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Abstract

Supererogation has gained attention as a means of explaining the voluntary behaviours of individuals and organizations that
are done for the benefit of others and which go above what is required of legislation and what may be expected by society.
Whilst the emerging literature has made some significant headway in exploring supererogation as an ethical lens for the
study of business there remain several important issues that require attention. These comprise, the lack of primary evidence
upon which such examinations have been made, attention has been given to only singular pro-social acts of organizations,
and the focus has been upon the actions of large organizations. Furthermore, Heyd’s (Supererogation, Cambridge University
Press, 1982) original taxonomy of six supererogatory acts, comprising Moral Heroism, Beneficence, Volunteering, Favour,
Forgiveness and Forbearance, has been considered to be complete and other forms of supererogatory acts have not yet been
explored. In order to address these gaps this study poses the research questions: First, it studies how a single, contemporary
SME performs multiple supererogatory acts in its attempts to address its social and environmental goals that go beyond CSR.
Second, it seeks to gain a deeper theoretical understanding of Heyd’s (Supererogation, Cambridge University Press, 1982)
taxonomy of six forms of supererogation through the capture of primary data. This research makes a three-year case study
examination of a single SME that has been formally recognized for its work in addressing social and environmental issues
at local, national and global levels. Primary data are acquired of the supererogatory acts that it performs through a three-
year participant observation case study, utilizing 61 interviews and 3 focus groups with internal and external stakeholders.
In doing so, it addresses the empirical limitations of the extant research, substantiates each of the forms that supererogatory
acts may take, and makes a contribution to the theory of supererogation by identifying a further class of act that is ‘Sharing’.
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Introduction

There is a vast and growing literature that examines the
behaviour of organizations toward society and the envi-
ronment that comprise Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR). CSR is an evolving concept (Sarker & Searcy,
2016) and the boundaries of organizational responsibility
are not universally agreed (Ohreen & Petry, 2012; Okoye,
2009). Much of this literature adopts Carrol’s (1979) origi-
nal conceptualization of CSR and comprises the legislated
expectations and limitations that are placed upon busi-
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the study and performance of this alone is insufficient to
achieve triple-bottom-line (TBL) sustainability (Barnett
et al., 2020; Fukuda & Ouchida, 2020; Hira, 2020; Mazu-
tis, 2014; White et al., 2015).

A further criticism of CSR is its commercial dominance
and marketing focus, and research has identified its relation-
ship with unethical practices such as greenwashing (Gosselt
et al., 2019), woke-washing (Vredenburg et al., 2020) and
image laundering (Renard, 2003). This work has brought
into question CSR’s ability to authentically capture and
promote positive social, ecological and economic activ-
ity (Illia et al., 2013; Samuel et al., 2018). Subsequently it
has been argued that voluntary, other-regarding and indeed
many authentic pro-social actions of organizations cannot be
readily explained by contemporary CSR business theory and
require exploration with alternative ethical theories (Mazu-
tis, 2014).

Supererogation (Heyd, 1982) has recently began to gar-
ner academic interest, with both Tencati et al. (2020) and
Mazutis (2014) arguing it to be a suitable lens through which
the non-mandated ‘good deeds’ of organizations are better
understood and theorized. For instance, Tencati et al. (2020)
use it to develop a qualified account of the ‘other-regarding’
acts of organizations that is “superior to conventional CSR
reasoning” (p. 250) and Mazutis (2014) expands supereroga-
tion theory to develop a nuanced deontological framework
of CSR to improve upon its “conceptual clarity” (p. 517).
Whilst both papers advocate supererogation theory as a
means of exploring and explaining the ethics of businesses,
they also expose the dearth of work using this lens and set
the foundations for a number of research opportunities to
advance its utilization.

There are several notable deficiencies in the current
supererogation literature. First, there is a lack of primary
research to exemplify these types of acts in contemporary
organizations. Both Mazutis (2014) and Tencati et al. (2020)
draw upon accounts of these types of acts that have been
reported in popular media. Second, research has tended to
explore singular examples of the supererogatory behaviour
of organizations. No research has yet attempted to identify
organizations that perform multiple types of supererogatory
acts. Third, the existing literature is dominated by examples
of supererogatory acts that are performed by the large, mul-
tinational organisations, thus ignoring the role of SMEs in
pioneering ethical business practices. Last, there have been
no attempts to develop Heyd’s (1982) taxonomy of six types
of supererogatory acts. Heyd (1982) acknowledged that his
typology was not necessarily complete and that supereroga-
tory acts may take other forms.

In response to these shortcomings, and to advance
the application and understanding of supererogation, we
immersed ourselves in the novel research landscape of Forest
Green Rovers, an ethically proactive SME and ‘the world’s
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most sustainable football club’, in order to answer the fol-
lowing research questions:

First, it studies how a single, contemporary SME per-
forms multiple supererogatory acts in its attempts to address
its social and environmental goals that go beyond CSR.

Second, it seeks to gain a deeper theoretical understand-
ing of Heyd’s (1982) taxonomy of six forms of supereroga-
tion through the capture of primary data.

The paper is structured as follows:

First, we review the Levinasian notion of ‘Others’ and
the ‘Other-regarding’ actions that are a foundation
of ethical business. Following this, we draw distinc-
tion between the various manifestations of pro-social
behaviors that are characterized by their dependence
upon reciprocity. This is followed by an examination
of supererogation theory, the difference between the
motivations and the intentions to perform supereroga-
tory acts, and the type of acts that may be deemed
supererogatory. We then review Mazutis’ (2014) and
Tencati et al.’s (2020) seminal studies of supereroga-
tion. Next, the Research Context is described and the
Methodological choices are discussed before the Find-
ings and Discussion are presented. This section ends
with a discussion of the primary contribution of the
study that is an extension of the taxonomy of super-
erogatory acts to include the class of ‘Sharing’. The
paper closes with statements of contributions, limita-
tions and suggestions for future research.

Ethical Business and ‘Others’

The study of business ethics frequently draws upon the
works of Levinas and his notion of the ‘Other’ (Becker,
2013). In adopting such a perspective, the actions that we
take, as individuals and organizations, are considered not
merely by their utilitarian cost—benefit but also by their
wider and further-reaching impact. A central element to this
view is that the moral obligations of the individual (or organ-
ization) are not predicated upon a reciprocal arrangement,
since “our obligations to others do not arise through enter-
ing into contracts with them to protect our mutual interests”
(Soares, 2008, p. 546). Levinas emphasizes the literal and
figurative ‘face’ that represents the ‘Other’ and the presence
of which initiates a moral imperative to take responsibility
for their wellbeing (Levinas, 1998).

The propinquity of ‘Others’ has been interpreted differ-
ently in the literature. For instance, Painter-Morland (2010)
draws attention to the ethics of leadership that are concerned
with the ‘Others’ within the corporation. Similarly, O’Leary
(2015) recounts the breakdown in identification of, and
responsibility for, the ‘Other’ that resulted in fraud within
a stockbroking firm. These perspectives do not adequately
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reflect Levinas’ insistence upon our “infinite responsibility”
for the ‘Other’ (Levinas, 1998, p. 124) but other literature
does not place such bounds upon our responsibilities. This
is an important distinction since true ‘responsible action’
requires the corporation to have “the liberty of taking the
burden of the infinite responsibility for the Other—customer,
employees, community, public at large” (Soares, 2008,
p- 551). Andrade (2019) recognises the presence of ‘Others’
outside the organization through arguing that the benefits
of financial aid programmes should be considered beyond
their immediate ability to alleviate poverty. Desmond (2007)
extends the notion of ‘Otherness’ to include humans and
raw materials whose ‘face’ presents a moral imperative to
be safeguarded, whilst Hatami and Firoozi (2018) usefully
expand the notion of ‘Others’ to include the natural envi-
ronment as a recipient, or even casualty, of the activities of
organizations.

In addition, ‘infinite responsibility’ has generally been
interpreted and applied spatially, across society and thereby
maintains Levinas’ insistence upon the “face-to-face interac-
tion with the Other” (Knights & O’Leary, 2006, p. 5). We
acknowledge the views of Gladwyn et al. (1995) and Jonas
(1984) and expand this interpretation temporally to also
include responsibilities to future ‘Others’ and society.

Ultimately the Levinasian perspective considers our
responsibility to others to be ‘infinite’ in extent (Bruna &
Bazin, 2018). This has led some to challenge even the possi-
bility of a Levinasian-based corporate ethics, describing the
corporation as “faceless” (Bevan & Corvellec, 2007, p. 213),
and to proffer that the moral compass of an organization is
dependant upon the ethics of its human management that
cannot be reduced to rules and legislation (Baker & Roberts,
2011; Faldetta, 2018; Mansell, 2008).

The notion of ‘the other’ is therefore of prime importance
when discussing the pro-social acts of organizations. Whilst
the majority of activities of an organization are concerned
with its financial stability and sustainability, and many of
its obligations toward society and the environment are leg-
islated, some businesses perform acts that are not readily
attributable to these norms. These acts are performed for the
benefit of sometimes unknown ‘others’ without expectation
of recognition or reward and often incurring substantial costs
that are at odds with the fundamental business proposition.

