholders 
(Torelli, Balluchi & Furlotti, 2019). Through interaction 
and the ranking of interests and issues, a company 
develops an understanding of priorities, both for 
themselves and for their stakeholders. Thus, this 
process encourages organizations to move beyond 
static stakeholder mapping to engage with their 
stakeholders and co-create goals and metrics together. 
Materiality analyses help develop an organization’s 
future trajectory, and the processes used become 
crystalized in the reports themselves. Moreover, 
organizations using the GRI are expected to offer 
transparency through descriptive step-by-step accounts 
of their materiality analysis in their reports.  

 

 

 

FIGURE 1 Roadmap picture of How To Get Started in GRI 
Source: Brett Crawford , Todd H. Chiles, and Sara R. S. T. A. Elias. 
 
For example, Steelcase completed their most recent materiality analysis in 2020 through a four phase process 
(Steelcase, 2021, p. 14). During the first phase, Steelcase identified key stakeholder groups and a robust list of material 
topics of potential interest. During the second phase, Steelcase sought prioritization of those material topics through 
surveys, interviews, and workshops, leading to a matrix detailing a ranking of importance. In the third phase, Steelcase’s 
senior leadership validated the outcomes of phase two, assuring alignment between priorities and the overall strategic 
trajectory of the company. Finally, the fourth phase is performed through annual reviews, including possible 
adjustments to priorities, before the next full materiality analysis is conducted. Illustrated in Figure 2, Steelcase’s topic 
categories transcend the social, environmental, and economic categories that comprise the GRI. 

Of note, not only does the GRI offer metrics and categories to support societal impact reporting, along with a roadmap 
and processual guidance on stakeholder engagement, but companies commonly use the GRI categories and standards as 
the index of their reports. In a sense, the GRI functions as a skeleton for impact reporting, where companies can animate 
the standards through narratives and data, but the index and, therefore, flow of the reports has inherent similarities. 
The GRI standards are the bones of the reports. Using the GRI as the report’s index also improves comparability across 
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companies, even while the structure of reporting maintains flexibility in self reporting. In other words, the available 
standards are the same, but companies pick and choose which standards to report disclosures on. 

FIGURE 2 - STEELCASE TOPIC CATEGORIES 

Putting the GRI to Use 

When it comes to using the GRI, we observe a number of important trends, mostly in relation to materiality analyses as 
the foundation for engaging stakeholders. First, interactions amongst stakeholders have become much more than 
feedback loops, as they were with many early reports around 2010. Today, regular, scaffolded interactions are 
commonplace to establish and pursue goals and initiatives, as well as measure and disseminate impacts (Crane & Glozer, 
2016). Second, early materiality analyses helped the organization conducting them to define their own future social, 
environmental, and economic pursuits. More recently, we see all stakeholders involved adopting such initiatives. Thus, 
the metrics illustrating performance outcomes have become shared resources; all stakeholders involved can use the 
findings in their own reports. This has helped propagate non-financial reporting further, as more and more companies 
have clear and shared initiatives and performance indicators to report on. Third, we imagine that the GRI is primed to 
expand beyond its original audience of companies to also serve as an invaluable tool for noncorporate entities. For 
instance, the Seidman College of Business is currently going through its normal reaccreditation cycle, this time, with the 
addition of a societal impact standard as the AACSB is following a similar path as other accreditors in evaluating member 
organizations’ performance with regards to social, environmental, and economic parameters. To be sure, the GRI can 
function as a viable tool for coopting best practices from the corporate world and applying them to educational settings. 
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Perhaps through that process, usage of the GRI can also translate to teaching the GRI to tomorrow’s sustainability 
professionals through action-oriented experiential learning with very practical applications. Such education initiatives 
could produce graduates with competencies that enhances future employers’ use of the GRI. We see this is especially 
significant for small and medium sized companies who might be facing increased pressures to disseminate societal 
impact reports, but also have to account for a different set of resource constraints. Moreover, adoption of the GRI by 
noncorporate entities would enhance reporting over time, as well as comparability across nonprofit, government, and 
educational sectors. 

It is also valuable to consider what the implications are of not using the GRI or if other approaches are viable. We offer a 
pair of responses. First, because the GRI usage by large companies has become institutionalized (Etzion & Ferraro, 2010; 
Levy et al., 2010) choosing not to use the tool is potentially risky, especially when stakeholders expect certain levels of 
engagement and transparency. Additionally, assuming the reporting is honest, accurate, and comprehensive, all of 
which the GRI defines as critical characteristics of good reporting, there is much to be gained. Strengths will be 
spotlighted. Areas of underperformance will become obvious. Together, both observations can lead to actionable 
responses, doubling down on areas of excellence and filling gaps relative to an organization’s weaknesses when it comes 
to societal impact. 

