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Introduction
This report presents the findings from a study commissioned by the Department of Jobs,
Enterprise and Innovation (DEJI) on the extent of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
activities carried out by businesses in Ireland. This study was commissioned in fulfilment of
the commitment set out in Ireland’s “National Plan on Corporate Social Responsibility 20142016” which states that:
“The breadth of CSR activity in Ireland is therefore widespread. Some of the activity is
mapped by Business in the Community Ireland in their Business Impact Maps and
Best Practice Database, but there is much more on-going in every locality. It is our
intention to more fully quantify the scale of this activity prior to the first formal
review of this Plan, to give us a better baseline of the extent of CSR activity on the
ground across Ireland” (Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, 2014, p.8).
The report is presented in four main sections. Section 1 presents a review of national and
international literature on CSR and draws attention to the extensive peer-review and grey
literature in this area. The review highlights various aspects of CSR including: drivers for
engaging in CSR; definitional and conceptual challenges of understanding CSR; CSR models,
frameworks and activities; and, of particular interest to this study, reporting and monitoring
CSR activity.
Section 2 presents the study methodology and reports on the definition of the research
question, sampling frame, characteristics and geographic spread of the 1,370 businesses
that took part in the online survey. Limitations arising from non-probability sampling are
highlighted and it is pointed out that the findings from the survey should be interpreted as
relative indicators of the prevalence of various CSR activities and of trends among those
businesses who took part, rather than as necessarily being indicative of the extent of CSR in
all businesses in Ireland.
Section 3 presents the results from a predominantly quantitative analysis of the data. In
order to illuminate the findings, data is presented in graphic format using a range of graphs,
maps and tables. Where relevant, the findings from the analysis relating to the size of the
business, the sector from which they are drawn and the spatial distribution across Ireland
are highlighted.
Section 4 considers the findings in the context of the national and international literature
and discusses how the extent of CSR activities identified in this study compares
internationally. A small number of issues are highlighted for consideration in the context of
emerging international trends in the final section and these relate to: the focus of CSR
activity; the importance of recognising the acute differences between micro and small (less
than 50 employees) businesses and larger enterprises; understanding of the impact of CSR;
spatial differences in respondents’ engagement in CSR activity; future intentions of
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businesses in this area; and the need for improved and sustainable CSR data both nationally
and internationally.

Section 1: National and international context for
Corporate Social Responsibility
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has been practiced by businesses for many years and
an understanding that businesses have responsibilities to society beyond that of making
profits has been in place for several centuries (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). An increasing and
more formalised awareness of CSR has emerged in more recent times and this is reflected in
the many national and international guidelines, frameworks and developments that are now
in place (Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation (DEJI), 2014). A report conducted
on behalf of the World Bank (Mazurkiewicz, 2004, p.6) reported that there were “over 300
CSR codes, principles, performance standards, management standards developed by
governments, business associations, or academia, not mentioning a huge number of
individual companies’ codes of conduct or reporting initiatives”. Since that time, additional
guidelines and standards have been written and other developments have taken place in
respect of CSR, including in Ireland.
The Irish National Plan on CSR, titled “Good for Business, Good for Community” (DJEI, 2014),
forms an important strategic focus for CSR and sets out a framework for implementation
from 2014-2016. This plan reflects the international context where a range of regulatory,
legislative and guidance initiatives are in place. These include initiatives by organisations
such as the OECD (e.g. Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises), the United Nations (e.g.
The UN Global Compact, the UN Guiding Principles of Business and Human Rights),
International Standards Organisation (e.g. ISO26000 guidance standards on social
responsibility) and the Global Reporting Initiative (Sustainability Reporting Standards). The
European Union (EU) (European Commission, 2011) has published a European-wide
strategy, “A Renewed EU Strategy 2011-2014 for Corporate Social Responsibility”, which
presents a range of CSR-related issues, including a commitment to enhance the tracking and
visibility of CSR activity across member states. Supporting documents relating to specific
aspects of CSR (e.g. Unfair Business Practices, Principles for Better and Co-Regulation), as
well as a guidebook for Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) Advisors with regards to CSR
have also been published by the EU. More recently, the EU Commission and Parliament
adopted the European Directive on non-financial reporting (Directive 2013/34/EU of the
European Parliament); this directive requires all companies with more than 500 employees
to report on certain aspects relevant to CSR.
The increasing importance of CSR is also reflected in the extensive peer-review literature on
this area and in a recent publication, Burke (2015) reported that a Google Scholar search for
CSR generated more than 1 million search results. This literature takes account of various
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aspects of CSR including: drivers for engaging in CSR; definitional and conceptual challenges
of understanding CSR; models; frameworks and activities; and, of particular interest to this
study, reporting and monitoring CSR activity. These issues are now considered.