Pro-social Behaviours

A substantial corpus of literature has considered ‘pro-social
behaviour’ as an inherent characteristic of humans who are
thought to be naturally “other-regarding” (Jensen et al.,
2014, p. 822; Silk & House, 2011). Studies have demon-
strated these behaviours amongst both children and adults,

but there is scepticism over what constitutes ‘authentic’ pro-
social behaviour (Jensen, 2016).

Pro-sociality is often poorly defined but may be con-
ceived of as a continuum of behaviours that span those that
are demanded by legislation, those that are performed for
clear and obvious gain, and those that are performed wholly
for the benefit of others (Batson & Powell, 2003; PfattHe-
icher et al., 2021). It is the role of reciprocity that provides
conceptual distinctiveness between types of non-mandated
pro-social behaviours (Batson & Powell, 2003; Simpson
& Willer, 2008). For instance, Simpson and Willer (2008,
p- 50) insist upon reciprocity by maintaining “the potential
for pro-sociality hinges on whether the act may be observed
by others who will then bestow benefits on the helper at
some later point in time”.

This is in stark contrast to the Levinasian notion of indi-
vidual and corporate responsibility toward ‘Others’ that is
not reliant upon reciprocity (Soares, 2008). Thus, a Levi-
nasian approach would necessitate the adoption of ethical
theoretical lenses that are independent of reciprocity. Super-
erogation comprises behaviours that are beyond an individ-
ual’s and an organization’s duties and moral obligations for
which there is no expectation of reciprocity (Heyd, 1982).
It therefore affords a means of examining the ‘good deeds’
of organizations that transcend those that are performed for
material gain and are not readily explained by non-Levina-
sian ethical theory.

Supererogation

Heyd’s (1982) seminal work provides a taxonomy of six
supererogatory acts that comprise Moral Heroism, Benefi-
cence, Volunteering, Favour, Forgiveness and Forbearance.
These are acts that are laudable and beneficial but which
may not be expected to form part of an individual’s or an
organization’s moral obligations. Heyd (1982) provides four
necessary conditions that need to be met in order for an act to
be supererogatory: (i) supererogatory acts are neither obliga-
tory nor forbidden, (ii) whose omissions are not wrong, and
do not deserve sanction or criticism, (iii) are morally good,
both by virtue of their (intended) consequences and by virtue
of their intrinsic value, (iv) are done voluntarily for the sake
of someone else’s good, and are thus meritorious.

Such actions may be described as ‘good to do but not bad
not to do’ (Chisolm, 1963; Urmson, 1958), or are “good
because [they] advance[s] behaviour out of love and altru-
istic impulses” (Fernandez-Dols et al., 2010, p. 525), or
because they form part of a professional code of ethics (Stoff
et al., 2016). However, this perspective of supererogation is
not universal and some have pointed out that extreme exam-
ples of such acts may also be considered foolhardy (Souryal
& Diamond, 2001). Occasionally, the term is even used in an
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apparently anachronistic manner by calling for organizations
to perform more supererogatory acts (Power et al., 2017).

Motivation and Intention

The reasons for performing supererogatory acts are numer-
ous, complex and interdependent, comprising both deontic
and aretaic dimensions (Levy, 2015; Benn, 2014; Hogan
& Timmons, 2010). One may be motivated by a feeling of
concern for a known, specific individual or group, or for an
anonymous ‘other’ (Heyd, 1992) and acts that are performed
for the benefit of unknown others are considered to be “of
the purest kind” compared to those that are for the benefit of
known others (p. 199).

Distinction is made between the characteristics of indi-
viduals or agents and the acts that they perform, and Heyd
(1982) insists “supererogation is primarily an attribute of
acts or actions” (p. 115). Benn (2017) also highlights the
difference between the performer and the act itself in deter-
mining whether acts are supererogatory. When considering
the performer, their motivations are a foundational compo-
nent of the judgement of whether they acted supererogato-
rily. However, when considering the act that been performed,
the motivations of the performer are a separate issue that do
not bear upon our judgement (Heyd, 1992); Archer (2013,
p. 452) states “the motivation that led to the act does not
alter the moral evaluation of the act; it only alters our evalu-
ation of the agent”.

As Archer (2013) and Benn (2019) insist, it is the ‘inten-
tion’ to perform the act (for example, to save someone from
drowning) rather than the ‘motivation’ (for example, to
attract publicity) that is important. If an act is performed to
obviate negative repercussions, or is performed for personal
glory, then that act could not be considered supererogatory
even if the act itself was meritorious (Benn, 2018; Horgan
& Timmons, 2010). Whether the performance of a super-
erogatory or otherwise virtuous act is indicative of the moral
compass of the performing individual remains a moot point
(Archer & Ridge, 2015; Archer, 2016a, b; Levy, 2015).

It is therefore important to identify the object of analysis
and to clarify whether judgement is being made of the per-
former or the act. In choosing to observe the act “the answer
must lie in the explanation of in what way these acts go
beyond those that ‘merely fulfil” duties” (Benn, 2017, p. 24).

Supererogatory Acts

Three of Heyd’s (1982) types of supererogatory acts, com-
prising Moral Heroism, Beneficence and Volunteering, are
described and evidenced in Mazutis’ (2014) deontic frame-
work. Heyd (1982) describes Moral Heroism as “overcom-
ing natural fears, desires, and considerations of self-interest,
and also great self-sacrifice” (p. 144), Beneficence as “the
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contribution of one’s material goods” (p146) and Volunteer-
ing as “the offering of one’s services” (p150).

The remaining three acts, comprising Favour, Forgive-
ness and Forbearance, discussed next, are not evidenced
by Mazutis (2014) and are therefore excluded from her
framework.

Favour

Favours are a universal component of human behaviour, con-
sisting of small acts of kindness that require comparatively
little personal sacrifice (Heyd, 1982). Despite their apparent
universality they are highly differentiated between cultures
(Gueguen et al., 2016). Such is the power and significance
of favours in certain societies that they have become discrete
concepts, including, for example, the favour-exchanges that
occur within Chinese ‘Guanxi’ (Liu & Jia, 2020), Russian
‘Blat’ (Cook et al., 2018) and Arabic ‘Wasta’ (Ali & Wetir,
2020).

Favour exchange can occur between family members or
amongst social structures (Thams et al., 2013) and most
commonly appear in nations where there are “institutional
voids, limited social and geographic mobility, and strong
reciprocity norms” (Teagarden & Schotter, 2013, p. 447). In
the workplace for instance, Chinese supervisors may grant
favours to engender a sense of trust (Jiang et al., 2013), but
such favours are used far less often in developed economies
than in emerging economies (Teagarden & Schotter, 2013).

The degree of reciprocity of favours is also a differen-
tiating factor (Teagarden & Schotter, 2013; Thams et al.,
2013). Yakubovich’s (2012) examination of the post-Soviet
job market suggested that recruitment favours were com-
monplace amongst friends but were not expected to be recip-
rocated. However, where favours are returned, it is generally
done so soon after the initial favour has been provided to
alleviate the “negative psychological state of indebtedness”
(p- 499).

Forgiveness

Acts of forgiveness, or mercy and pardon, are not necessarily
supererogatory. For instance, Heyd (1982) draws attention
to the inappropriately harsh results of the application of a
poorly formed law. Forgiveness is supererogatory when it is
enacted in situations where the prescribed punishment would
have been justified. There is a cultural dimension to forgive-
ness that reflects that of favours (Neto et al., 2007; Watkins
et al., 2011), but it is also determined by other factors such
as religiosity and emotional intelligence (Tsarenko & Tojib,
2012), empathy (Xu et al., 2012), and communication fre-
quency and quality (Cehajic et al., 2008). It is even possible
to measure degrees of forgiveness (Taysi & Orcan, 2017).
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Being forgiven by others has a profound effect upon
one’s own perspective on affording forgiveness to others
in the future (Shevlin et al., 2017; Wohl & Branscombe,
2009). This is moderated by the degree of harm that one has
received (Bombay et al., 2013) and the strength of prevail-
ing social connections (Bapna et al., 2017). Fundamentally,
forgiveness is governed by a complex web of personal and
social factors that means that the act of forgiving and being
forgiven does not necessarily result in the restoration of har-
mony (Palanski, 2012).

Ultimately, forgiving and forgiveness are necessary for
mental wellbeing (Gromet & Okimoto, 2014; Lee et al.,
2016; Myers et al., 2009). Mechanisms of forgiving may
include decisional forgiveness where negative reprisals are
eschewed in the hope of restoring relations, and emotional
forgiveness where in accord with Tsarenko and Tojib (2015),
negative emotions are replaced with positive thoughts (Wat-
kins et al., 2011).

The act of forgiveness is one that is argued to be central to
the development of a more just society (Blanco, 2016; Lacey
& Pickard, 2015), but is also recognised to be something that
is not without limits (Blanco, 2016). In a business context,
where the study of forgiveness is a relatively recent develop-
ment (Faldetta, 2021), apologies for brand misconduct are
better received than defence (Tsarenko & Tojib, 2015), as are
timely replies (Ghosh, 2017). Kurzynski (1998) advocates
the development of ‘forgiveness as a virtue’ of managers, not
only for its personal and social benefits but also because it is
a reasonable response to the fact of life that one has to work
with others “with and without their faults” (p. 82). Caldwell
and Dixon (2010) even assert that forgiveness is a necessary
characteristic of a successful business leader, but “asking for
forgiveness in a business context may be a relatively rare
phenomenon” (Goodstein et al., 2016, p. 33).