But what about smaller companies? For small businesses, the span of focus becomes much more localized. Thus, we 
imagine that if many small businesses within West Michigan conducted their own materiality analyses, they would likely 
come to very similar conclusions because of shared and overlapping stakeholders. Thus, instead of placing the burden of 
responsibility on small businesses to conduct these analyses, perhaps organizations supporting the region’s small 
businesses become the entities that perform regional materiality analyses. Small businesses can then compare and 
contrast priorities of regional stakeholders with their own priorities. Regional materiality matrices would become a 
shared resource, aiding small businesses in their pursuits of impact reporting, while also alleviating some of the major 
resource burdens. We might also see more and more small businesses integrating their strategies with regional identity 
markers, such as the preservation of the Grand River, the Great Lakes, and native flora and fauna. These values already 
come through strongly with small businesses such as Forever Great (Forever Great, 2021) and Lake Effect Phone Repair 
(Lake Effect Phone Repair, 2021), both formed by GVSU alumni. Perhaps the regional entity performing a regional 
materiality analysis would help smaller companies engage with the GRI and also serve as a catalyst for expanded societal 
impact reporting. 

Second, alternatives to using the GRI do exist, including impact reports produced by Certified Benefit Corporations (B 
Corps). The Gluten Free Bar, for example, produces annual impact reports as part of their B Corp status. Although most 
B Corps do not use the GRI, the reporting processes developed through this collection of companies have become 
incredibly effective at disseminating social, environmental, and economic impacts. Moreover, unlike societal impact 
reports by large companies using the GRI, which are voluntary self-disclosures, B Corps are required to produce impact 
reports to maintain their B Corp status. These reports are oftentimes much more concise than reports by larger 
companies using the GRI. Case in point, The Gluten Free Bar’s 2020 Sustainability Report is nine pages long from cover to 
cover and includes multi-year performance impacts (Gluten Free Bar, 2020). They also archive all of their annual impact 
reports online, so that stakeholders can engage with their historical reports. For comparison, Steelcase’s 2021 Impact 
Report is 77 pages in length, Herman Miller’s 2021 Better World Report is 44 pages long, and other companies’ reports 
are frequently much longer. However, one could argue that more concise reports improve accessibility, clarity, and 
perhaps engagement by more stakeholders. 

Making a positive impact is the goal, whether an organization is for-profit or not for-profit, small or large, old or new, or 
has been focused on societal impact for decades or is just getting its feet wet. Tools, such as the GRI, exist to aid the 
reporting process by providing a roadmap and offering guidance to help position organizations to proactively engage 
with social and environmental challenges (Ferraro, Etzion & Gehman, 2015), which their stakeholders have come to 
expect. 
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When it rains on impervious surfaces, such as roads, parking lots, and roofs, stormwater runs off and flows overland into 
storm drains and directly into local waterways. The storm drains connect to an underground storm sewer network, 
referred to as gray infrastructure as a reference to the color of concrete of which much of this infrastructure is 
comprised. Stormwater runoff is a major source of water pollution in urban areas since it carries trash, bacteria, 
nutrients, heavy metals, hydrocarbons, and other pollutants that it picks up along the way and deposits into local 
waterways. 

As an alternative to gray infrastructure, communities are starting to implement green stormwater infrastructure (GSI) as 
a mechanism to manage stormwater and bolster the capacity of their gray infrastructure to manage increasingly intense 
rainfall events. GSI uses vegetation, soils, and natural processes to manage stormwater runoff closer to where it falls 
(EPA, n.d.). In other words, GSI mimics the natural water cycle by promoting infiltration, evapotranspiration, and 
rainwater storage as shown in Figure 1. This creates healthier urban environments by providing flood protection, cleaner 
air, cleaner water, and diverse habitats in an otherwise ecologically sterile area. 

FIGURE 1 - GSI MIMICKING THE NATURAL WATER CYCLE BY PROMOTING INFILTRATION, EVAPOTRANSPIRATION, AND RAIN 
WATER STORAGE.  

 

Illustration by Agence Ter - Akoaki, LLC. 
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There are numerous examples of planted and engineered GSI including rain gardens, bioswales, native landscaping, 
planter boxes, street trees, infiltration trenches, vegetated roofs, porous pavement, and stormwater treatment 
wetlands. Each of these can play an important role in stormwater management and community implementation based 
on numerous factors including regulations, existing infrastructure constraints, cost, maintenance concerns, community 
acceptance, pollutant loads, and stormwater volume. For example, a rain garden is a shallow depressional area in the 
landscape that uses an amended planting soil mix and native plants to capture and treat stormwater runoff. The planting 
soil mix provides open pore spaces for stormwater storage and pollutant capture; and native plants are important 
because of their deep root structure, hardiness, adaptability to changing conditions, and the ability to provide habitat 
for native fauna. Rain gardens are a very economical way to treat stormwater, but they require significant ongoing 
landscaping maintenance to remain aesthetically pleasing. 

Watershed organizations throughout Michigan include programming for education on and implementation of GSI 
practices. A watershed is the area of land that drains into a waterbody, such as a river, lake, or stream. Groups organize 
around the management of that watershed land area, because what happens on land flows into and affects nearby 
waterbodies. In West Michigan, there are groups that focus on the Grand River (Lower Grand River Organization of 
Watersheds), Plaster Creek (Plaster Creek Stewards), and the Rogue River (Trout Unlimited), for example. 