Drivers for engaging in CSR
Considerations of CSR have been underway for many decades and Bowen (1953) is credited
with providing a very significant contribution to how this term has evolved and is
understood. Bowen (1953, p.6) explicitly recognised that ‘businessmen’ have social
responsibilities which refer to the “obligations of businessmen to pursue those policies, to
make those decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the
objectives and values of our society”. The term ‘businessmen’ was clarified as meaning
“managers of large corporations”, thus explicitly excluding small business owners and
entrepreneurs (Bowen, 1953). Throughout the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, CSR continued to be
essentially an American phenomenon, primarily driven, not by government, but by
investors, consumers and activists who exerted pressure on American-based firms (Perrini,
2006) to engage in these types of activities.
In the 1950s and 1960s, the issue of CSR in the United States was not without some debate
and a number of highly respected academics and businessmen at the time argued
vehemently against the concept of CSR (Leavitt, 1958; Friedmann, 1962). Friedman (1962;
1970), an economist, wrote particularly scathingly of the concept claiming that:
“…there is one and only one social responsibility of business—to use its resources
and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the
rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition, without
deception or fraud” (Friedman, 1962, p.33).
According to Carroll and Shabana (2010), additional arguments against the implementation
of CSR presented over the 1960s and 1970s included:
•
•
•
•

businesses are not equiped to handle social activities and that managers, oriented
towards finance and operations, do not have the necessary skills to make sociallyoriented decisions;
CSR can dilute businesses’ primary purpose;
businesses already have sufficient power and further opportunities should not be
provided; and
by pursuing CSR, a business may make itself less competative globally.

These arguments have generally been rejected in more recent times and much of the
current discourse suggests that effective CSR policies and procedures can have very
beneficial impacts and measurable gains, particularly in terms of triple bottom line (TBL)
accounting which is described by the organisation Business in the Community Ireland (2016,
p.5) as “a means of measuring a company’s success based on its economic returns, its effects
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on its environment and its impact on the community”. Specific benefits of CSR identified by
Business in the Community Ireland (2016) are presented in Figure 1.1.
Figure 1.1. Positive impacts on businesses of engaging in CSR
Leveraging brand equity

Engaging the workforce

Driving business expansion

Optimising risk reduction and management

Ensuring competitiveness

Boosting long-term profitability

In addition to a business benefit model which highlights positive impacts for businesses of
engaging in CSR as outlined in Figure 1.1, other models of CSR have also emerged (Geva,
2008). Carroll’s (2016) pyramid, for example, positions CSR within a social responsibility
model and is framed to take account of the entire spectrum of society’s expectations of
businesses. This spectrum takes account four social mores as follows:
•
•
•
•

economic (make a profit);
legal (obey the law);
ethical (be ethical); and
philanthropic (be a good corporate citizen).

Irrespective of what model is used to understand CSR, it is clear that there are differing
motivations for corporate engagement in this area and many different drivers have been
identified. These are outlined in a World Bank report by Mazurkiewicz (2004) and include
economic, social and political drivers (Table 1.1).
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Table 1.1: Economic, social and political drivers of CSR (Mazurkiewicz, 2004, p.8)
Economic drivers
Social drivers
Political drivers
Company image / reputation Pressure from NGO/CSOs
Improved standing with
government
Improved risk management
Licence to operate
Legal, regulatory drivers
Competitive advantage
Pressure from local
Political pressure
communities
Pressure from business
Research
Licence to operate
partners
Pressure from customers
Pressure from investors
Competitiveness

These motivations are relevant to the Irish context. In a qualitative study, using a grounded
theory approach, Geraghty (2012) identified four key industry motives for engaging in
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) education in Ireland. These
motives were identified as:
•
•
•
•

talent pipeline;
employee development and satisfaction;
reputation and risk management; and
sustainability.