Forbearance

Acts of forbearance are primarily concerned with the ‘omis-
sion’ of actions that are entitled, such as the right of a credi-
tor to demand payment. These acts “involve doing less of the
due amount of something which is undesirable to another
person” (Heyd, 1982, p. 153). Forbearance is rarely men-
tioned in the literature and where it is present the discussions
are limited to its financial and economic roots. For instance,
Lee et al. (2005) discuss the consequences of banks failing
to retain sufficient capital to meet their obligations but are
allowed to continue to operate and are thereby the recipi-
ents of ‘capital forbearance’ (Chang & Yu, 2017). Inter-
estingly, and highlighting the non-financial repercussions
of such an event, they state “Forbearance causes a failing
bank to adopt risk-shifting portfolio strategies, a situation
known in the literature as moral hazard’ (p. 224). Markoczy
et al. (2009) make an important observation that people of

different backgrounds view forbearance and pro-social acts
differently.

The bridge between what may at first be interpreted
as ‘purely financial issues’ and what are ‘moral issues’ is
further evidenced by Guth et al. (2015) who identify the
conduct of ‘mutual forbearance’. This ensues, for example,
when groups of organizations agree to avoid engaging in
price wars or eschew developing competing products to pre-
vent confrontation. Between the organizations this may be
viewed as an act of morally sound forbearance. However,
the virtue of such acts must also account for the perspective
of the end-users or customers (one of the groups of ‘Oth-
ers’ that are referred to by Soares (2008) or ‘faceless Oth-
ers’ according to Levinas) of those organizations’ products
and services who may be negatively impacted by what are
ostensibly cartels.

Supererogation Studies

Mazutis (2014) utilises the notion of supererogation to make
headway in reconciling the tensions between duty and moral
obligation through the development of a deontic framework
that incorporates both the legislated and moral requirements
of corporate actions. She distinguishes between those CSR
actions that are mandatory and those that are voluntary, but
which wider society may expect to be a part of an organiza-
tion’s moral obligations.

Mazutis (2014) evidences Moral Heroism through the
actions of Johnson & Johnson’s action to recall Tylenol after
the capsules were found to contain cyanide and resulted in
the deaths of several people (the capsules were laced with
cyanide after despatch). Johnson & Johnson was credited for
its role in undertaking a mass-media warning campaign that
helped to address the problem but placed the organization
in a financial predicament. A further example is provided in
the case of Malden Mills, which continued to pay its work-
ers whilst the factory was rebuilt after a fire. Beneficence
is demonstrated in the charitable actions of corporations,
along with Merck’s decision to provide medical aid to cure
river blindness for free, and by organizations that give away
medical solutions or providing charitable donations. Volun-
teering is illustrated in the actions of Tomasso Corporation
by way of supporting employees whom had made redundant,
and examples of organizations supporting other following
natural disasters. Through the development of an ‘extended
deontological framework’ that incorporates supereroga-
tion, this work made progress in explaining the activities of
‘rational commercial organizations’ that transcend expected
boundaries and go beyond CSR and positive deviance.

Tencati et al. (2020) further advance our understand-
ing of supererogation through focussing upon the need to
differentiate between qualified and unqualified forms of
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supererogatory acts. Unqualified acts are motivated by
personal choice, are altruistic and philanthropic, whereas
qualified acts are those that are performed despite the
presence of conditions that may excuse the act, for exam-
ple, if performing the act would place the agent in mortal
danger. Qualified supererogatory acts therefore consist
of “at least two levels of consideration” (p. 260) that
comprise the ‘first order’ reason for the action to be per-
formed and a ‘second order’ justification for the act not
to be performed.

They contend that the three organizational examples
put forward by Mazutis’ (2014) can be interpreted within
a wider context. For instance, they proffer that Johnson
& Johnson’s decision to recall Tylenol “may have been
strategic and financially motivated” (Tencati et al., 2020,
p. 257) and the act therefore fails Heyd’s (1982) condition
(iv) that it was done voluntarily for the sake of someone
else’s good, and is thus meritorious. Consequently, they
that argue that Mazutis’ (2014) “unqualified view of super-
erogation, in which the act absolutely goes beyond the call
of duty, may have no real application in firms” (p. 258).

In advocating the superior value of qualified acts of
supererogation, Tencati et al. (2020) advance the example
of General Motors’ decision to pay the full annual bonus to
its employees despite a shortfall in the company’s profits
due to an expensive recall of defective components. From
this they develop three conditions that are necessary for
the acts of organizations to be considered supererogatorys;
(1) The action is other-regarding and brings significant
benefits to stakeholders other than shareholders, (2) there
are moral or utilitarian reasons strong enough to give the
firm permission not to act, (3) there is not a clear business
case for the firm.

Critique of Supererogation Studies
Secondary Sources Only

First, both Mazutis (2014) and Tencati et al. (2020) rely
upon secondary sources of information such as newspa-
per reports (e.g. Tencati et al.’s source for the General
Motors example) or the “well-known story of Malden
Mills” (Mazutis, 2014, p. 525). Whilst these have proved
useful in evidencing the nature of supererogatory acts
that organizations may perform, we suggest that there is
now a need to acquire primary data to explore the intrica-
cies of supererogatory theory. In addition, there is a need
to explore the performance of supererogatory acts from
within the firm and from a perspective that is ontologi-
cally and epistemologically closer to both those that are
performing those acts and, importantly, those that are the
recipients of those acts.
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Singular Acts of Good

Second, Mazutis’ (2014) and Tencati et al.’s (2020) use of
singular acts of ‘good deeds’ to evidence supererogation
may be critiqued through infinite regression or extrapola-
tion to identify some potentially valuable ‘business case’
for them to be performed and thereby render them null.
Just as Tencati et al. (2020) critiqued the examples that are
provided by Mazutis (2014), so can Tencati et al.’s (2020)
examples be viewed within the wider sociohistorical context.
For instance, Mazutis’ (2014) example of Johnson & John-
son recalling Tylenol can be interpreted as either a super-
erogatory act that potentially jeopardised the firm’s financial
wellbeing, or, as Tencati et al. (2020) observe, was simply
managers “protecting the Tylenol brand” (p. 257). Similarly,
Tencati et al.’s (2020) discussion of General Motors’ pay-
ment of an annual bonus can be considered to be a morally
laudable act that was financially burdensome, or, as Tencati
et al. (2020) themselves postulate, was an act that also pro-
vided some benefit to the company by aiding “stable and
constructive” (p. 260) relationships with the employees.

Levinas (1985, p. 80) stressed that the ‘face’ of the
‘Other’ is “meaningless without context” and Tencati et al.
(2020) point out, what may have once been deemed to be
supererogatory can become the norm over time. People
inhabit multiple ‘holons’ (Gladwin et al., 1995), in which
they may be ‘customers’, ‘employees’, ‘community’ or
‘public at large’ in several different social spaces, or even
all of these at once (Card, 2005). Consequently, this results
in tensions between what the organization is duty-bound to
perform, what it is morally obligated to do, the duty and
obligations of its staff (Rawwas et al., 2013) and what the
wider society (of today and the future) judges its moral obli-
gations to be.

For instance, General Motors’ decision was taken during
a time of considerable upheaval due to the global financial
crisis, and the United States Government bailout of the com-
pany was contingent upon radical restructuring (The White
House, 2021). The media had challenged the appointment
of General Motors’ new CEO, Mary Barra, who approved
the payout of the bonus, as being based upon her identity as
a successful, working mother (Arthur Page Society, 2015).
If one were to adopt the perspective of the Government
then the payment of the full bonus may be considered to be
unnecessary. Contrastingly, the employees and the media
largely viewed it as a laudable act. It could also be consid-
ered to be a necessary act to maintain consistency with the
company’s new culture and image that was being widely and
publicly communicated through a new social media cam-
paign (Arthur Page Society, 2015). In order to exemplify
the complexity in interpreting the moral value of this act, the
‘average American’ may have viewed the act as either laud-
able because it was beneficial for the company employees,
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simply as a means of currying the favour of the trade unions
ahead of negotiations that were due to take place at the end
of the year (Vlasic, 2015), or even as a waste of American
taxpayers’ money. Tencati et al. (2020) highlight this chal-
lenge when they state that the decision by General Motors
may be supererogatory “if these second-order reasons are
strong enough” (p. 261).

Interpreting laudable acts is therefore contingent upon
the observer’s own moral compass, their relationship to the
organization, the stakeholders and the beneficiaries, not only
at the time that the act was performed, but also within the
wider socio-historical context. Even seemingly commend-
able initiatives can be found to be disturbingly lacking when
examined in detail (Prasad & Elmes, 2005). We therefore
maintain that by evidencing multiple instances and types of
supererogatory acts within a single SME organization, this
study is based upon an organization that has an authentic
‘different way of doing business’ and whose actions are not
predicated upon commercial success, but are consistently
‘Other-regarding’.

