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Al

ex Mavro,

“The Responsibilitator,” is Chief of Operations
at the Sasin Centre for Sustainability Management.
Reach him at alex.mavro@sasin.edu

1) You’ll know your company understands CSR

when what you’re doing in the name of CSR cannot be
achieved in a day. Or a month; or a year. CSR is a strategy,
an approach to doing business that is responsive to a broad
range of stakeholders and not merely the shareholders, or
management, or even customers. A proper CSR attitude
emphasizes the long run. True or not, rumor had it that at
one point, when U.S. companies were crowing about their
five- and ten-year plans, in Japan Sony had a 500-year plan.
| have performed the obligatory google check but could
neither confirm nor deny the 500-year plan story, but | did
learn that Sony has an 83-year plan for one of their product
lines. Now, that’s a long view.

One quick tip: if “CSR” is followed by “project”
or “program” then chances are good that what you’re
describing is not CSR. This is not to say that the activity
isn’t worthwhile. But it is to say that what you are doing is
more likely community service or philanthropy or even
public relations.

You might say that CSR is a worldview. You can’t
“do” a worldview. You can share it; you can develop it; but
you cannot stand up and begin to perform a worldview any

more than you can stand up and “do” CSR.

2) You know your company understands CSR
when you and your team have internalized the concept of
“stakeholders”. More, during your strategic planning as well
as while implementing short-term goals, you draw on
validated data documenting stakeholder needs.

Stakeholder theory, including identification,
communication, and engagement of all those who are
impacted by your business (or who can impact your
business) is absolutely central to a CSR perspective.
Professor Ed Freeman, who developed and popularized
the stakeholder concept, has since gone so far as to
suggest that “CSR” should be re-defined from “Corporate
Social Responsibility” to “Company” (removing the implied

CSR Journal

size constraint) “Stakeholder” (focusing on the target
benefactors) “Relations” (emphasizing the actual core
activity, two-way communication with key stakeholders).

Beyond a doubt, if “stakeholder” sounds to your
ear like a neologism — or if your colleagues unconsciously
use it as a synonym for “shareholder” - then it’s almost
certain your company and CSR have about as much in
common as an automobile and a brick.

3) You know your company understands CSR
when management does not demand a photo-op as part of
the package. After all, it’s a challenge to photograph a
mindset, right?

Open the daily paper to the business section and
you will inevitably find this photograph: “Company XYZ
donating Bht 10,000,000 to the Big Sisters (BS) Orphanage”,
showing the XYZ President or Managing Director playing
tug-of-war with the BS representative over a bank check
the size of an ATM machine.

Some of your strategies’ outputs, or indicators,
may be material and photogenic, such as happy employees
going about their business, or statistical charts showing
improved staff retention percentages, or emails from happy
stakeholders. These you can obviously develop into images
that help convey progress on the CSR continuum.

4) You know your company understands CSR
when there are frequent references to the inter-connectivity
of your organization’s functions. Technically, this would
imply some comprehension of systems theory, but you
needn’t understand reinforcing feedback loops to grasp that
a change in your accounting procedures can impact a
customer service relationship, which in turn can impact
employee morale, and so on.

Established custom at one of my former companies
was that my accounting department would deal directly
with the client’s accounting department over matters that



were specifically financial: “Bean counters should talk to
bean counters,” was our reasoning.

However, at one point our operations people began
sensing a certain testiness in some of our clients’ reactions
despite what appeared to be glowing, win-win partnering.
Over time we were able to trace it to one of our particularly
truculent accounting staff members, who went so far as to
threaten to cut off our service to a client over a seven-satang
underpayment. (Yes: that’s 0.07 Baht)

That clerk was an excellent accountant. He simply
could not prioritize, and had no business speaking to any
outside stakeholders, given his mindset.

Along with the concept of stakeholders, the
concept of linkage, of unintended consequences, is central to
a CSR strategy. Everything really and truly is connected.
Knowing this from the outset, we need to continually seek
feedback on potential repercussions, no matter how

mundane the new action may appear.

5) You know your company understands CSR
when in response to your presentation, the first question is
NOT “how much do we need to budget”. Experienced
responsibility-minded managers know that if there are
additional costs, they will be integral to the operation and not
separate ledger entries.

This is why, when a reporter asked me back during
the 1997 tom yam gung economic crisis whether | was
discouraged because of the inevitable hit that “CSR
programs” would suffer, | smiled and said, “If a company
can improve its position by cutting its CSR programs, then a
company should do just that”.

“But why?” asked the journalist, and honestly, his
voice cracked.

“Very simple. If an activity can be turned on and off
at the drop of a hat — or the cut of a budget - then rest
assured that that activity is not strategic CSR. It is probably
community service, or maybe an employee benefit. But it is
most certainly not CSR.”

Here’s the rub: you can have ‘thinking’ and you can
have ‘strategic thinking’. In the same way, you can also have
strategic philanthropy, where the donor entity is in effect
offering seed capital while accepting that the risks are high
and a return unlikely. What you cannot have is “strategic
CSR” because CSR is inherently strategic already. It cannot
be parsed separately from the core business, once understood

properly.

6) You know your company understands CSR when
it has agreed to the terms of the Global Compact’, an easy
yet demonstrative means to convey your company’s positive
CSR attitude. To oversimplify, your company need only
endorse the ten principles spelled out by the GC and then
report annually on progress towards living those principles.

The GC principles have to do with human rights,
labor, the environment, and anti-corruption. Your required
annual report to the agency is made under the honor system
and is rarely challenged. But if you happen to fail to file your
annual Communication on Progress, your company will likely
be de-listed during the following review period.

Before your CEO commits to the Global Compact,
he or she would be wise to have a dialogue with the staff to
establish that most are on board when it comes to supporting
the GC principles. There is nothing worse than having
management make promises that the rest of the company

doesn’t support.

7) You know your company understands CSR when
it unashamedly measures its progress against a neutral third-
party standard such as the Global Reporting Initiative’. The
GRI began life as a template for sustainability reporting that
companies optionally agreed to follow. Using the GRI format
made comparisons between companies and industries
practical to accomplish for the first time.

In spelling out the areas of the template that should
be assessed, the GRI serves as a compact handbook
concerning what needs to be done in the name of sustainability.
Here you will find scant reference to community projects,
but loads of ideas for channeling regular feedback from
employees, suppliers, and investors into creating corporate
strategies that resonate positively with key stakeholder
groups, and in so doing, often result in efficiencies and cost-
savings that add to the company’s bottom line.

For when it comes to the subject of CSR, different
perspectives can result in quite different suggestions concerning
what is and what is not appropriate. There is no one right or
wrong way to approach a CSR challenge: there is only human
ingenuity, the spirit of innovation and lust for survival kindled
by a CSR awareness.

! www.globalcompact.org
? www.globalreporting.org
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