National and international data on CSR drivers
Information about the drivers for CSR have been reported on by the organisation Grant
Thornton (2014) in a report based on 2,500 business leaders in 34 economies around the
world. In their report, more than three-quarters of respondents identified cost management
(77%) as the biggest consideration for businesses in the drive towards adopting more ethical
business practices. This was higher in countries such as India (87%), Japan (84%) and Brazil
(80%), and lower in the United States (77%) and Australia (68%).
Two additional drivers, client/customer demand (64%) and “because it’s the right thing to
do” (62%) were identified as the second and third most important considerations, although,
again, differences were identified across jurisdictions. Business leaders in Japan (92%) were
most likely to report this as being important followed by Poland (88%), Mexico (86%) and
Brazil (83%).
A 2014 report of a study conducted by the National Standards Authority of Ireland and
Waterford Institute of Technology, which included responses from over 350 companies,
identified the most important reasons for engaging in CSR for their sample was to:
•
•

meet customer requirements (55%);
increase the sustainability of products/services and the organisation itself (37%);
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•
•
•
•

ensure ethics in decision-making (37%);
raise customer confidence (37%);
increase brand value (37%); and
reduce environmental impact (35%).

In a survey of 750 adults on consumer attitudes towards corporate responsibility conducted
in Ireland, the three most important factors for Irish consumers when judging a company
were identified as: being open and honest (64%); providing good customer service (53%);
and delivering value for money in goods and services (52%) (Business in the Community
Ireland & IPSOS MRBI, 2012). It was also reported in this survey that almost 40% of
respondents “strongly agreed” that businesses should be doing more around CSR and 23%
“strongly agreed” that industry and commerce do not pay enough attention to their social
responsibilities.

CSR washing
While Friedman’s (1962) viewpoint is not articulated in contemporary literature, there are
nevertheless, some criticisms of CSR and its implementation in practice. These criticisms
focus on motivations for CSR and, in particular, on the uses of CSR as part of “corporate
propaganda strategies that can ignore the interest of employees affected” (Jung & Kim,
2016, p.295). This has been especially highlighted in respect of environmental awareness
and it has been suggested that CSR reporting may simply be another form of marketing.
Sheehy (2015, p.625) draws attention to the use of CSR strategies by certain tobacco,
chemical and jewellery industries and questions whether CSR is simply a mechanism for
“claiming environmental credentials and other social contributions while continuing to
generate excessive harms such as social costs, i.e. business as usual’’. These practices have
been labelled as ‘greenwashing’, defined as a practice that is deceptively used to promote
the perception that a company’s policies or products are environmentally friendly
(Shacklett, 2011). Pope and Wæraas (2016) have challenged this view, however, and suggest
that while claims of CSR-washing have been dramatic, a review of the literature, based on
the antecedents required for this to take place, does not support these assertions. Further,
they suggest that consumers are highly sophisticated in their interpretations of CSR
advertisements and “by and large, do not avail themselves of widely available information
on CSR statements and performance” (p.186).
In the Irish context, a review of 26 member companies of the Business in the Community
Ireland organisation reported best practice across a number of environmental areas,
including having a policy in place and having a clear commitment to being environmentally
responsible (Business in the Community Ireland, 2014).

Conceptual understandings of CSR
Within the literature, there has been much debate, over many decades, on the meaning of
the term CSR. Sheehy (2015, p.627) states that “CSR is critical, complex, complicated and
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difficult, and it is precisely for these reasons that a definition of CSR is imperative”. Despite
this exhortation, there is much ambiguity and lack of clarity around the term CSR and what
it means (Burke, 2015). Sweeney (2007), for example, in a review of literature found that
the term ‘CSR’ was variously reported as being “ambiguous”, “subjective”, “amorphous”,
“high intangible”, “fuzzy” and has “unclear boundaries and debatable legitimacy” (p.517).
The lack of consensus is also evident in the differing terminology used to describe concepts
of CSR including, among others:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“corporate social responsibility” (DJEI, 2014);
“sustainability” (Deloitte, 2012);
“corporate citizenship” (Accenture, 2016);
“corporate responsibility” (Business in the Community & Ipsos MRBI, 2012);
“corporate social performance” (Wood, 1991);
“business ethics” (Ablander, et al., 2016); and
“corporate philanthropy” (Gautier & Pache, 2015).

Carroll and Shabana (2010) have highlighted a changing terminology around this area
reporting that CSR International, a non-profit organisation, announced in 2009 support for
the transition from what it referred to as the:
•
•

“Old CSR” or CSR 1.0 to the
“New CSR” (Corporate Sustainability & Responsibility) or CSR 2.0.