Focus on Larger Companies

Third, in addition to the observation that the extant litera-
ture bases its examination of supererogation upon individual
organizational examples, it is pertinent to note that these
examples are also primarily concerned with the actions
of larger, multinational organizations such as Johnson
& Johnson (Mazutis, 2014) and General Motors (Tencati
et al., 2020). Whilst larger organizations are undoubtedly
important figureheads of responsible corporations, it must
be recognized that the vast majority of global enterprises
are SMEs: over 90% of global businesses are SMEs and
employ 50% of the workforce (OECD, 2021; World Bank,
2021). Consequently, we argue that much of the change
toward responsible management, and the achievement of
many of the requirements that are encapsulated in the United
Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations,
2021), will be brought about by these smaller organizations
since “given the economic and environmental significance
of SMEzs, they are important drivers of inclusive and green
growth” (OECD, 2018, p. 4).

Research Purpose

Heyd (1982) asserts that his taxonomy of supererogatory
acts “is not exhaustive nor its items mutually exclusive”
(p. 142). Whilst Mazutis (2014) has made significant
headway in evidencing three of Heyd’s taxonomy of six
acts, notwithstanding the issues that we have raised in our
research questions above, the remainder of Heyd’s tax-
onomy has not yet been empirically evidenced. There is

therefore a continued need to provide contemporary evi-
dence of each type of act that is contained within Heyd’s
taxonomy.

In building upon the works of Tencati et al. (2020) and
Mazutis (2014) to address the research questions of this
study, we turn to Forest Green Rovers football club, an
SME that is globally recognized as being at the vanguard
of social and environmental innovation both within its sec-
tor and across related domains. Through extended access
to the organization, this research generates primary evi-
dence of other-regarding supererogatory acts taken from
the perspective of both the performant and the recipient.

Research Context

Football is much more than just a popular sporting activ-
ity. It is the world’s leading sporting movement (Nielson,
2018; Schyns et al., 2016; Arau’jo et al., 2014) and is a
part of the very fabric of some societies (Bal et al., 2011;
Slack & Shrives, 2008). There are around 40,000 asso-
ciation football clubs in the UK, the oldest of which was
founded in 1857. The English Premier League is the rich-
est in the world, comprising the top twenty association
football clubs, contributed £7.6 billion to the UK economy
in the 2016-2017 season (Hughes & Ziegler, 2019) and
employs around 100,000 people (Premier League, 2020).

The commercial importance of the game is significant
and means that it “displays all the symptoms of inequal-
ity, short-termism and greed” (Lee, 1998, p. 32) and it
is therefore under pressure to improve its accountability
(Balmer, 2001; Brunzell & Soderman, 2012). Cultur-
ally, there is some evidence that football is moving away
from its ultra-masculine, adversarial and profit-centred
roots (Kolyperas et al., 2015) in order to “maximise its
long-term positive impact on society, whilst simultane-
ously minimising its negative effect” (Anagnostopoulos &
Shilbury, 2013, p. 268). Clubs have commenced engage-
ment with the wider social and environmental actors and
issues (Megheirkouni et al., 2018; Rouvrais-Charron &
Kim, 2009) and develop CSR initiatives (Fifka & Jae-
ger, 2020). Whilst the results of this are laudable, there
remains some doubt over the motivations to perform such
acts (Blumrodt et al., 2013; Kolyperas et al., 2015) since
they also result in improvements in brand awareness, sales,
increased sponsorship and ultimately improved financial
performance (Baena, 2018; Lee & Yoon, 2018; Nyadzayo
et al., 2016; Sung & Lee, 2016). Whatever the fundamen-
tal reasons for these changes may be, they will require the
drive and direction of new organizational actors to become
fruitful endeavours for the sport and the wider social and
ecological environs in which it operates (Anagnostopoulos
& Shilbury, 2013).
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The World’s Greenest Football Club Forest Green Rovers

Forest Green Rovers Football Club (FGR) was established
in 1889 (Barnard, 2006) and one hundred and twenty-eight
years later, in 2017, the club was promoted to Division Two
in the English Football League and subsequently turned
into a professional organization. However, the global media
attention that has since followed has had very little to do
with the club’s footballing prowess. Instead, the media, the
general public, footballing governing bodies, organizations
that share eco-conscious values, third party certificating
organizations, other sporting organizations and even football
aficionados have been attracted to the organization’s novel
sustainability initiatives.

Whilst FGR’s use of solar panel charged floodlights,
recycled water systems, energy-saving heating systems and
charging points for electric cars may seem normal business
practice, we posit that transferring these to football is radi-
cal in itself. More profound changes in the organization’s
practices indicate a paradigmatic shift in the running of a
professional football club (FGR Footprint Report, 2019).
For instance, all staff (including the professional football
players) and visitors (fans and dignitaries) are served vegan
food only. FGR also developed the world’s first vegan play-
ing surface (the pitch), match day tickets are carbon offset,
family and community values are championed and recent
eco-innovations have led to the player’s kit being made from
bamboo fibre.

Subsequently, recognition for these achievements has
been global. In 2017, the sport’s governing body (FIFA)
labelled FGR as ‘the worlds greenest football club’ (BBC,
2018). In 2018 The United Nations certified FGR as ‘the
world’s first carbon—neutral football club’ whilst also
appointing Dale Vince (FGR’s Chairman) as a UN Climate
Champion (The Guardian, 2018). In addition, the club has
also claimed the mantle of being world’s first accredited
vegan football club (Vegan Society, 2015).

The success of FGR’s sustainability initiatives is argued
to be a ‘big winner’ (FT, 2019) giving the organization a
‘competitive edge’ (The Sustainability Report, 2019). Finan-
cially, in 2018 the club reported a turnover of £4,921,685
and an operating profit of £422,647, which is approximately
19% higher than other professional football clubs operating
at the same level (FT, 2019).

Despite being an SME that employs 129 people, FGR
has fan groups from more than 20 countries outside Eng-
land, including Russia, Norway and Holland, and in 2019
the launch of its new bamboo kit sold to 16 different coun-
tries across the globe including Australia, South Korea
and Malaysia in just 24 h (FGR Footprint Report, 2019).
Its media growth is also significant. In 2018 alone, the
club recorded 2,303 media articles published across the
globe, whilst expanding its social media presence from 687
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Facebook ‘likes’ in 2012 to 37,442 in 2018, and 873 Twitter
followers in 2012 to 27,657 in 2018 (FGR Footprint Report,
2019).

By 2018 the club had reported a 16% reduction in their
carbon emissions, a 44% reduction of individual spectator’s
carbon footprint, a 40% reduction in energy use and a 57%
reduction in water consumption (FGR Footprint Report,
2019). In 2019 the organization was granted planning per-
mission to build the world’s first all-wooden 5,000 capacity
‘Eco Park’ stadium, a development that has been described
as:

The ‘Eco Park’ is set to be ‘the greenest football sta-
dium in the world’. (The Guardian, 2019)

In summary, FGR is chosen as the research site since their
externally validated sustainability and ethical practices
“shows a genuine excellence in their behaviour, going
beyond what is reasonably expected of them” (Tencati et al.,
2020, p. 253).

Methodology

Interpretive study is most useful in exploring and expanding
new theoretical insight into organizational practice (Ciulli
& Boe-Lillegraven, 2020; Langley & Abdallah, 2011) and
affords the means of understanding the viewpoints of dif-
ferent actors (Moraes et al., 2020; Spiggle, 1994). Stud-
ies of organizational and individual ethics have frequently
adopted an interpretivist approach to gain understanding of
how the complex environments are navigated by their mem-
bers (Ciulli et al., 2020; Jamali, 2010; Kourula & Delalieux,
2016; Moraes et al., 2017, 2020; Patton, 2002). In address-
ing the research questions, this study places emphasis upon
gaining first-hand understanding of the ‘Other-regarding’
acts that are performed by FGR (Levinas, 1998) and is there-
fore a “good fit” with an interpretive approach (Karakas
etal., 2017, p. 733).

Case study method is used to gain in-depth informa-
tion of a research site and enable its contextually accurate
interpretation (Davies, 2009). Extended case study exami-
nations of single organizations are frequently used to gain
deep understanding of complex situations (Davies, 2009;
Jiang et al., 2021; Lamberti & Lettieri, 2009) and have been
used for the exploration of ethical behaviour in organizations
(Brigley, 1995; Crane, 1999; Gumey & Humphreys, 2006;
Jiang et al., 2021; Kourula & Delalieux, 2016; Lamberti &
Lettieri, 2009). The method also enables the acquisition of
data from multiple sources that allows the triangulation of
findings (Goulding, 2001; Longoni & Cagliano, 2018).

Large scale, single method approaches, such as those
employed by Constandt et al. (2019), Wall-Tweedie and
Nguyen (2018), Walker et al. (2010) have proven to be
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successful when exploring business ethics in sport. Such
approaches allow the researcher to maximize data collec-
tion opportunities (Wall-Tweedie & Nguyen, 2018) and to
prioritize what needs to be established (Stathopoulou et al.,
2021).

Given the scope, manifold perspectives, multiple narra-
tives, an ethicist football club and unique research context,
the research team wanted to present a holistic view of FGR’s
practice and the complexity in that practice. Consequently,
a pluralistic approach (Chamberlain et al., 2011), that is a
combination of multiple different methods of qualitative
data collection (Serié & Ljubica, 2018; McLeod, 2018),
was employed to capture real life (Oberseder et al., 2011)
and ethical leadership (Frisch & Huppenbauer, 2014) within
FGR.