In Southeast Michigan, four watershed-focused groups have formed a collaborative to develop an earned-income model 
for programming around GSI products and services. Led by the Friends of the Rouge, the Southeast Michigan Green 
Stormwater Infrastructure Collaborative (Collaborative) also includes the Huron River Watershed Council, Friends of the 
Detroit River, and the Clinton River Watershed Council. The Collaborative’s goal is to develop joint, coordinated 
programming that will reduce redundancies and increase efficiencies in program and service delivery. A team of experts 
from West Michigan Environmental Action Council (WMEAC), Grand Valley State University (GVSU), and Drummond 
Carpenter is working with the Collaborative on a marketing analysis and business plan. While specific contractors and 
suppliers are focused on GSI implementation and construction, there remains a significant gap in the business response 
to GSI production. The Collaborative is aimed at exploring how a group of nonprofit organizations can collectively fill 
these gaps as the business community transitions from a focus on gray infrastructure to GSI. Since pollution and 
stormwater’s role in dispersing it are systemic issues that can impact all communities and stakeholders, the issues 
discussed in this research are widely applicable in many geographic areas. 

GSI is essentially aimed at preserving a public amenity (waterways), and the Collaborative’s initial focus was to identify 
gaps in the private business response to a need for GSI. Next, GSI related products and services were identified that are 
both in demand and could be delivered or facilitated by the nonprofit Collaborative. To accomplish this, the 
Collaborative hosted an exploratory listening session on September 17, 2021. Each Collaborative organization sent 
representatives to this session, and the listening session also included government officials (i.e. Water Resources 
Commissioner staff), regional planning staff, consultants, and GSI contractors who work in a five-county region of 
Southeast Michigan. 

Findings 
The diverse groups engaged in this listening session raised several issues that are potentially applicable to GSI 
facilitation. Perhaps the most obvious was that knowledge of GSI amongst the public is deficient. As an example, one 
participant commented that Detroit recently mandated disconnecting downspouts from storm sewer systems, but there 
is no auditing or tracking of compliance. Just as importantly, disconnection of downspouts may cause water issues that 
require the addition of GSI. Several participants commented that many landscape contractors focus primarily on turf 
grass, and they don’t understand GSI methods or the fundamentals of GSI function. One participant related tales of GSI 
infrastructure being destroyed or mowed down because the landscape contractor didn’t understand its purpose or 
perhaps even know of its location. This raised significant discussion on the need to clearly mark GSI installations along 
with the need for maintenance and protection of existing GSI. 

https://www.lgrow.org/
https://www.lgrow.org/
https://calvin.edu/plaster-creek-stewards/
https://www.tu.org/project/rogue-river-home-rivers-initiative/
https://therouge.org/
https://www.hrwc.org/
https://www.detroitriver.org/
https://www.detroitriver.org/
https://www.crwc.org/
https://wmeac.org/
https://www.gvsu.edu/seidman/resources/technology-reservation-81.htm
https://www.drummondcarpenter.com/
https://www.drummondcarpenter.com/
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This discussion organically flowed to explore issues associated with maintaining existing GSI installations. While the 
contractors involved in the discussion would undertake maintenance of GSI, construction demand makes them reluctant 
to engage in maintenance as they are busy with more professionally attractive and lucrative activities. This issue is 
expected to become more significant as the labor shortage is limiting to many small businesses. The discussion of 
maintenance also brought back the idea that there is little to no monitoring of GSI locations and performance, and GSI 
practices can exist outside of the knowledge of property owners, governing authorities, or individuals who maintain the 
property. Finally, significant agreement was voiced that as existing GSI installations age, the importance of maintenance 
will increase dramatically. 

A closely related discussion revolved around the importance of understanding GSI and stormwater management 
holistically. Stormwater isn’t an individual property owner’s concern; it impacts entire communities. One property 
owner’s stormwater management action, or lack thereof, impacts neighboring stormwater remediation needs. While 
certain entities within the five-county area have made initial efforts to catalog and track GSI installations, there is no 
complete, common, or official database showing the locations and types of extant GSI to provide a holistic portrait of 
green stormwater management. 

Perhaps the most actionable concept involved the need for a local source of native plants. All three types of 
stakeholders (contractors, government staff, and collaborative employees) seemed to agree that there is a need for a 
local source of native plants in Southeast Michigan. While some of the collaborative organizations do offer native plants 
as a product, these are provided on a very restricted schedule and they are sourced from a distant provider. The 
contractors specifically lamented the lack of a local source for native plants, stating that most are ordered from Illinois 
or Wisconsin. Local nurseries and retailers don’t seem to understand or see the benefits of native plants, but most 
participants have noted an increased interest in native plants amongst the public. A local source would better fit the 
spirit of what is driving the Collaborative to explore GSI projects. 

The final, and perhaps most important insight originated with the government employees in attendance. These 
individuals agreed that the demand for GSI infrastructure and construction will likely increase dramatically in the near 
future. Regional standards began requiring a volumetric reduction in stormwater beginning in 2018, and GSI represents 
an attractive means to meet these goals. As these practices become more standardized and understood by both the 
public and developers, the testing, implementation, tracking, and maintenance of GSI’s will all become more important. 