Gjølberg (2009, p.12) suggests that the contested nature of the concept of CSR arises
because it intersects with fundamental debates on the theory of “firm”, on voluntary versus
regulatory approaches to corporate responsibility and on the boundaries between state,
market and civil society. This creates a complexity around CSR that makes it difficult to
arrive at a consensus about what CSR means and how it can be measured.
Dahlsrud (2008) conducted an analysis of 37 different CSR definitions published between
1980 and 2003 and identified five basic dimensions of the concept which, it is suggested, are
present in most CSR published definitions. These five dimensions are presented in Figure
1.2.
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Figure 1.2. Basic dimensions of the concept of CSR (Dahlsrud, 2008)

Dimension 1: Economic
•Socio-economic or financial aspects, including describing CSR in terms of a business operation

Dimension 2: Social
•The relationship between business and society

Dimension 3: Environmental
•Issues in respect of the natural environment

Dimension 4: Voluntariness
•Actions not prescribed by law, regulations specify the minimum socially acceptable level of CSR

Dimension 5: Stakeholder
•The relationship with stakeholders or stakeholder groups defines optimal, individual to
particular firm level of responsibility

These dimensions can help bring some clarity to the components of CSR although dimension
4 which relates to the voluntary nature of CSR, while continuing to be important in Ireland,
may not necessarily be the case internationally. The EU Report on CSR (European Union,
2014, p.8) states that “some Member States have also decided to enact firmer measures
with regard to company reporting on CSR issues”. France, for example, has introduced
legislation on socially responsible investment for asset management companies which
requires them to state in their annual reports how they take into account sustainable
development criteria in their investment and voting policies. Similarly, in Denmark, Danish
law requires the largest Danish companies and state-owned limited liability companies to
explicitly report on the measures they are taking to respect human rights and to mitigate
their impact on the environment. Similar types of legal requirements exist outside the EU. In
India, for example, larger companies whose after-tax profit exceeds a certain threshold are
required to devote a percentage of that profit to CSR activity (Price Waterhouse Cooper
(PWC), 2013).
This has led to a certain blurring of the lines between the more ‘voluntary’ concept of CSR
and the government-set guidelines for social responsibility activities undertaken by
companies. It also highlights a conundrum regarding CSR. The more CSR activities become
mandatory, the smaller the field available for CSR activity.
The EU’s “new definition” of CSR presented in their “EU 2011 Renewed Strategy for
Corporate Social Responsibility” states that CSR is “the responsibility of enterprises for their
impact on society” (p.6). An adaptation of this definition, which continues to incorporate the
voluntary nature of CSR, provides guidance at a strategic level in Ireland (DJEI, 2014) and is
as follows:
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“Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a concept whereby enterprises integrate
social and environmental concerns into their mainstream business operations on a
voluntary basis” (p.4).
This definition is used to guide this study.

CSR frameworks and activities
Despite the conceptual challenges highlighted, there are commonalities in how CSR is
presented and understood. In the European context, this is strongly influenced by the
adoption of CSR by the EU at the European Commission Summit held in Lisbon in March
2000 (Perrini, 2006). The EU’s relationship with CSR was published the following year
(Commission of the European Communities (CEC), 2001) and this document, “Green Paper
Promoting a European Framework for Corporate Social Responsibility”, is both
comprehensive and widely used. The paper outlines the areas that the concept refers to
from the EU perspective. Internal and external dimensions identified in this green paper are
presented in Table 1.2.
Table 1.2. CSR dimensions (CEC, 2001)
CSR: Internal dimensions
Human resource management
Health and safety at work
Adaptation to change
Management of environmental impacts and
natural resources

CSR: External dimensions
Local communities
Business partners, suppliers and consumers
Human rights
Global environmental concerns