In this study, an extended, multi-method qualitative case
study design was employed (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991; Yin,
2003) using participant observations, interviews and focus
groups to capture a comprehensive picture of the way in
which attitudes and motivations develop over time (Span-
jaard et al., 2014). This approach enabled the capture of
primary data from those that are both performing the acts
and those that are the recipients of the benefits of those acts.
Confirmation of findings was afforded through instrumental
triangulation between methods, data triangulation between
participant groups, and investigator triangulation during
the process of data analysis and interpretation (Eisenhardt,
1989; Hall & Rist, 1999).

Data Collection Methods

The lead author negotiated access to the club after attending
a ‘business breakfast morning’ to discuss business sustain-
ability and meeting the Chairwoman of FGR. Following
this, he met with FGR’s Director, Community Development
Team and the Public Relations Officer to discuss the scope
of the intended research project. Subsequent to gaining
approval to conduct the research through their University’s
Research Ethics Committee and FGR’s Board of Directors,
the study commenced.

A multi-phase protocol was followed comprising attendance
at football matches to observe the everyday experiences and
perceptions of the club’s staff and supporters, semi-structured
interviews with key internal and external stakeholders of FGR,
focus groups with visiting fans, and participation in FGR-run
events (detailed in Table 1). This real-time, deep immersion
(Peattie & Samuel, 2018), allowed the inductive construction
of the complexities of ‘life at FGR’ (Hemingway & Starkey,
2018). Twenty-four semi-structured interviews were arranged
with key management, players and operational staff to gain an
understanding of the club’s core mission and activities (Boiral
et al., 2019). Thirty-seven informal interviews were also con-
ducted ‘in the moment’ throughout the period of engagement

with the organization to explore opportune moments with
visiting fans and local stakeholders (Blumer, 1969; Carpi-
ano, 2009; Kusenbach, 2003). In total, 32.5 h of interviews
were captured, which generated transcripts comprising 76,889
words. Three semi-structured focus groups were conducted
with UK and international fans, in order to garner a wider
interpretation of the activities of FGR. This generated a further
2.4 h of recordings and comprised approximately 7,235 tran-
scribed words. The lead author’s fieldnotes were transcribed
and contributed a further 27,852 words of data.

Analytical Methods

The analysis took place cyclically, with the fieldnotes and
prior rounds of analysis being used to develop further lines
of enquiry (Harris, 2007; Wright et al., 2017). Our broad
interpretation of the data sets was initially guided by the six
fundamental supererogatory acts that are described in the
literature review (Eisenhardt, 1989). We first sought out and
coded the statements and descriptions of the sustainability
activities that the club undertook. Following this we exam-
ined and coded the reactions of individuals to these activities
to understand how they were interpreted in the context of
a commercial sporting organization and thereby determine
which were considered ‘dutiful’, or which were ‘above and
beyond duty’ and therefore supererogatory. Throughout the
process, our interpretation of the data was continuously
reviewed through discussion between the authors, and with
the fieldwork participants. Finally, we organized the codes
according to Heyd’s (1982) taxonomy and an emergent
theme (see Table 2).

Instrumental triangulation was afforded, in the analysis
of Moral Heroism for example, through the responses of the
Community Development Project Manager that confirmed
those of Focus Group 1. Similarly, in the analysis of Forgive-
ness, the interpretation of the Crewe Fans Chant, Christmas
2018 was informed and confirmed by the statements made
by the FGR CEO. Throughout the analyses, the voices of
multiple FGR Supporters were garnered to confirm that
their responses reflected collectively held viewpoints, and
this provided data triangulation. Researcher triangulation
is exemplified by the identification and confirmation of the
emergent theme of ‘Sharing’ shown in Table 3. Discussions
of the analyses and themes were conducted iteratively until
Researcher consensus was achieved (Phillips et al., 2017;
Skards & Thorbjornsen, 2014; Pecchioni & Halone, 2012).

Findings
This section is structured according to the six classes of

supererogatory acts that are defined by Heyd (1982). It
first provides confirmatory evidence of the acts of Moral
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Table 1 Detail of data sets and empirical material

Data sets Empirical material used in data analysis

Home matches attended as an FGR supporter=27 2017-1 n
Exeter 9th September 2017
Morecambe 28th October 2017
Swansea under 21 s 31st October 2017
Crew 18th November 2017
Port Vale 6th January 2018
Coventry 3rd February 2018
Notts County 10th March 2018
Chesterfield 21st April 2018
2018-1 n
Port Vale 8th September 2018
Crawley 22nd September 2018
Grimsby 22nd January 2019
Notts County 9th February 2019
Yeovil 16th February 2019
MK Dons 30th March 2019

Exeter 4th May 2019
Tranmere Rovers 13th May 2019
2019-2 n hort id-19

Newport 31st August 2019
Crawley 5th October 2019
Scunthorpe 7th December 2019
Salford 18th January 2020
Walsall 8th February 2020

Port Vale 11th February 2020

Away Matches attended as an FGR supporter =3 Swindon 13th January 2018
Swindon 2nd February 2019
Cheltenham 2nd November 2019

Invitations to Events at FGR=7 Meeting FGR Director, Community Development Team and Public

Relations officer, 4th December 2018

FGR Community Day, 19th March 2019

FGR Sustainability Tour, 19th March 2019

Chairman Matchday Invitation FGR v Southampton under 21 s, 8th
September 2019

Head Of Community Development / Head of Academy Matchday
Invitation FGR v Colchester, 14th September 2019

Ex-Chairman Matchday Invitation FGR V Southhampton Under 21 s,
8th October 2019

Student visit for Sustainability Tour and Match, 9th February 2019

Student visit for Sustainability Tour and Match, 11th February 2020

Invitations to Events outside FGR =2 Ex-Chairman keynote Presentation at the ‘Race for Sustainability’
Conference in Cardiff University 3rd December 2019
Ex-Chairman ‘Public Values Lecture’ at Cardiff University Business
School 24th January 2020

Interviews with FGR Workforce =12 Community Link Officer 4th May 2019
Community Ambassador 4th May 2019
Community Ambassador 4th May 2019
First Team Player 19th March 2019
First Team Player 19th March 2019
Professional Academy Football Player 19th March 2019
Professional Academy Football player 19th March 2019
Assistant Ground Person 3rd September 2019
Assistant Ground Person 3rd September 2019
Match Day Volunteer 8th October 2019
Catering Staff 8th October 2019
Front of House 8th October 2019
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Table 1 (continued)

Data sets Empirical material used in data analysis

Interviews with FGR Management / Board of Directors =12 Board Member 4th May 2019
Board Member 13th May 2019
Ex Director 19th March 2019
Ex Director 13th May 2019
First Team Academy Coach 19th March 2019
Head of Community Development 13th May 2019
Head Grounds Person 8th September 2019
Security Staft 8th September 2019
Chairman 8th September 2019
Head of Academy 14th September 2019
First Team Physiotherapist 14th September 2019
Ex-Chairman 8th October 2019
First Team Captain 8th October 2019

Interviews with FGR Supporters =20 Male Supporter (Season Ticket Holder) 8th September 2018
Male Supporter (Season Ticket Holder) 8th September 2018
Female Supporter (Season Ticket Holder) 8th September 2018
Female Supporter (Season Ticket Holder) 16th February 2019
Male Supporter (Season Ticket Holder) 13th May 2019
Male Supporter (Season Ticket Holder) 13th May 2019
Male Supporter (Season Ticket Holder) 13th May 2019
Female Supporter (Season Ticket Holder) 13th May 2019
Male Supporter 8th September 2018
Male Supporter 8th September 2018
Female Supporter 8th September 2018
Female Supporter 16th February 2019
Female Supporter 16th February 2019
Male Supporter 16th February 2019
Male Supporter 16th February 2019
Male Supporter 13th May 2019
Male Supporter 13th May 2019
Female Supporter 13th May 2019
Male Supporter January 2020
Male Supporter January 2020
Visitor Female 4th May 2019
Visitor Male 4th May 2019
Visitor Male 4th May 2019

Interviews with FGR’s Local Community =17 Resident, 30th May 2019
Church Representative, 19th March 2019
Forest Green Community Centre, 30th May 2019
Further Education College Lecturer 19th, 19th March 2019
School Teacher, 19th March 2019
Librarian, 29th May 2019
Tourist Information Centre, 29th May 2019
Sports Journalist, 13th May 2019
Community Development Project Manager, 30th May 2019
Youth Worker, 30th May 2019
Local resident, 31st May 2019
Local resident, 31st May 2019
Librarian, 19th March 2019
Tourist Information Centre, 19th March 2019
Shop Keeper, 30th May 2019
Shop Worker, 30th May 2019
Hotel Worker, 31st May 2019

Focus Groups with UK Football Fans =2 Focus Group 1: 31st October 2017: 6 Participants (4 male / 2 Female)
Focus Group 2: 15th February 2018: 5 Participants (3 male 2 Female)
Focus Group with International Football Fans=1 Focus Group 3: 18th February 2019: 5 Participants (4 male 1 Female)
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Table 3 Emergent theme triangulation

Data

Theme

Supererogatory act

Dale Vince criticised

Dale Vince investment

Innovative practices

Vegan only

Beyond football

Fans mocked

Staff under pressure

Community events

School events

Outreach programmes

Vulnerable groups

Bee hotel

Meadow

Kings Aftershave

Good to be Vegan

Not in it for themselves

Supportive

Fame Lab

Local/ National and Global events
Helping local initiatives

Organising litter picking events

Helping source solutions to local problems
Utilising its network

Extending manager’s contract
Appreciating the style of play over winning
Away fans’ chants