Implications and Opportunities 
While our focus was on Southeast Michigan, there are several results that may be equally applicable to West Michigan. 
The government participants indicated that regulation is driving demand for GSI, and they suggest that this will increase 
dramatically in the near future. While local stormwater regulations in West Michigan may differ, these regions share 
many similarities. The fact that both regions contain multiple watersheds that drain urban areas into a Great Lake is 
significant, and information sharing between regulators is common. Preemptively thinking about potential GSI 
regulation may facilitate faster or better uptake of GSI in West Michigan. 

The lack of a local supplier in Southeast Michigan for native plants also has ramifications for West Michigan. While a 
West Michigan nursery specializing in these plants wouldn’t be local from Detroit’s perspective, it would be much closer 
than Illinois or Wisconsin. A plan to grow and market native plants in Southeast Michigan can potentially be used as a 
template for opening a similar operation in West Michigan. There are numerous watershed and water-focused 
environmental groups in West Michigan who might collaborate in a manner similar to those in the east for the same 
purpose. 

The tracking and cataloging of GSI installations are issues where West Michigan might learn from the five-county focus 
of the study. The government employees in our sessions raised this as a significant issue as “we just don’t know what is 
out there.” As these systems get older this is likely to become an increasingly important issue. If no one knows where 
these systems are located, it is difficult to inspect or maintain them. If a system fails, it may require several significant 



SEIDMAN BUSINESS REVIEW 

weather events before stakeholders realize the cause of the issue. In this particular area, West Michigan is actually 
ahead of our colleagues across the state as the City of Grand Rapids and LGROW are actively working to populate a 
database of these installations. From a policy perspective, it is important that this database is both complete and easily 
accessible as it may be influential in maintaining a consistent level of green stormwater performance over time. As 
funding will likely become scarcer, maintaining focus and the dollars devoted to this project are important 
considerations. Second, developing a proactive plan for how this database will be used is important. When will each type 
of installation be inspected? What are the expected levels of performance for each type of installation? What is the 
process for remedying a non-performing installation? These are all questions that can and should be answered in 
conjunction with the completion of the database. 

Conclusion 
There is already substantial collaboration between municipalities, watershed organizations, and water quality advocates 
in West Michigan on GSI education and implementation, and GVSU and WMEAC have been working on making the 
business case for environmental assets and GSI for more than a decade (Isely et al, 2010; Isely et al, 2018; Nordman et 
al, 2018). Stormwater runoff is the largest source of pollution in our local waterways (McMahon, 2016). With our 
changing climate, we can anticipate more rain, more often. We will all need to take a larger role in managing 
stormwater, and the Collaborative’s efforts to catalyze a business response that facilitates GSI in Southeast Michigan can 
have significant benefits statewide. 
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Even as Companies Struggle, They Should Not 
Give Up on Doing Good 

 

By Valerie Good, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Marketing 

 

Since the start of the COVID-19 crisis, companies have scrambled to cut costs by shuttering stores, slashing advertising 
and travel budgets, and restructuring employees and working conditions. They also have struggled to connect and 
rebuild trust with customers as lockdowns and health concerns have disrupted consumers’ normal shopping routines. 
Businesses have sent countless emails explaining their plans for “weathering the storm” and improving customer 
service. 

In an environment where every expense must be justified (Broughton, 2020), the more than $20 billion dollars spent 
annually on corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts may seem ripe for the chopping block (Giving USA, 2019). While 
CSR initiatives produce social good and environmental benefits, CEOs and investors may not see them as essential 
contributors to a company’s bottom line. Although organizations rarely announce when they are pulling back from 
giving, history shows that CSR budgets are often slashed when the economy sours. Corporate philanthropy fell by more 
than $2 billion during the housing-market crash recession of 2008 and by roughly $1.5 billion during the 2001 dot-com 
bust recession (Reich & Wimer, 2012). 

While some companies may consider CSR expendable, my research suggests that they should think twice before cutting 
back on their investments in doing good (Bhattacharya, Good, & Sardashti, 2020). Specifically, my co-authors and I 
investigated the performance consequences of brand value when companies leverage CSR during a recession. Based on 
Signaling Theory, we hypothesized that CSR activities serve to signal higher brand value via perceptions of better quality 
and greater differentiation, specifically during economic crises. We predicted that CSR investments may communicate 
the motivations of the firm. By emphasizing the importance of creating a better society, companies signal a strong 
commitment to taking care of their customers. Moreover, CSR activities may convince customers that the brand is of 
higher quality because they signal greater management competency and greater resources. 

To test our hypotheses, we constructed a sample using secondary brand-related data from Young & Rubicam Brand 
Asset Valuator (BAV). We matched this brand data with annual social responsibility data from Kinder, Lydenberg, Domini 
& Co., Inc. (KLD) and financial measures from COMPUSTAT. KLD measures how well firms perform on seven particular 
CSR categories, including product, human rights, environment, employee relations, diversity, corporate governance, and 
community engagement. Our final sample consisted of a representative panel of 137 public companies, including 19 
industries, during a 9-year period between 2007 and 2015 with a total of 454 firm-year observations (115 for recession 
years). We analyzed the data using generalized method of moments (GMM) estimations, and our findings empirically 
demonstrate that in stable economic conditions, CSR is positively related to brand value. Moreover, during recessions, 
CSR initiatives are associated with increased perceptions of brand value. Indeed, we find that during recessions, CSR 
initiatives such as charitable contributions provide a signal to customers of higher brand quality. Hence, findings reveal 
that not only is the need greater during a crisis, but customers care more about companies’ good deeds in the midst of 
uncertainty than they do at other times. 