Other frameworks have been developed to make explicit the activities that might be
considered as CSR and while there are some commonalities, there is no consensus on these.
The “Catalogue of CSR Activities” developed for the Danish Commerce and Companies
Agency (Ashridge, 2005) funded under the European Social Fund is helpful, however, as it is
widely used to describe various activities that take place. It also includes many of the types
of activity which can be undertaken by micro-enterprises and SMEs as well as by larger
companies, and, consequently, has an applicability to the broader enterprise sector.
Activities are categorised under the following:
Leadership, vision and values which include: defining and setting purpose, values and
vision; translating this into policies and procedures; putting it into practice including
empowering and embedding; and ethical leadership and championing.
Marketplace activities which include: responsible customer relations, including marketing
and advertising; product responsibility; using CSR product labelling; ethical competition; and
making markets work for all.
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Workforce activities which include: employee communication and representation; ensuring
employability and skills development; diversity and equality; responsible/fair remuneration;
work-life balance; health, safety and wellbeing; and responsible restructuring.
Supply chain activities which include: being a fair customer; driving standards through the
supply chain; and promoting social and economic inclusion via the supply chain.
Stakeholder engagement which include: mapping key stakeholders and their main
concerns; stakeholder consultation; responding to and managing stakeholders; and
transparent reporting and communication.
Community activities which include: types of community support; giving cash; giving
employee time; giving gifts in kind; and being a good neighbour.
Environmental activities which include: resource and energy use; pollution and waste
management; environmental product responsibility; and transport planning.
Many other frameworks take account, implicitly or explicitly, many of these areas although
they can be presented in slightly different ways. The Business in the Community Ireland
“Business Working Responsibly Mark,” which is audited by the National Standards Authority
of Ireland and based on ISO 26000, certifies responsible and sustainable business practices,
which takes account of CSR within leadership, policies, practices, performance, and impact
in areas such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

ethics;
stakeholder engagement;
employee engagement;
customer service;
innovation;
supply chain management;
environmental practices; and
CSR communications.

Chambers Ireland’s Corporate Social Responsibility Awards which recognise outstanding
work of businesses that are engaged in making a difference in their communities and
further afield include many of the areas outlined above. In addition, they provide a selfassessment tool for companies based on a checklist which covers the following five areas:
•
•
•
•
•

company values;
workplace policies;
marketplace policies;
environmental policies; and
community policies.
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These areas are aligned with the pillars set out in the DJEI (2014) National Plan for CSR. In
addition to the areas outlined above, there is a recognition of the importance of human
rights and the extent to which they are recognised by companies in the context of their
supply chains. The “OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises” (OECD, 2011, p.32), for
example, states that:
“Respect for human rights is the global standard of expected conduct for
enterprises independently of States’ abilities and/or willingness to fulfil their human
rights obligations, and does not diminish those obligations”.
Seven of the 10 principles of the UN Global Compact (United Nations, 2017) directly or
indirectly refer to human rights issues and a number of countries either incorporate a
human rights agenda into their CSR systems or adopt a specific human rights business
agenda. The EU Review of CSR (2011) states that:
“Reflecting the increasing emphasis on business and human rights and responsible
supply chain management, this is also a focus for policy development in many
National Action Plans” (p.15).
Consideration of the role of CSR in the employment of “hard-to-employ people” has been
highlighted in a recent report from the OECD relating to the employment of refugees (OECD,
2016). Specifically, it notes that “many employers do not see an immediate business case for
hiring refugees or asylum seekers” and that “particularly among larger employers, the main
motivation for employing refugees is currently corporate social responsibility, rather than
meeting labour needs” (p.1). This is also the case regarding the employment of people with
a disability, although Kuznetsova (2012) notes that this CSR activity has been mainly
observed in large corporations and Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) due to the level of
resources available.

National and international data on initiatives and activities
The 2014 Grant Thornton report, which drew on more than 2,500 interviews with business
leaders in 34 economies around the world, reported the following level of activities under
various headings:
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Figure 1.3. Percentage of CSR activities
68% donated money to community causes/charities
65% participated in community/charitiy activities
65% improved energy efficiency or waste management
53% donated products/services to a charitable organisation
39% changed products or services to reduce their
environmental impact
31% calculated their carbon footprint
30% partnered with a charitable organisation (philantropy)
26% intentionally sourced local ethical trade or organic products
25% participated in CSR platforms/initaitves
24% conducted due dilegence on impact of business on human
rights
20% partnered wtih a charitable organisation (to address
business issues)

Four of the five pillars outlined in the Irish National Plan (DJEI, 2014) will be used to provide
a framework for the operationalisation of this study (Figure 1.4).
Figure 1.4. Framework for assessing the extent of CSR activity in this study

