The real cost of Telstra's backflip on marriage equality
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Many major companies supporting marriage equality recently have been under pressure as the
Catholic Church requested them to retreat from this campaign.

Last week, Telstra appeared to fold to this pressure by retreating from its publicly supportive
stance, only to renew its &ldquo;active position&rdquo; following public backlash from the
public and its customers.

The Catholic church reportedly had warned corporations which supported last year's Australian
Marriage Equality campaign

that they risked

religious organisations cancelling contracts

Such pressure from large institutional customers puts participating organisations in a difficult
position of weighing up pursuing objectives of being a good corporate citizen against the
potential of losing large corporate customers.

Resisting pressure from the Catholic Church does not have a big impact on the bottom line -
however, as Telstra discovered, bowing to this pressure can cost businesses dearly.

Why do companies support marriage equality?

There are a number of reasons why companies take an active role in influencing social issues in
the community (such as climate change, gender equality and marriage equality), even though
they have the potential to create tensions among its stakeholders.

Companies may opt to take up a corporate social responsibility (CSR) position from the
perspective that businesses have moral obligations to act in a way that benefits society at large,
beyond mere profit-making activities. In the context of marriage equality, showing public support
positively paints the organisation as socially progressive valuing diversity, inclusion and
equality.



http://exchange.telstra.com.au/2016/04/18/marriage-equality/
http://www.australianmarriageequality.org/open-letter-of-support/
http://www.australianmarriageequality.org/open-letter-of-support/
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/church-told-gay-ceos-at-qantas-sbs-to-stop-supporting-marriage-equality-20160414-go6xxj.html

The real cost of Telstra's backflip on marriage equality

Written by The Conversation

From an economic perspective, companies that signal their business is socially responsible win
kudos among customers, employees and investors that place importance on social issues.

Engaging in CSR is not always a question of should or should not; sometimes it is influenced by
societal demand or pressure from diverging groups in our society. Taking stock of their positions
and ideologies helps to deal with their influence and tactics, minimising any backlash and other
negative consequences for the business.

Do the moral and economic arguments of Catholic Church stand?

The Catholic Church employed both moral and economic arguments in putting pressure over
companies’ support of marriage equality.

Over the course of the marriage equality debate, the Catholic Church stated that it is willing to
engage in a respectful debate. However, preventing companies from participating in this
marriage equality campaign raises the concern if the church shows respect for all points of view
of those engaged in this debate.

The argument from the church that corporations “overstep their purpose” is a weak one. Floria
n Wettstein

argues that corporate obligations are not merely to respect human rights, but include proactive
company involvement in the protection and realisation of human rights. From this perspective, it
is companies’ moral obligation to respect and proactively support marriage equality. Support
from corporations is crucial in minimising the

potential detrimental impacts on LGBTIQ community brought from a plebiscite on same-sex

marriage

And then there was an economic pressure from the Catholic Church that it could withdraw
business from participating companies. Most businesses are well aware that their profit from the
general public outweighs those from the church, and supporting marriage equality provides both
symbolic and material gains. For example, recently research has indicated that support for
diversity and equality issues is associated with increased sales revenue, greater market share,

higher profits , increased attractiveness as a
employer , higher retention and
mo
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http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&amp;aid=9459982&amp;fileId=S1052150X00005261
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&amp;aid=9459982&amp;fileId=S1052150X00005261
http://www.theage.com.au/comment/why-a-plebiscite-on-samesex-marriage-is-dangerous-and-divisive-20160414-go63vs.html
http://www.theage.com.au/comment/why-a-plebiscite-on-samesex-marriage-is-dangerous-and-divisive-20160414-go63vs.html
http://asr.sagepub.com/content/74/2/208.short
http://asr.sagepub.com/content/74/2/208.short
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1006289817941
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1006289817941
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-010-0697-5
http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Business-Impact-LGBT-Policies-Full-May-2013.pdf
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re engaged workforce

Losing public trust

So withdrawing support for marriage equality can prompt a community backlash, and loss of
customers and talented employees, particularly when 72% of Australians, and 67% of
Catholics support marriage equality.

Such a zigzag approach Telstra has taken shows the risk of companies using social issues in a
self-serving or opportunistic way, rather than as a base for its moral and social obligations.
Telstra now faces the loss of trust from the public and potentially their own workforce as a
result.

It is clear that from both moral and economic perspectives, companies’ stance on continuing
support for marriage equality is legitimate. Compromising their stance, on other hand, is where
the real cost lies.

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or
organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond the academic appointment above.

Read more http://theconversation.com/the-real-cost-of-telstras-backflip-on-marriage-equality-5
7970
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http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Business-Impact-LGBT-Policies-Full-May-2013.pdf
http://www.australianmarriageequality.org/crosby-textor-same-sex-marriage-research-2014/
http://www.australianmarriageequality.org/crosby-textor-same-sex-marriage-research-2014/
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