For years, companies have embraced social responsibility as a way to bolster their reputation with consumers, 
differentiate themselves from competitors, and attract talented employees (Cha, Yi, & Bagozzi, 2016; Gilani & 
Cunningham, 2017). It turns out to be even more important during economic softening, when consumers are more 
selective about the brands they support. Customers perceive companies that can afford to continue investing in CSR to 
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be of higher quality than their competitors. A company that maintains or even increases its commitment to 
environmental, social, and corporate governance programs right now can cut through the noise of pandemic marketing 
messages and boost its brand value in a lasting way. 

For example, in 2008 Stryker, a company based in Western-Michigan, shared environmentally motivated initiatives and 
overseas philanthropic missions, including providing surgical instruments, instrument repair services, and surgeon 
training materials where vitally needed (Stryker, 2008). A decade later, Stryker has been recognized as one of the 
“world’s most admired” companies (Martinez, 2019). While its success is due to many factors, our research suggests its 
climbing brand value may be driven in part by a consistent pattern of investing in social initiatives at times when many 
competitors are pulling back. 

Companies that have focused on doing good during the COVID-19 crisis have already reaped benefits in the form of 
positive media coverage and goodwill from consumers. For example, while numerous businesses were being criticized 
for not keeping essential workers safe, Meijer and Kroger were praised for investing millions in hazard pay for their 
employees (Rahal, 2020). Around the same time, Michigan-based Ford Motor Company leaned on its manufacturing 
prowess to start making ventilators and was rewarded with an appearance on “60 Minutes.” 

Given this research showing that the benefits of CSR are even greater during a crisis than in stable times, companies 
would be wise to find ways to continue doing good even as they tighten their spending. How can business leaders 
maximize the impact of CSR? First, find ways to align your social efforts with your brand. Amway, a West Michigan 
company, along with several independent breweries and distilleries, responded to the pandemic by using their 
equipment to produce hand sanitizer (Amway, 2020). In addition, companies like Anheuser-Busch have been donating 
cans of water to wildfire and hurricane victims (Anheuser-Busch, 2020). CSR efforts that reflect your brand’s identity in 
this way appear more genuine and personal, while also making it easier for people to remember which company was 
behind them. 

Second, strive to align your organization’s investments with the needs of the current moment. Right now, issues like the 
global health pandemic, racial justice, and wildfires/climate change are top-of-mind for many consumers. CSR efforts 
that are focused on these pressing areas will garner attention by directing aid where it is needed most. For example, 
Zoho made its productivity software free for 20,000 struggling small businesses when lockdowns began, Adobe offered 
its Creative Cloud suite to students and teachers at no charge after schools closed, and PayPal created a $500 million 
fund for Black-owned businesses in the wake of George Floyd’s death (Giles, 2020; Cade, 2020; Irrera, 2020). 

Finally, to get the most impact from investments in CSR, find ways to leverage and publicize these meaningful and 
genuine efforts to drive brand awareness (Bundy, 2020). Ford created the “Built for America” ad campaign around its 
push to produce ventilators, which resonated widely with consumers (Graham, 2020). It may be no coincidence that 
Ford captured a greater share of car sales from April to June of last year than it had at any point over the past five years. 
Investing in impactful, timely, and relevant CSR programs is critical, but has little impact on your brand if consumers are 
not aware of those efforts. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced companies and consumers alike to face a difficult period of belt-tightening. Yet 
instead of cutting CSR efforts to save money, corporations should use the current crisis as an opportunity to double 
down on doing good. Companies that invest in environmental, social, and corporate governance programs stand to 
emerge with stronger brands and more loyal consumer followings – which are an added bonus on top of the good they 
will do during a time of widespread need. 
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Note: Herman Miller acquired Knoll on July 19, 2021. The merged company subsequently announced it would move 
forward as MillerKnoll. This article references past performance of Herman Miller and therefore references the company 
as HMI. 

Introduction 
In the Seidman course, Legal Environment of Business, students learn about a way of managing corporations that is 
growing in importance. Maximizing profits for business owners, while vitally important, is often no longer the only goal. 
Instead, students are encouraged to consider a multitude of subjects related to corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
including such topics as the triple-bottom-line (profits, planet, and people), sustainability, business ethics, B Corps, and 
the need for business to have a positive societal impact. Students are challenged to think critically and to see businesses 
as engines for profits as well as “forces for good” in our world. The Business Roundtable, a non-profit lobbyist 
organization of leading CEO’s, validated this approach in 2019 when it called on businesses to consider not only the 
interest of corporate stockholders but all stakeholders, including the environment, society, and employees, when 
making business decisions (Benoit, 2019). This is sometimes called stakeholder capitalism rather than shareholder 
capitalism. 