Workplace

Community

Marketplace

Environment

Measurement of CSR activities in Ireland and internationally
The definitional and conceptual challenges highlighted above, coupled with the extensive
range of activities that can be considered under the lexicon of CSR, understandably, lend
themselves to challenges in measurement.
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International rankings
Difficulties (e.g. a plethora of measurement ranking systems, lack of conceptual clarity, link
between CSR and the business case) identified by Hopkins (2005) more than 10 years ago
continue to make robust and meaningful interational comparisons very challenging. These
challenges are further complicated by the importance of “local culture, context and
traditions in shaping the perceptions and practices of global ideas” in informing how CSR is
implemented locally (Gjølberg, 2009, p.11). This is also highlighted by Crotty (2016, p.26)
who states that:
“Corporate responsibility is determined by the institutional, legal and cultural
setting within which business is practiced”.
Despite these differences, some attempts have been made to conduct international
comparisons through edited collections of case studies (e.g Habisch, Jonker, & Wegner,
2005), international business reports (e.g Grant Thornton, 2014) and indices (e.g Midttun,
Gautesen, & Gjolberg, 2006; Gjølberg, 2009). In constructing an index of CSR practices and
CSR performance in 20 countries, including the EU 15 (including Ireland), Australia, United
States of America, Japan, Canada and Norway, Gjølberg (2009, p.16), drew on a number of
different global indicators. These are presented in Table 1.3.
Table 1.3. Data sources used to compile an index (Gjølberg, 2009)
Dow Jones Sustainability Index
FTSE4Good
Global 100
UN Global Compact
World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD)
The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
KPMG International Survey of CSR Reporting
SustainAbility’s list of the 100 best sustainability reports
ISO 14001
In each of the areas considered, including “overall score”, “results oriented initiatives with
hard requirements” and “process oriented initiatives with soft requirements”, Ireland fared
poorly. In the overall score, Ireland ranked 16th of the 20 countries included, and was just
ahead of Italy (17th), the United States of America (18th), Austria (19th) and Greece (20th).
The work of Gjølberg (2009) has been used by others to compare CSR internationally.
Skouloudis (2014), for example, based his work on that of Gjølberg (2009) but included a
wider range of measures. His study ranked Ireland 19th out of 86 countries with a score of
5.7 against a best score of 20.64 and a worst score of -37.06. Amongst developed countries,
Ireland ranked 18th out of 37. The negative score indicates an under-representation of
companies active in CSR relative to the size of the economy.
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Other studies have taken place using similar data sources. A recent study also based on the
work of Gjølberg (2009) was conducted by Pimental et al. (2016). They compared four
countries, the United States of America, France, Norway and Italy, over the two time periods
of 2007 and 2013. Their findings mirrored those of Gjølberg (2009) in the ranked position of
each country. Norway was ranked highest, followed by France, Italy and the United States of
America. The authors noted that both the Gini coefficient on social inequalities and levels of
unemployment were strongly inversly correlated with CSR, suggesting that in times of
difficulty, such as when unemployment is growing, companies take care of other priorities,
such as remaining profitable and retaining jobs.
The extent to which the findings from these indices are representative of the full range of
businesses in a country is questionable. Recent CSO (2016) data from Ireland, for example,
shows that SMEs accounted for 99.8% of all businesses in Ireland. The extent to which these
enterprises form part of the data sources used by Gjølberg (2009) is likely to be negible.
This issues is also highlighted in another index published by the CSRHub (USA)1. In the
findings, Ireland was joint 21st of 32 European countries. This ranking, however, was based
on a total of 3,977 companies in the EU, only 43 of which were in Ireland.

Reporting on CSR
Information on CSR is also available in the published reports of companies. In the EU,
Directive 2013/34/EU of the European Parliament (the European directive on non-financial
reporting) requires large public-interest entities (which includes businesses) with more than
500 employees to disclose relevant information on their policies, main risks and outcomes in
their reports around the following areas:
• environmental matters;
• social and employee aspects;
• respect for human rights;
• anticorruption and bribery issues; and
• diversity in their board of directors.
These areas are reflected in company reports where ‘triple bottom line accounting’ is
adopted as a way of presenting their CSR activities. This term, triple bottom line accounting,
was coined by Elkington (1994), and it has been defined as “an accounting framework that
incorporates three dimensions of performance: social, environmental and financial” (Slater &
Hall, 2011). Slater and Hall (2011, p.4) also note that triple bottom line dimensions are also
commonly referred to as the three Ps: people, planet and profits. More recently, a fourth
factor has been added (“the purpose of the business”) and a focus on all four is referred to
by Lawler (2014) as ‘quadruple bottom line accounting’.

