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Corporate Social Responsibility has been
adopted as an approach to international de-
velopment. But who does it benefi t, how and
why? Does CSR have the potential to redefine
the meaning of good business practice as
meeting the needs of poor and marginalised
groups? Or is there a danger that by basing
development policies around a business case,
the inequalities that haunt international de-
velopment will widen rather than diminish?

The International Research Network on Busi-
ness, Development and Society brings to-
gether an international team of researchers to
respond to these questions developing criti-
cal perspectives on the basis of empirically
informed and theoretically challenging work
on CSR conducted across a range of sectors
and countries.

The purpose of this briefi ng is to repre-
sent some of the key cross-cutting insights
from this work.

Business plays an in-
creasingly
role in development. As
providers of good and
services, as employers,

ploit poorer communities. How to harness
the positive potential of business whilst at
the same time containing corporate irrespon-
sibility presents an enormous challenge for
development practitioners. For many, Corpo-
rate Social Responsibility, provides some of
the answers with its emphasis on win-win so-
lutions, partnership and voluntary responses
to a range of social and environmental prob-
lems. Understanding the potential and limita-
tions of CSR initiatives to tackle development
issues is therefore, key.

What is CSR?
Despite attempts to formulate generally ap-
plicable definitions, there is a lack of clear
consensus about what is and what is not
CSR, reflecting a more fundamental debate
about the appropriate role of the corporation
in society. This confusion is amplified when
translated to the world of development poli-
cy where consensus is equally lacking about
how to measure and define, let alone tackle
poverty. Determining in a clear fashion the
ways in which firms can

important  “pPather than Seeking win- @alleviate or may contrib-
win solutions that apply
across all settings, all of

ute towards poverty is
therefore a fraught task.
Our entry point here is

as investors and increas- the time, the Cha”e"ge is to suggest that different
ingly as shapers of devel- to explore the potential and models of CSR have im-

oping countries’ policies, [imitations OfCSR in speciﬁc pacts on different types

there is no doubt they are
central to efforts to tackle
poverty. Can this role be
performed through busi- elsewhere.”
ness-as-usual practices,

voluntarily and through the market or does
it need to be guided, regulated and driven
by broader state-led developmental priori-
ties? Do states still have the power to play
this role? In a context of globalisation there
are concerns that businesses enjoy unprec-
edented power which enables them to pres-
sure weaker governments, to locate their
enterprises in areas of weak or non-existent
social and environmental regulation and ex-

settings. What works in one
situation may well not work

of poverty. It is to be ex-
pected that acts of phi-
lanthropy, contributions
to community develop-
ment, codes of conduct
and compliance with international standards
of best practice will yield different results,
are responsive to different stakeholders and
therefore impact the poor in distinct ways.
Establishing which models benefit poorer
groups most is the challenge.



Beyond the business case

Much of the current debate about CSR is
aimed at persuading business that there are
sound financial reasons to look beyond the
bottom line and to consider social and en-
vironmental responsibilities to wider soci-
ety. Making the business case for helping to
tackle poverty is often harder. Does CSR have
relevance for addressing problems where a
near term business case cannot be made?
Are there other ways to think about the role
of business in development that do not rely
on appeals to immediate self-interest but in-
stead emphasize the duties and obligations
of firms to help confront problems facing the
societies in which they operate? We suggest
there are.

The Limited Reach of CSR

Our work suggests that CSR initiatives work
for some firms, in some places, in tackling
some issues, some of the time. Rather than
seeking win-win solutions that apply across
all settings, all of the time, the challenge for
engaged researchers is to explore the poten-
tial and limitations of CSR in specific settings.
What works in one situation may well not
work elsewhere. Assumptions within current
CSR models about responsive business inter-
ested in CSR, an active civil society willing to
partner with business and a strong state able
to provide an enabling environment for CSR,
demand conditions which are absent in the
majority of the world.