Some argue that businesses should reject the Business Roundtable’s philosophical shift suggesting it is antithetical to the 
traditional goals of capitalism. However, many others maintain that businesses and business educators have an 
important role to play in helping businesses be a “force for good” we so desperately need during these turbulent times 
where climate change, racial unrest, government gridlock, the need for a more diverse workforce, and other serious 
challenges face our world.  The public appears to embrace this approach. Notice how Facebook (now Meta) was 
criticized for placing profits before the their users’ best interests.  

This thinking is increasingly popular with today’s college students. Interest in classes like social entrepreneurship, impact 
investing, climate finance, and other sustainability related courses is growing. For example, at the Wharton School of 
Business there are more than 50 business courses related to social impact (Gross, 2021). “There’s been an explosion of 
interest from students,” said Todd Court, a lecturer on sustainability at the Yale School of Management. This interest 
reflects an increase in jobs that require knowledge of environmental, social and governance, or so-called ESG topics.  At 
the Seidman College of Business, faculty are increasingly integrating societal impact topics across a range of courses. 
Additionally, the College has begun to map our collective societal impact against the 17 United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals as a foundation for expanded emphasis on the social impact of our business curriculum and 
scholarly publications. 

In the classroom, students like to discuss real world applications of these topics and how a business can be a force for 
good. This article examines some of these issues within the context of business operations at Zeeland, Michigan based 
Herman Miller, Inc.  Recently, the authors discussed this topic with Gregory Bylsma, the newly retired President of 
Herman Miller’s North American Contract Business. We covered the idea of business as a force for good and the 
important role of business educators in that process.    
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The Herman Miller Way 
Since its inception in 1923, Herman Miller, Inc. (HMI) recognized the importance businesses play in serving society. Early 
on, HMI saw the role of the company not as a source of profit or wealth maximization but as a design leader and a 
provider of work. Not simply jobs, but fulfilling creative work, that paid a living wage. Through innovative design, HMI 
provided careers that individuals found rewarding financially and just as importantly, intellectually and even spiritually. 
Over the decades, HMI won hundreds of national and international awards recognizing the company’s dedication to 
design, diversity, human rights, and employee wellbeing.  Most recently, HMI received acknowledgement as a force for 
good in the world when named to Newsweek’s list of most responsible companies (“America's Most Responsible,” 
2021). This honor considered HMI’s contributions in the areas of the environment, society, and corporate governance 
which would be captured in an overall ESG score. The award verifies, in part, that HMI has been a good corporate citizen 
that gives back to the communities in which they operate.   

As the company evolved, leadership recognized that employee satisfaction and wellbeing were also tied to good health. 
Good health in turn linked to the environment both inside and outside of its buildings. HMI’s long history includes 
designing sustainable and healthy working environments (Herman Miller Group, 2021). A well-known example of this 
commitment is the Herman Miller GreenHouse conceived by New York architect William McDonough. Built in 1995 in 
Holland, Michigan, this 295,000 square foot building showcases design qualities – such as storm-water management, air-
filtering systems, and 66 skylights – that ultimately helped set the standards for the U.S. Green Building Council LEED 
Certification. The sustainable strategy for the GreenHouse was made to reflect a corporate philosophy that put the 
community and the wellbeing of customers and employees above all else (WMSBF, 2021). As Bylsma explained, before it 
became popular to talk about “corporate social responsibility” or the “triple bottom line” Herman Miller operated under 
this type of belief system. The philosophy that led to the building of the GreenHouse was considered to be ahead of its 
time as it received numerous prizes and recognitions for its sustainable architecture. 

While Herman Miller is a corporation, Bylsma explained, really it is just “a gathering of people.” Fortunately for Herman 
Miller, over the history of the company, these people have overwhelmingly focused on doing good and on being a force 
for good. The GreenHouse is just one example of this focus. 

Delivering on Societal Good Intentions 
We next asked Bylsma to discuss any issues he encountered over his years in corporate leadership related to businesses’ 
attempts to have a positive societal impact. Bylsma stated that while HMI has had many successes in being a force for 
good as discussed above (also, see https://www.hermanmiller.com/better-world) he has seen where a firm could 
struggle.  

Hypothetically, there are times when a company might become caught up in the metrics involved in proving the firm’s 
positive societal impact. The challenge during these times for some companies is to walk a fine line between being a 
force for good and simply appearing to be one. For example, at an especially crucial time of heightened societal 
attention to the need of big companies to serve all stakeholders, firms sought to obtain the venerated status of having 
“zero landfill waste”. In a nutshell, this signifies that none of the waste generated by the firm ended up in landfills but 
was instead reduced, repurposed, or recycled. Bylsma explained that while the designation sounds great in the context 
of being a force for good, what can occur without strong moral leadership, is that businesses simply find (and in some 
cases create) a third-party company that takes in the waste from client firms and in turn delivers the waste to the 
landfill.    