Milk smuggling

Players eating burgers

Playing surface (pitch) condition and place
Paying a player’s salary after sale

Waste minimisation

Plastic reduction

Planting wild area

Discussing pitch with other football clubs
Discussing football pitch with other sporting bodies
Discussed electric vehicle usage with other football clubs
Chefs share ideas with other chefs

Safe environment to sample

Free food samples to visitors

Sharing the club's initiatives locally, nationally, and interna-
tionally

Eco-trail
A constant source of education

Leadership (Dale Vince)

Ecological conscience

Steadfast in the face of criticism

Supporting local to global

Ecological contribution

Backing support groups

Caring

Donating club resources

Favour exchange

Favour facilitator

Forgiving of sporting achievement

Forgiving of ridicule

Forgiving of transgressions

Forgiving of club facilities
Financial
Ecological

Sharing knowledge and practice of pitch management and

maintenance

Sharing knowledge and practice of car use and charging
Sharing knowledge and practice of Vegan food

Sharing landscape

Sharing the club’s story of their journey

A landscape for sharing ‘sustainability’ knowledge and

practice

Moral Heroism

Beneficence

Volunteering

Favour

Forgiveness

Forbearance

Sharing

Heroism, Beneficence and Volunteering, before addressing ~ Moral Heroism
those of Favour, Forgiveness and Forbearance. Following

this, it introduces the emergent class of supererogatory act

that is ‘Sharing’.

It is often difficult to encounter distinctive evidence of Moral

Heroism since one can always counter the act by postulating
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that the motivations for performing it are coloured by some
other non-supererogatory reasons. For instance, Mazutis’
(2014) example of Johnson & Johnson’s recall of Tylenol
could be interpreted as the organization undertaking such
actions that would portray them in a better light to stakehold-
ers (particularly shareholders) and to any judicial procedures
that may ensue at a later date. However, in applying the
conditions that are used to qualify supererogatory acts, FGR
has clearly committed financial and material resources for
ecological improvement that would not be expected of an
organization that was ‘simply a football club’. For instance,
considerable investment has been made, not only in the
duties that may be expected of CSR, but also in the devel-
opment of innovatory practices such as the vegan pitch, the
vegan food and the transition toward a supportive and family
friendly, educational environment:

“[Dale Vince] puts all the money in to be more eco-
friendly.” (Community Development Project Manager)
“It was excellent to see the different kinds of technol-
ogies supporting the eco-friendly ways Forest Green
Rovers conduct themselves, this has obviously come at
some expense to the club. (Focus Group 1)

We also find that the investments in the sustainability of the
club do not just come with financial penalties. Football clubs
are not only dependent upon their successes and popularity
amongst fans, but also with paying sponsors. In an overtly
masculine sector that is dominated by confrontation between
the teams on the pitch, amongst fans in the grounds and
between clubs in the football leagues, FGR’s radical break
with tradition has require substantial moral fortitude by all
its staff and stakeholders:

“A lot of people having obviously been getting a fair
bit of criticism about the Chairman.” (FGR Supporter)
“Any time you’re pushing a point of view that’s non-
traditional as far as football’s concerned then you’re
going to attract criticism from others.” (FGR Sup-
porter)

Even the Club’s owner comes under criticizm: as Wolf
(1982) points out, ‘moral saints’ are not necessarily attrac-
tive human characters. However, his and the club’s achieve-
ments are simultaneously greatly admired:

“A lot of people don’t like him because he comes
across as preachy...

But for us he’s preaching about something good so like
I don’t care that he’s doing it.” (FGR Supporter)

It is this commitment to, and investment in, the voluntary
and transformational behaviours in the club and its stake-
holders that sets FGR’s efforts apart from other initiatives
that may be classified as duty-bound CSR. Not only is the
financial commitment considerable, but also the emotional
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and psychological commitment of FGR staff, along with its
fans and sponsors, are necessary. This differs from Mazutis’
(2014) and Heyd’s (1982) interpretation of the term Moral
Heroism purely in terms of the financial impact of super-
erogatory acts and extends it to include its impact upon per-
sonal, social and ecological factors that are also essential
for the successful sustainable operation of the organization.

Beneficence

FGR is a regular contributor to local events and is supportive
of its immediate community, all of which are costly:

“They engage with the community, with the schools.”
(FGR Supporter).

“They gave us half price tickets because I'm a youth
worker.” (Community Development Project Manager).
“I mean people around as well they're all nice, all car-
ing. They all look out for you. They are not just in it
for themselves.” (FGR Professional Academy Football
Player)

FGR also provides substantial support to vulnerable groups
and to other sustainability-conscious organizations that are
not associated with either the local community or the sport
of football. This includes hosting a game to educate people
on the plight of refugees, and allowing activist groups such
as the Extinction Rebellion and Local Community Groups to
promote their climate change causes at games. FGR’s Com-
munity Team also helped to address loneliness by visiting
local residents who live on their own and providing them
with vegan meals during the Covid-19 lockdown.

What is most apparent within the data are the club’s
multi-faceted commitment to its purpose as a source of
entertainment and sporting success, and also its ‘higher’
mission of taking responsible actions for the ecology. FGR
supports small businesses such as the male aftershave social
enterprise ‘Kings’ that supports mental health in young
males, and ‘Good to be a Vegan’ who provide educational
advice on the ecology and personal benefits of veganism.
The club also allocates sections of their land to green spaces,
wild eco meadows and bee hotels:

“We have a wild meadow and bee hotels at the entrance
to our ground, that’s pretty cool. It makes you think,
stop and do it yourself because you’re involved in it
with the football.” (FGR Supporter)

This clearly demonstrates FGR’s supererogatory acts toward
‘Others’ outside the realm of football, and beyond its local
community. To use our extension of Soares (2008) terminol-
ogy and in accord with Hatami and Firoozi (2018) and Jonas
(1984), the organization is committing its supererogatory
actions toward known ‘Others’ and to future, unknown ‘Oth-
ers’. Those ‘Others’ also include the future environment.
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The club’s sustainability initiatives and influence therefore
transcend the real, notional and temporal boundaries of what
may be expected of it as a ‘commercial sports organization’.

Volunteering

FGR’s willingness to help others for no intrinsic reward
is evident in their actions and their facilitation of others’
actions. FGR regularly offers the use of their organization’s
resources to support the development of ecological prac-
tices, and promote wellbeing and community development
in the local area. For instance, staff frequently volunteer
to share their knowledge and understanding of ecological
issues and impacts at local and national events:

“I’ve done this thing called Fame Lab at the Cheltenham
Science Festival and I talked about how a vegan, vegetar-
ian or piscetarian diet can help the environment.” (FGR
Ambassador).

“I’ve followed the club through all the changes. I think
it’s had an impact on me being surrounded by it as
a fan, but obviously more so in my voluntary capac-
ity and then in my employed role.” (FGR Community
Link Officer).

There are clear similarities between FGR’s acts that may
be classed as either beneficence or volunteering: as Heyd
(1982) stressed, the classes of supererogatory acts are not
mutually exclusive. We have taken the view that beneficent
acts are those that incur some pecuniary deficit, whereas vol-
untary acts are those that make demands upon non-financial
resources such as time. The voluntary execution of activities
is also evident amongst the discussion of favours and favour-
exchange that follows.

Favour

There is a great deal of favour-exchange between FGR and
its immediate network of community stakeholders. These
are largely socially motivated favours that occur between
the club and community interest groups, but also between
individuals in the club and in the community. Some of these
appear to have an unwritten expectation of reciprocity that
has developed over time:

“The other week I was working with a resident who
wanted to do a community litter-pick, and Sarah at
FGR helped. We just help each other out that way.”
(Local Community).

Unusually in the world of football, where confrontation and
competition abound, the club has expended a tremendous
amount of effort in sharing much of its newfound knowledge
and expertise with other football teams. The vast majority of
these favours are ecologically motivated and are performed

for the benefit of the benefit of ‘Others’ within football but
also ‘Others’ in different sporting environs:

“A lot of clubs talk to us about how we manage our
pitch so Aston Villa, St Georges park, Wembley we
have talked to a lot of them and we have shared what
we have done here.” (FGR Ex-CEO).

“Wembley, Wimbledon, Sky TV and even Real Bettis
from Spain have all been here, and they took a lot of
ideas away I’ve also talked to the ground’s manager at
St Georges Park and Wembley about the things I do
here.” (FGR Groundsperson).

“We had someone from the UN here a few weeks
ago and that speaks volumes really.” (FGR 1*' Team
Player).

We also find that an intriguing aspect of favour-exchange
is seen in FGR’s role as a ‘favour-facilitator’:

“A lot of work I have done here has gone beyond foot-
ball. Most of my time has been connecting people up
who can make sustainability.” (FGR Ex-CEO).

“If we work with a resident who expresses a concern,
then we have contacts there that we can use to resolve
it.” (Local Community).