For example, in-

is often weak, creating an important role for
community-based monitoring and enforce-
ment. Relying on the state for protection has
also proved problematic in Nigeria where
conflicts over oil resources and the profits
deriving from them between central govern-
ment and communities have resulted in vio-
lence and conflict. In China, we have a strong
state but weak levels of civil society devel-
opment so that independent monitoring of
working conditions presents a difficult task.
In South Africa, the unique legacy of apart-
heid has meant that companies have had to
address issues of racial inequality through
initiatives on black empowerment. In Bang-
ladesh, dependence on the garment industry
raises a particular set of issues for the women
and child workers that make up the major-
ity of employees in the sector, for which easy
answers are hard to find. In many countries
smaller and medium-sized enterprises are
the key employers of the poor, where direct
developmental contributions could be great-
est, but where CSR is currently most weakly
embedded. Recognising this provides an im-
portant check against importing CSR models
from one context to the next without regard
for key differences that determine success.

In such diverse settings it is unsurprising
that CSR initiatives take different forms and
have differing impacts upon poverty and the
marginalisation of people from development
opportunities. While codes of conduct may
be able to improve ba-
sic working conditions

creasingly firms in
Argentina , faced
with a context of
financial collapse

“The world of CSR would
look very different if the
priorities of poorer groups
were put first.”

in some instances, they
are currently less able
to tackle patterns of dis-
crimination and harass-
ment at the workplace.

in the economy in
the wake of the cri-
sis of 2001/2002, have been expected to get
involved in programmes that tackle directly
the poverty created by the crisis rather than
focus exclusively on more traditional CSR
concerns such as working conditions and the
environment. This is despite the fact that in
the absence of an active lead from the state
on CSR issues, a strong emphasis on devel-
opment issues has been hard to achieve. In
India, despite strong legislation on environ-
mental issues, pollution control at state level

While compliance with
international environmental standards en-
sures improvement within the production
process, it does little to improve address the
social and environmental externalities pro-
duced by that process. A holistic view of pov-
erty is required in which CSR initiatives have
a contribution to make, but governments and
donors have to be realistic about what can be
achieved by them in isolation from their own
efforts to tackle poverty.

The Importance of Process
Though many CSR initiatives focus on out-

put; improved auditing and benchmarking
of firms’ performance in relation to specified
standards and codes, our work emphasises
the importance of process in CSR initiatives
if they are to benefit poorer groups. At the
design stage, the neglect of gender issues of-
ten means codes of conduct fail to address
the unique needs of women workers as work
from Central America clearly shows. Engag-
ing the intended beneficiaries is key in this
respect through participatory processes of
design, enforcement and evaluation.

Likewise, in instances of corporate irrespon-
sibility legal process issues take centre stage;
access to justice, to mechanisms of appeal
and compliant all become crucial in enabling
poorer groups to contest badly conceived in-
vestments in which their interests may have
been overlooked. Ambitions of improved con-
duct expressed in global programmes such as
the Global Compact are just a starting point.
They have to be translated into practice, they
have to made real. As work in India suggests,
companies party to global CSR initiatives but
facing accusations of poor performance at lo-
cal level can expect to find their claims con-
tested.

With so much at stake, improving the proc-
ess by which businesses engage with poorer
groups, will not be easy. Development initia-
tives are inherently political and conflictual as
the actors involved have competing priorities
and ideas about how to achieve them. This
is in contrast to management models which
often assume equality between stakeholders
and that conflict amounts to differences of
opinion, resolvable through dialogue, rather
than fundamental differences of interest,
which are much harder to resolve. Technical
and tick-box approaches to CSR that fail to
recognise this are unlikely to make a mean-
ingful contribution to development.

The role of the state

Despite the anti-state bias of many CSR initia-
tives with their emphasis on voluntarism and
self-regulation, the state remains a key actor
in CSR and development. Designing anti-pov-



erty strategies and trade and investment poli-
cies that will help to contribute to these is the
responsibility of the state. This is not to say
that the state plays a benign role as work in
Nigeria, India and elsewhere suggests this
clearly not to be the case. But through sys-
tems of incentives and disincentives provided
through regulation, tax and the like, govern-
ments set the terms and conditions for the
role of business in their countries’ own devel-
opment.