Bylsma explained that a similar pattern can emerge in other areas of business operations as well including diversity 
content, equity and inclusion, and measuring the triple bottom line. What we define as being a force for good such as 
achieving green certification or honoring equity and inclusion can lead to work arounds that really do little or nothing to 
truly protect the environment, promote equity or serve the greater good. It is here Bylsma opined that business really 
needs strong, moral leadership, and he sees an opportunity for business educators to make a difference. Students need 

https://www.archdaily.com/tag/william-mcdonough
https://www.archdaily.com/tag/skylight
https://www.archdaily.com/tag/leed
https://www.hermanmiller.com/better-world
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to be specifically taught that this type of behavior does not benefit society in a meaningful way and can lead to serious 
perception problems for firms who operate under such schemes. 

The Role of Business Education 
As Bylsma pointed out, corporations and classrooms are just groupings of individuals. These individuals are good, bad, or 
somewhere in between just like they are in society at large. For business and business education to be the force for 
good that we so desperately need today, both business leaders and educators must see themselves as legitimate agents 
for changing all of us collectively for the good. The bottom-line here, according to Bylsma, “…we get the jobs and leaders 
that we as members of society demand and ultimately deserve.” This includes business leaders and business educators 
as well as leaders in politics and at home.  To be a force for good we need to change us. We need to possess the moral 
courage to move from just looking like we are doing good to actually doing good. When an organization is threatened 
with falling into the metric scheme described earlier, it takes well educated and morally strong individuals to push back. 
Bylsma explained that business education can and should lead the way in this area. Business educators need to continue 
to integrate the concepts of moral courage and values into their classes. Students need to learn first and foremost what 
it means for them as individuals to be a force for good in the world. Next, they need to understand what it means for a 
company to be a force for good in the world. To do this, students should study specific examples of people and 
companies that are walking this path. It is Bylsma’s hope that MillerKnoll will continue to serve as such an exemplar.  

Conclusion 
West Michigan is fortunate to be the home to many companies that genuinely seek to make our community and world a 
better place to live now and well into the future. Herman Miller, Inc. has long been one of these businesses as it has 
epitomized the success that is possible when an organization balances the betterment of society with profits. It is the 
task of business educators to provide the workforce that firms like MillerKnoll need to continue this work. There is no 
time like the present to move forward with being the force for good that our world requires. 
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Brewery Vivant: Making a Positive Societal 
Impact on the West Michigan Community 

 

By James Sanford, J.D., Professor, Department of Management 
Catherine Jones-Rikkers, J.D., Associate Professor, Department of Management. 

 

Background - How Business Management Education Has Changed 
Years ago, business students were taught the philosophy of 1976 Nobel Peace Prize winner, Milton Friedman, and other 
economists, that businesses are not organized to engage in social activities but to return as much money to the 
shareholders as possible. Times have changed! 

In a free market with significant competition, the selfish pursuits of corporations will lead to maximizing profits. 
Businesses that did not strive to maximize profits would be forced out of the marketplace by more efficient competitors. 
Thus, until approximately 1992, the essential message from business schools, was to act in one’s self-interest and 
maximize profits. This was deemed the key strategy to efficiently allocating resources and insuring the future growth of 
the business entity. 

In 1992 the United Nations sponsored the first Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, and 172 countries participated (“United 
Nations Conference,” 1992). One goal was to encourage the countries to adopt the Kyoto Agreement to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions causing global warming. Conference organizers asserted that adopting sustainable practices 
for the protection of the Earth and its inhabitants, was necessary for the future of our planet. 

In response to the first Earth Summit, in 1994 the phrase “triple bottom line” (3BL) was coined by John Elkington 
(Elkington, 1998).  Described as the “dean” of the corporate responsibility movement, Elkington was an evangelist for 
environmental responsibility. Businesses were encouraged to account not only for financial profits but also for progress 
in the area of the environment (the planet), and the social environment (people) – the triple bottom line. The 
sustainability movement had started with the first Earth Summit, and businesses were encouraged to make a profit 
while leaving people and the planet in a better place for future generations. In summary, the profit maximization mantra 
of Milton Friedman was starting to erode. 

In 2006, B Corp certification became available to for-profit businesses that wanted to balance profits with the corporate 
social responsibility of providing a positive impact for the environment and society. B Corps recognize that profits, 
planet, and people are all important. As of 2019, there were 3,000 B Corps worldwide, 18 in Michigan, and 11 of these 
18 were located in the West Michigan area (Good Business Matters, 2021). For 
example, Cascade Engineering, a local West Michigan business, was the first 
company to gain B Corp certification in Michigan.  Overall, B Corps are known for 
being a force for good in our world, and many consumers are loyal supporters (B 
Corps, 2021).   

To learn more about B Corp certification and how B-Corps can make a measurable 
difference to society and the environment, check these two resources: 
www.bcorporations.net and see the Small Business Guide to B Corporations in 
Michigan https://goodfor.org.  

http://www.bcorporations.net/
https://goodfor.org/
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In 2019 the Business Roundtable, a non-profit lobbyist organization of leading CEO’s, supported a new philosophical 
shift in how corporations should be managed. No longer was the primary purpose of the corporation to advance only 
shareholder interests via profit maximization but to consider all stakeholders, including employees and society at large. 
Jamie Dimon, leader of the Business Roundtable in 2019 and chief executive of JPMorgan Chase, explained that this 
management strategy occurred when it was clear that business as usual was no longer acceptable (Benoit, 2019). This 
was driven by a buildup of public sentiment where people increasingly expected more from businesses than just 
producing profits for shareholders and a growing weariness over government in-action was pushing for change. 
Businesses were being challenged to make a positive impact in society and the environment. There was recognition that 
governments were not effectively dealing with various societal issues and businesses needed to do more to protect the 
environment and the people of the world.  For example, note the public criticism of Facebook in October 2021. 
Facebook was accused of putting “profits before people” (Bauder & Liedtke, 2021) in failing to protect young children 
using the Facebook social network.  