The club has strong relationships with its immediate and
wider communities (local and distant ‘Others’) and it uses
these connections to enable favour-exchange to flourish
between these ‘Others’. For instance, the local community
requested a bin for discarded plastic bags to be placed at
the local supermarket. A member of the FGR Community
Team broached this with the club who forwarded the request
to their waste management company, Grundon, who then
addressed the problem for the community. Similarly, FGR
host ‘community days’ whereby local community groups are
hosted at the club’s ground and make use of their facilities.
This is a beneficent act by the club, but their outreach activi-
ties with the local schools also means that:

I liked the fact that they got the local school involved
in preparing the day.” (Local Community).

The literature on favours clearly indicates the important
role of reciprocity in different cultures (Thams et al., 2013).
However, contrary to much that has been written, within the
FGR environ we find a substantial proportion of the favours
that are performed are done so without an expectation of
reciprocal actions. In fact, FGR plays a role as a broker of
favours; such is its enduring relationships with the local
community and its network of contacts in various sectors
such as waste management (Thams et al., 2013). Further to
this, the club’s willingness to share its approaches to eco-
logical issues with ‘Others’ in the sport of football and, to
reuse our earlier phrase, ‘beyond the boundaries of what
may be expected of it as a commercial sports organization’,
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indicates a deep seated commitment to entrenching socially
and ecologically sustainable attitudes and behaviours for the
benefit of society at large.

Forgiveness

Forgiving is not something that can be readily expected
from or found within organizations (Caldwell & Dixon,
2010; Goodstein et al., 2016). We find multiple dimensions
of forgiveness with the realm of FGR’s operations. First, and
most surprising for a competitive sporting organization, the
fans are forgiving of their team’s sporting performance and
ameliorate any shortcomings by considering them in light
of the club’s ‘greater performances’:

“Maybe they don’t have the best players to play like
that and to win trophies because obviously it’s a small
team. It’s not all about winning, it’s about putting a
good performance and playing a certain style.” (FGR
Supporter).

“Forest Green Rovers whether they win or lose on the
pitch, they always win off it.” (Focus Group 2).

Similarly, whilst there has been substantial mockery of
FGR’s vegan philosophy and practices, continued taunts are
met with acceptance and good humour:

“Obviously, there’s still an element of away fans that
want to chomp a sausage roll and chant ‘you can stick
your vegan pie up your arse’ or whatever, but that’s
football for you.” (FGR CEO).

“[singing to the tune of Band Aid’s ‘Feed The World’]
Feed the vegans let them know it's Christmas time.”
(Crewe Fans Chant, Christmas 2018).

The fans are also forgiving of those that transgress the
club’s vegan principles and practices. Forgiveness applies
to the club’s fans and also to the players:

“I was offered a sachet of ‘real’ milk from a home fan
last week, who said he couldn't stand this vegan stuff.
I did laugh, I call him ‘the milk smuggler’!” (FGR
Supporter).

“I mean we all laugh when the players come out of
the training ground and then they go straight down
to the takeaway and get a McDonalds burger.” (FGR
Supporter).

The club’s pursuit of sustainability has not been without
its problems. For instance, maintaining the playing pitch
without recourse to artificial treatments is challenging.
However, the staff and supporters are mindful of those con-
straints, along with the peculiarities of the club’s physical
location, but again are aware of the ultimate goal that is
being worked toward:
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“Obviously the organic pitch, it’s not been brilliant this
season. But we are the highest ground in the country so
I think that is part of the reason as well.” (FGR Board
Member).

Contrary to the literature, and our own expectations, there
was substantial evidence of occurrences of forgiving in and
around FGR. In particular, the acts of forgiveness toward
the club’s struggles with on-field success were unusual in
this context. In addition, forgiveness for those that strayed
from the club’s vegan philosophy was not something that
we expected to observe. We infer that these instances were
viewed as minor transgressions when viewed in light of the
other considerable efforts that the club and its staff make
toward a sustainable future (Bombay et al., 2013). This may
be due to the family friendly culture that the club has engen-
dered (Neto et al., 2007; Watkins et al., 2011). Through these
acts of forgiveness the fans are able to ameliorate any nega-
tivity and, particularly through humour, replace them with
positive thoughts and feelings (Watkins et al., 2011).

Forbearance

Supererogatory acts of forbearance are, by definition, asso-
ciated with the deferment of financial repayment (Chang
& Yu, 2017; Lee et al., 2005). Within FGR we see some
form of this in the club’s continued payment of a particular
player’s salary, even though he had been placed on loan to
another club who should have been paying his wages in line
with custom and practice:

“The club was paying for Christian Doiche even when
he was at Bolton.” (FGR Supporter).

There is little indication in the literature of how forbear-
ance may be conceptualized in non-financial terms. We sug-
gest that our study of FGR indicates a novel way in which
forbearance can manifest in terms of the value that can be
extracted from the environment. Like many other contem-
porary organizations, the club is committed to reducing its
impact on the environment:

“We don’t use clingfilm at all at home now and we
use refillable water bottles.” (FGR Community Link
Officer).

However, the club’s activities are not merely concerned with
limiting its current consumption of resources, but they also
focus attention on reconstituting the environment:

“Forest Green Rovers are giving back some value to
the ecosystem as opposed to exploiting it they see sus-
tainability as a responsibility to preserving the planet
and future generations to come. It’s inspiring to see
these actions in such an industry.” (Focus Group 1).
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This is also evident in the club’s construction of wild eco-
meadows and bee hotels (discussed in Beneficence) and
its support of other socially and ecologically concerned
organizations.

We propose that these acts can be perceived of as ecologi-
cal-forbearance. That is, the reduction of resource consump-
tion may, in some instances, be perceived by ‘Others’ as a
supererogatory act. We recognize that for the vast majority
of organizations, particularly in developed economies, this
is unlikely to be regarded ‘supererogatory’ since energy and
carbon reduction initiatives have become ‘de rigueur’ and
cost positive. However, in developing nations, and perhaps
in some industries and sectors, acts of resource reduction
that are not stipulated by legislation may be regarded as
supererogatory. By extension, acts of ‘environmental recon-
stitution’ may be more likely to be regarded as supereroga-
tory by current and future ‘Others’.

‘Sharing’

Throughout our analyses, we identified a recurrent theme
that centred upon FGR’s willingness to share their knowl-
edge and understanding with ‘Others’. This is clearly evident
in the groundsman’s discussions with other sporting organi-
zations (Favours), the support of small businesses that aim
to educate people about sustainability (Beneficence), and the
substantial work done by the FGR Ambassador programme
(Volunteering). On reviewing the data we were struck by the
frequency with which the club’s stakeholders, at all levels,
used the term ‘share’ in their discussions (emphasis added):

“It’s not a secret, I’'m also keen to tell others. I go to
a few seminars and this year I'm going to Portugal to
share my work.” (FGR Groundsperson).

“I think maybe the organic pitch that’s won awards and
other teams and clubs are looking to copy that. Rolling
that out and sharing our secrets is something really
cool and different to do.” (FGR Supporte).

“We have done some sharing around electric vehicles
and even Manchester United made some contact early
on.

Our Chefs also share their ideas with other chefs
and the ripple effect of what we do translates quite
often when we go to other clubs. I remember when
we got into League Two our very first game away
was at Mansfield and they presented us with a huge
vegan spread. That started to get repeated wherever
we went.” (FGR Ex-CEO).

“We play good football but the most significant thing
we do is share our story. We are the best club for show-
ing what’s possible.” (FGR Ex CEO).

At a fundamental level, sharing of knowledge and under-
standing occurs through the provision of numerous

information boards and an ‘Eco Trail’ around the ground.
Whilst this may not be perceived to be a particularly novel
feature, within the context of a football stadium it is radi-
cally different to what is usually experienced.

The primary means of sharing knowledge and focussing
people’s attention upon their environmental impact and
providing them with the practical means of reducing that
impact was undertaken through their vegan-only ethos.
FGR has become ‘famous’ as the ‘world’s first accredited
vegan football club’, with players and fans being provided
with only vegan food:

“Coming here introduced me to another world.
Things like veganism and the carbon footprint of the
stadium.” (FGR 1% Team Captain).

Much of the education is provided at substantial cost to
the club, such as through giving away vegan food samples,
and giving talks and advice. One could perceive the vegan-
only football environment as one that is driven by a vegan
ideology. However, this does not appear to be the way that
the vast majority of visitors interpret it. In contrast, whilst
the data consistently highlights that ‘the food is good’, the
message that a vegan diet is ‘good for the environment'
is more important and also appears to be a view that has
been adopted by many. Importantly, they view the club as
a ‘safe space’ in which it is possible to explore vegan food
and sustainable practices:

“I think our awareness of things like vegan food and
other things like energy has been helped by the fact
that we see it here every week here. We definitely eat
less meat these days and are far more conscious of
recycling.” (FGR Supporter).

“If you come here you can have a listen and have a
learn.” (FGR 1st Team Captain).

Its efforts appear effective, and are being rewarded in
material changes in the behaviours of its fans and local
stakeholders:

“Forest Green is educating a lot of the youngsters.”
(Youth Worker).

“You always get children coming back and saying, oh
I recycle this now or I remembered to do that.” (FGR
Head of Community Development).

