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Framing the CSR Landscape

High Level Meeting - 23 October, 2006

The desire to bring about positive social and environmental change through the use of voluntary and regulatory instruments brought representatives of leading civil society groups together for an introductory afternoon discussion in Berlin.  The proliferation of standards and reporting initiatives suggests that greater coordination between these initiatives could strengthen their ability to achieve this common objective.  In order to understand how best to coordinate, it is first necessary to have a common vision of the CSR landscape that we want and the role that different types of initiatives can play most effectively within that landscape.  The purpose of this initial discussion was to begin to articulate different visions of what we would like the CSR landscape to look like. 

Background papers for the discussion highlighted a number of possible scenarios for how the CSR landscape might evolve.  In the business as usual model, each initiative continues to do its own thing and the proliferation of tools continues, potentially leading to an increasingly complex landscape that creates confusion for consumers, businesses and legislators.  Alternatively, a second option is that initiatives could actively seek to formally recognize each other and align with those that offer potential complementarities.  This is already happening to some extent within the ISEAL Alliance and in other multilateral discussions.  The integration model would take this alignment one step further through the formal mergers of two or more initiatives under the auspices of an existing body or new institution.  While these three models stem from current trends, it is also possible that catastrophic external factors such as climate change may completely rewrite or eliminate the future role of and/or need for CSR instruments.

Some of the trends that are currently influencing the CSR landscape include a general increase in understanding of standards and of tools used to differentiate good initiatives from bad, along with recognition that market forces alone may not be sufficient to make the necessary shift to sustainability.  The proliferation of standards is not in itself the heart of the problem since the market will decide which initiatives fit their needs.  However, proliferation does have a negative effect on civil society effectiveness since it takes both money and time to raise awareness of particular initiatives.  Ultimately, the question of what is a necessary or unnecessary proliferation of standards boils down to governance and the credibility and impact of any given initiative.  A good example is the significant role that ISO could play in the CSR landscape, given its broad market reach and application.  However, if we are to support a global role for ISO then it is critical that they first achieve good governance.  

In creating a vision for the CSR landscape desired by civil society, the relationship between voluntary instruments and regulatory measures is a critical one.  Regulation has the advantage of going beyond public-facing companies to reach the vast majority of companies that are unbranded. However, it forces companies into a compliance mindset that creates a this-is-not-my-responsibility approach.  Additionally, it can suffer from enforcement problems.  Business-to-business supply chain requirements may be more important than regulation in many developing countries.  That being said, there may be a role for umbrella legislation that gets companies to address CSR issues that are material to their business.  

An IIED report on CSR futures notes that there is an NGO and business consensus on the need for public policy to complement voluntary instruments.  Unfortunately, at the present time, there is also very little government appetite for pushing any form of regulation.  The most likely short-term government action may be in public procurement policies and other activities that help shape markets.  A role for civil society could be to pull together arguments about what it will take to convince governments and others to take action, i.e. how to affect the policy agenda.  The conversation should be as focused as possible, such as looking at what research is necessary and what policy to put forward.  Civil society can also get governments to see that certification is a tool that enables them to cover off some of their regulatory requirements.

While discussion is often focused on the relationship between voluntary instruments, the eventual landscape will also be influenced by other civil society actors.  Consumers groups within the CI network have identified sustainable consumption and corporate accountability as their number one issue.  CI will focus on holding companies to account for their public statements on CSR versus their actual practices, and on providing consumers with more useful information.  It should not be the CSR initiatives competing amongst themselves for a niche market share, but differentiating sustainable practices from the mainstream.

Campaigning NGOs are often stretched for capacity to engage with the wide range of multi-stakeholder initiatives and are concerned that while there are many different initiatives, they have still failed to reach the poorest producers.  Given limited resources, there is a need for cooperation and coordination among civil society groups to ensure effective participation across an increasing range of initiatives.  Public campaigning is part of the larger set of strategies that can support implementation tools.

Participants agreed that the challenge we face is to make the tools more coherent, widely used and effective.  The future credibility of CSR instruments needs to be based in large part on how standards are set - the process behind the tools - and the impacts that they have in advancing sustainable development.  Instruments have to be multi-stakeholder, measurable, effective and legitimate (i.e. accepted by governments and other stakeholders).  The credibility of conformity assessment mechanisms also needs to be established if tools are to be anything more than guidance documents.

Ultimately, the group agreed that it is not a question of prioritizing voluntary or mandatory instruments but of assessing what is not working and replacing them with more effective tools, regardless of whether they are voluntary or mandatory.  A key role for civil society is to present research on what is not working and then push for what works better.  The questions to be asked are whether the systems are credible and how we can be better at making and communicating the links between these credible initiatives.

In looking to the future we want, a pyramid model was presented and is reproduced below as a starting point for further discussion.  This discussion now needs to focus on developing a common vision of how we would like to see the CSR landscape come together, as a basis for understanding the roles that different initiatives can play and the complementarities between them.  Participants agreed that this is an important conversation that needs to be continued, first within civil society groups, until a common perspective is reached.  As a concrete next step, participants are asked to consider the attached model within their organizations and add details to the framework or propose an alternative visual framework by 15 December.  By the same deadline, participants are also invited to propose to the Steering Committee, concrete actions that will lead us towards a shared vision and to suggest specific roles for which this group is best suited.  All comments and suggestions can be submitted to Patrick Mallet at patrick@isealalliance.org.
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Workshop Participants 

1. Alan Knight
AccountAbility

2. Katja Eisbrenner
Accreditation Services International (FSC ASI)

3. Bjarne Pedersen
Consumers International

4. Ralf Lottes
ECOS

5. Gelkha Buitrago 
Fairtrade Labelling Organizations (FLO)

6. Alan Smith
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC)

7. Daniel Unsoeld
Friends of the Earth (FoE) Europe

8. Paul Hohnen
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)

9. Emma Wilson
Int’l Institute for Environment and Development (IIED)

10. Tom Rotherham
Int’l Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD)

11. Oshani Perera
Int’l Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD)

12. Sasha Courville 
ISEAL Alliance

13. Patrick Mallet
ISEAL Alliance

14. Paul Holthus
Marine Aquarium Council (MAC)

15. Nola Barker
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC)

16. Marlies Filbri
Oxfam International – Oxfam Novib

17. Jason Morrison
Pacific Institute

18. Ruth Nussbaum
ProForest

19. Bernward Geier
Rainforest Alliance (RA)

20. Eileen Kaufman
Social Accountability International (SAI)

21. Sophie Goldenberg
SAI Platform

22. Jonas Moberg
UN Global Compact 

23. Tim Wilkinson
WWF International
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