Business School accreditation by AACSB is the “gold standard” of quality business school education. In 2020, AACSB 
Standard #9 was adopted. The standard states that accredited business schools must demonstrate positive societal 
impact through both internal and external initiatives. In other words, business schools as well as businesses must 
contribute to making a positive societal impact on people and the planet, and this engagement must be documented for 
review (AACSB, 2020). 

Thus, during the last 70 years, business schools have gone from teaching students that profit maximization for 
shareholders was the most important management philosophy to teaching students that businesses must contribute to 
making the world a better place - profits, people, and planet. 

Why Brewery Vivant is a West Michigan Success Story 
Today, in GVSU business classes, we highlight West Michigan businesses like Brewery Vivant, the fourth B Corp in 
Michigan. Not only do they serve great food and beverages, their management philosophy is an inspiration to today’s 
students who believe that business can make the world a better place.  Here are two key management strategies: 

STRATEGY #1 – COMMITMENT TO THE “TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE” 
Brewery Vivant issues a sustainability report each March documenting their progress and commitment to the triple 
bottom line - people, planet, and profits (Sustainability, 2021).  It is part of a B Corp’s responsibility to be transparent to 
the public and demonstrate progress toward various sustainability goals. 

The Brewery’s commitment to the planet is recognized, in part, by the following:  they were awarded the first LEED 
certification for a production brewery in the United States in 2012. LEED certified buildings are resource efficient using 
less water and energy, and generating reduced greenhouse gas emissions. Emphasis is always given to reduce, reuse, 
and recycle materials. Brewery Vivant produces onsite renewable electricity to reduce their electric bill expenses, and 
they have a zero-landfill goal. Less than 4% of their waste is sent to the incinerator, and the rest is either composted, 
recycled or fed to cattle. In addition, note the cumulative total of many “little things” that Brewery Vivant does to 
protect the environment. All rainwater runoff in their parking lot is recaptured in a large cistern and slowly released into 
the ground reducing pressure on the city’s wastewater treatment plant. The toilets and urinals are all low flow. The 
Brewery switched from waterless urinals to low flow since the technology has greatly improved. Comparatively, 
waterless toilets and urinals are a maintenance issue and produce more waste with the required cartridges. Other 
examples are included in the company’s sustainability report (www.breweryvivant.com/sustainability). 

  

http://www.breweryvivant.com/sustainability
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Brewery Vivant’s commitment to people is recognized, in part, by their commitment to donate 1% of sales to local 
charity partners. The Brewery has Benefit Nights at the pub to support local organizations, and they regularly deliver 
food to those in need in the community.  Wherever possible, they use locally sourced ingredients and materials. Brewery 
Vivant’s supply chain supports their three pillars of sustainability:  

• environmental integrity 
• social equity, and 
• economic viability 

Brewery Vivant also supports various employee opportunities including volunteer service activities and providing 
financial support in the community during COVID-19 restaurant restrictions. 

STRATEGY #2 – BREWERY VIVANT IS A “PURPOSE DRIVEN” COMPANY STARTING WITH THE OWNERS 
Kris Spaulding, owner and president of Brewery Vivant, is an advocate of how business can engage with the community, 
the environment, and other social issues in a meaningful way to make the world a better place. The purpose and 
philosophy of Brewery Vivant is “Beer the change you want to see in the world” (inspired by Gandhi). In addition, Kris 
promotes the business’s purpose to be lean, profitable, and nice. As their web site states, “We will run our company 
being nice to our customers, co-workers, community, and our environment.” 

Many people, and not just Millennials, want to work for organizations whose purpose resonates with them intellectually 
and emotionally. It’s good business too. Studies indicate that over 90% of purpose-driven businesses deliver growth and 
profits above the industry average (Blount & Leinwand, 2019).   

Since Brewery Vivant is a purpose driven company, Kris Spaulding has found that entrepreneurs and innovators 
approach the business to pilot or partner with new sustainability focused technology. This gives them early access to 
innovations that have the ability to move the sustainability needle in the long-term. Not all innovations work, but Kris 
finds these partnerships motivating and important in creating a better world. 

In summary, Brewery Vivant is a West Michigan success story demonstrating a management philosophy that students 
are learning in today’s classroom. Businesses must make a profit and can do so while making a positive impact on both 
the environment and our society.  People in general, and especially members of the Millennial and Generation Z cohorts, 
believe businesses should address social and environmental issues. Fortunately, they and many others are ready to be 
loyal customers to businesses like Brewery Vivant as they labor to make the world a better place. 
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