Legal systems can determine the respective
rights and responsibilities of investors and
the communities that host them through
property rights, planning rules and systems
of redress. Legal ethics and company law also
have to play in defining the appropriate con-
duct of firms and creating mechanisms of en-
forceability regarding firm’s responsibilities.

Forward-looking firms have important con-
tributions to make in their own right, often
guided merely by self-interest. Building lo-
cal health clinics and providing clean water
makes for healthier employees, building
roads may be beneficial for community and
company alike, but beyond the clear ‘win-win’
scenarios, businesses, perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, often perform poorly as social develop-
ment actors. Lack of human resources, the
adoption of technical frameworks for under-
standing complex social problems and lack
of integration of firm activities within broader
development programmes, often undermine
their ability to promote lasting development.
The poor performance of many firms as social
development actors amid so many compet-
ing and ever increasing demands, only serves
to underline the primary role of the state as
the key agent in poverty politics.

From Responsibility to Accountability
Though CSR emphasises the social and en-
vironmental responsibilities of firms, many
of the cases we explore, underline the impor-
tance of accountability in thinking about the
potential role of business in development.
Enabling poorer groups to hold investors to
account for their social, environmental and
developmental obligations helps to ensure
that firms deliver on promises of employ-

ment, gain for the community and responsi-

ble use of natural resources. Often the failure
of state support to the poor and the absence
of corporate responsiveness has led poorer
groups to adopt their own community-based
strategies of corporate accountability as the
work in India and South Africa describes.
Hearings, peoples’ development plans and
community environmental monitoring have
all proved to be important in this regard. Such
strategies appear to

be prevalent in areas “t remains
of the world beyond t
the reach of CSR governments,

where  companies
are less concerned
about brand name,
less subject to activ-
ist scrutiny and state
pressure for reform.
The fact that people resort to everyday prac-
tices of corporate accountability is not an ar-
gument for excusing state inaction, but rather

an indication of it.

Towards a South-centred CSR

The world of CSR would look very different if
the priorities of poorer groups were put first.
Both the content and the process by which CSR
initiatives are created would look different. It
is probably too much to expect businesses to
operate in the world as if poverty alleviation
were their main objective. The greatest con-
tribution CSR initiatives can make is through
reinforcing state-led development policy. CSR
strategies need to graft onto, enhance and
amplify the impact of existing pro-poor initia-
tives, even if they can also make contributions
in their own right. Disaggregating who the
poor are and the different needs they have is
useful in this regard. As producers, consum-
ers, employees and citizens they will present
companies with a range of, often competing
and contradictory demands.

Encouraging firms to take seriously their so-
cial and environmental obligations to society
is to be encouraged. The business of busi-
ness is no longer just business. Expecting too
much of CSR, particularly regarding its con-
tribution to tackling poverty, however, is un-
realistic. Philanthropy, standards and codes
of practice and engagement in partnerships

supported by
donors and working both with
firms, civil society groups and
researchers to enable a more
critical CSR agenda”

make potentially important contributions to
development. In and of themselves, howev-
er, they are inadequate. They fail to address
acts of corporate irresponsibility. It remains
the case that they have not yet been adopted
by the majority of firms, public and private,
multinational or small and medium-sized and
therefore the majority of employees of the
poor. They fail to address difficult questions
about treatment of suppliers, about commu-
nity re-investment,
the role Of ?bout obligations to
invest long-term or to
provide job security.
The range of devel-
opment issues they
address, while impor-
tant, is limited.

It remains the role of
governments, supported by donors and work-
ing both with firms and civil society groups to
enable a more critical CSR agenda one which
looks at the range of business impacts upon
poverty and the potential contributions of all
actors in development towards helping to
achieve the Millennium Development Goals.



“Technical and tick-box
approaches to CSR that fail to
recognize conflict, inequality
between stakeholders, and
fundamental differences of
interest are unlikely to make
a meaningful contribution to
development.”
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