“I’m not a vegan, but I certain eat a lot less meat than
I used to.” (FGR Board Member).
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Discussion
The Environment as ‘Other’

In addressing our research questions this study examines a
single SME organization in which there is substantial evi-
dence of the performance of multiple types of supereroga-
tory acts. This identifies that such acts are not confined to
larger organizations and adds credence to the assertion that
the acts that have been observed are authentically ‘Other-
regarding’ and supererogatory.

It also revealed substantial evidence of the performance
of each of Heyd’s (1982) six classes of supererogatory
acts within FGR. This is the first study to substantiate
these ethical practices in organizations through the use
of primary data and draws extensively upon the views of
those that are involved in the performance and ‘Others’
that are in receipt of those beneficial acts. The acquisition
of primary data also highlighted the importance of con-
sidering supererogatory acts toward non-human ‘Others’
(the environment) and afforded the means of identifying a
new class of supererogatory actions that is ‘Sharing’ that
extends Heyd’s (1982) taxonomy.

Mazutis (2014) and Heyd (1982) refer exclusively to
acts of supererogation between people who share some
common connection. This study found numerous instances
of these acts that are extended toward diverse ‘Others’
who do not share a common connection. It also evidences
acts that are performed for the benefit of the non-human
‘Other’ that is the current and future ecology. For instance,
FGR’s owner and staff demonstrate their Moral Heroism
in resisting criticism whilst endeavouring to implement
their ecologically motivated initiatives. Similarly, the
club’s other supererogatory acts all display a concern for
the current and future environment, in addition to the indi-
viduals that are directly and indirectly involved with them.

Ezzamel and Willmott (2014) question the validity of the
theoretical and practical divide that adopts either an anthro-
pocentric or an ecocentric perspective, neither of which they
argue is sufficient to achieve sustainability. They venture that
organization and management theory as a whole is domi-
nated by anthropocentric views of the world that “impede
the emergence of alternative (e.g. ecocentric) organisation
theory” (p. 1031). We highlight the importance of recogniz-
ing that supererogatory acts not only occur between individ-
uals and organizations, but can also be directed toward the
wider and future environment (non-human ‘Others’). This is
an important observation since “few people address human
obligations regarding the nonhuman world” (Gladwin et al.,
1995, p. 879) and reinforces the need to consider all stake-
holders “including the natural environment” (Tencati, et al.,
2020, p. 250; Hatami & Firoozi, 2018).
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New Class of Supererogatory Act: Sharing

Applying the Heyd (1982) and Mazutis (2014) conditions
for what constitutes supererogatory acts: (i) the sharing of
knowledge and expertise is ‘neither obligatory nor forbid-
den’, (ii) the omission of sharing would not be wrong and
would not deserve sanction or criticism, (iii) sharing is mor-
ally good, and (iv) sharing is done voluntarily for some-
one else’s good. Similarly, applying Tencati et al.’s (2020)
three conditions for what constitutes supererogatory acts
of organizations: (1) sharing is Other-regarding and brings
significant benefits to stakeholders other than shareholders
(it is done for the benefit of the wider and future ecology),
(2) there are moral and utilitarian reasons that are, in our
view, strong enough to give the firm permission not to act
(they are demanding upon the financial and human resources
which could otherwise be diverted to the club’s sporting
success), (3) these acts of sharing have no clear business
case for the firm (whilst they are important components of
the club’s virtuous mission they are in opposition with its
primary purpose as a sporting business). According to Heyd
(1982), Mazutis (2014) and Tencati et al. (2020), these shar-
ing activities therefore meet the conditions to be deemed
supererogatory.

One can argue that ‘sharing knowledge and expertise’
comprises elements of beneficence and volunteering, which,
as Heyd (1982) highlights, classes of supererogatory acts
are not mutually exclusive. We therefore suggest that these
activities form a class of supererogatory acts that are sub-
stantially different to those of Moral Heroism, Beneficence,
Volunteering, Favours, Forgiveness and Forbearance. This
claim is consistent with other work that has argued that
‘profit-sharing’ is a form of supererogatory act (Cortez,
2017). Importantly, our view of sharing extends the notion
of supererogatory acts beyond those that are concerned with
purely financial matters or are directed toward local ‘Oth-
ers’. We maintain that the activities of FGR represent acts
of sharing that are provided for the benefit of a wider com-
munity of ‘Others’ beyond the geographic local and beyond
the arena of football. These acts are intended for the benefit
of current and future ‘Others’ including the environment
as a stakeholder. Acts are performed without expectation
of reciprocation, or in the case of future ‘Others’ and the
‘environment as Other’, without even the possibility of
reciprocation.

Practical Implications

It is not uncommon for CSR and other pro-social endeav-
ours to be tarnished with terms such as ‘greenwashing’,
‘image laundering’ or ‘woke-washing’. The perception of the
authenticity of such initiatives appears to be contingent upon
the degree to which multiple ‘good deeds’ are practiced and
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communicated to stakeholders and the wider realm of known
and unknown, current and future ‘Others’. We posit that the
taxonomy of supererogatory acts may afford a means for
organizations to disaggregate their pro-social initiatives
into multiple impactful acts. Collectively, these acts have
the potential to convey conviction toward ‘doing good’ and
obviate pejorative associations.

Additionally, an important distinction can be made
between perceptions of the ‘true’ motivations of those that
implement pro-social initiatives and the ultimate benefit that
such initiatives deliver. As the literature clearly states, it is
the intention of the act that is most important since the moti-
vation behind it is difficult, if not impossible, to accurately
convey. Consequently, managers should be mindful of the
need to emphasize the benefits of their pro-social actions
above the motivations to do so. Highlighting the improve-
ments and experiences of the beneficiaries of such acts may
help to focus stakeholder attention upon the results of the
initiatives and diminish critical perceptions of the ‘true’
motivations. Organizations should be prepared for the scru-
tiny that may follow the performance and communication
of acts that are deemed supererogatory, in particular, the
negative feedback that may be experienced by individual
managers and appropriate support mechanisms should be
considered.

Finally, whilst supererogatory acts are laudable and
may be a key feature of the pro-social initiatives of some
organizations, and even of individual managers, it must be
remembered that what is regarded as supererogatory today
may become the expected norm tomorrow. Furthermore,
supererogatory acts are context-dependant and may be inter-
preted differently across socio-spatial boundaries, cultures,
nationalities and even periods of time. Organizations must
therefore be mindful of the need to perform and communi-
cate their supererogatory pro-social activities in ways that
are contextually coherent.

Conclusion

Supererogation has gradually gained interest as an ethical
theory that explains those business practices that go above
and beyond what is required by legislation and what may be
expected by society. Whilst the limited extant literature has
made valuable inroads into understanding such supereroga-
tory acts, it is somewhat constrained by its use of singular
instances of organizations performing such acts, a focus
upon only large organizations, dependence upon secondary
data sources and limited examples of the totality of forms
that those acts may take.

This study addresses these issues through undertaking an
extended examination of a single SME that is formally rec-
ognized for its work in addressing social and environmental

issues at local, national and global levels. Primary data are
captured through three years of participant observation,
semi-structured interviews and focus groups, with partici-
pants that comprise those that are involved in performing
the supererogatory acts and those that are the recipients of
those benefits.

This study makes several important contributions in
addresses the research questions.

First, it evidences a single organization that is engaged in
the performance of multiple forms of supererogatory acts.
This is important since it substantiates the claim that the acts
that have been observed are authentically supererogatory and
not merely ‘one-off” acts of good nature. We propose that
future study of supererogation within firms should seek to
identify instances where multiple and/or sustained activities
may be observed and evidenced.

Second, it confirms that supererogatory acts are not con-
fined to large businesses that may have more ‘spare capac-
ity’ to engage in such voluntary endeavours. SMEs are a
significant component of economic and social activity and
they form an important part of our collective efforts toward
developing a sustainable future and the achievement of sus-
tainable development goals. Research should seek to explore
the manifestation of supererogation within firms of all types
and size with views to uncovering the principles that moti-
vate such activities and identify the factors that enable and
constrain their performance.

Third, this is the first study to empirically substantiate
the six types of supererogatory acts that are described in
Heyd’s (1982) taxonomy. In doing so, it confirms Heyd’s
observations that the classes of supererogatory acts are not
mutually exclusive, and there is often considerable overlap
between acts, such as those that are found between Benefi-
cence and Volunteering. Research needs to be mindful of
the ways in which these acts may be defined and interpreted
and how they may differ across cultural norms. The research
also extends Heyd’s taxonomy through the identification of a
seventh class of supererogatory act that is ‘Sharing’. Acts of
sharing are found to be directed toward local ‘others’ that are
immediately connected with the organization, distant others
who have no immediate connection with the organization,
and to future others, including the environment, that may
benefit from the organization’s initiatives. Future research
should not disregard the non-human beneficiaries of such
‘good deeds’, which the literature claims is often overlooked.

Limitations
This study was undertaken in one SME operating the sport-

ing sector. Whilst this afforded the means of examining
radical departures from the ethical norms of the industry,
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the findings would benefit from confirmation within other
industries and organizational forms.

Future Research

The introduction of the 'Sharing' class of supererogatory acts
needs to be confirmed, whilst further primary evidence is
needed to reveal the origins of an organization’s motivations
to perform such acts.

Supererogation has emerged from Judeo-Christian con-
cepts of morality and justice and it would therefore be useful
to explore similar concepts and practices of things that are
‘good to do but not bad not to do’ that exist within other
cultural contexts.
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