1

https://www.csrhub.com/CSR_ratings_by_region_and_country/
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There is some agreement that reporting on non-financial aspects of business performance is
important and a recent EU report (European Union, 2014) notes this is increasingly
common. In general, however, these reports focus on the activities of large companies.
Moravcikova et al. (2015) suggest this is necessary for them because their relationship with
their stakeholders is impersonal. An increase in the proportion of companies reporting on
CSR is reported by KPMG (2015) in its Survey of Corporate Responsibility Reporting 2015, in
which it was stated that the inclusion of CSR data in annual reports (including mainly large
multinational corporations) is now becoming the norm. In their analysis, they found that
almost one in five (20%) of the N100 companies included information on CSR in their annual
report in 2011, and this proportion had increased to more than half (56%) by 2015. They
also reported, however, that the eight countries with the highest growth in this reporting
had legislation in place that requires it. According to KPMG, two factors are driving
increased CSR reporting and these are:
•
•

shareholders see it as important in allowing them to assess the risks and
opportunities for companies and
governments and stock exchanges are requiring that this data be published.

The countries with the highest rates of CSR reported in this analysis were India, South Africa,
Indonesia and Malaysia, France and the UK. While small and medium sized companies can
engage with their stakeholders in a more personal and immediate way, there is an
increasing recognition that they also need to report on CSR.
More transparent reporting on CSR is also supported by the Global Reporting Initiative’s
(GRI’s) Sustainability Disclosure Database (http://database.globalreporting.org/about-thissite) where company CSR reports, whether based on GRI standards or otherwise, and
relevant information related to the reporting organisations can be easily accessed. The GRI
provides guidance and standards on two areas: “how to report” and “what to report”. These
reports are referred to as ‘sustainability reporting’ and they provide company information
on the economic, environmental, and social impact caused by their business activities. A
sustainability report also presents the organisation’s values and governance model, and
demonstrates the link between its strategy and its commitment to a sustainable global
economy.
While the GRI initiative is helpful and clearly outlines the dimensions of CSR to be reported
on, there are no statutory standards or agreed meta-data around specific indicators. This
limits the extent to which international comparisons can take place and it has been stated
that:
“Different rules apply in relation to what has to be reported, by whom, and as part
of which official reporting procedure” (European Union, 2014, p.38).
The same report also notes that:
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“Legislative requirements on non-financial reporting are not widespread through
Member States but this is more common in countries with an established tradition
of CSR or state-owned enterprises” (p.38).
While reports that are geographically, culturally, and locally situated are very helpful at a
local level, an absence of an agreed meta-data and reporting structure makes robust and
international comparisons very problematic. Some consideration, however, has been given
to reporting and the United Nations (2008) identified four quality characteristics of good
reporting on CSR in annual reports (Figure 1.5).
Figure 1.5. UN characteristics of good reporting on CSR in annual reports
Comparability

Relevance and materiality
Capability of consistent measurement

Understandability

Reliability and verifiability

At a more local level, consideration has been given (Slater & Hall, 2011) to the range of
factors which might be included in a company report and identify the following that are
used by one particular company (p.6):
• economic (amount of taxes paid)
• social (average hours of training/employee, from welfare to career retention,
charitable contributions)
• environmental/safety (safety incident rate, restricted workday rate, sales dollars
per kilowatt hours)
o Greenhouse gas emissions
o Use of post-consumer and industrial recycled material
o Water consumption
o Amount of waste to landfill
Others have considered broader frameworks. In its 2014 report on CSR, Grant Thornton
drew attention to the International Integrated Reporting Council framework, while noting
that it is targeted towards larger companies, they suggested, however, that the principle of
demonstrating how a business performs not just financially, but also within the wider social,
environmental and economic context, is applicable to organisations of all sizes.
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The same report (Grant Thornton, 2014) found that less than one-third (31%) of businesses
report on the sustainability of their operations, which was a slight rise from 2011 figures
(25%). Europe was identified as being at the bottom of the reporting league, which it was
suggested is partly due to significant increases in reporting taking places in other parts of
the world while Europe has remained static. Within Europe, the Netherlands (62%) were
identified as having the highest percentage of companies reporting on CSR, while Sweden
(17%) and Latvia (7%) were identified as having the lowest percentage.
Of those businesses which do not currently report on sustainability, just over one-quarter
reported that they planned to start doing so over the next five years (26%). In addition, a
majority (57%) indicated that sustainability reporting should be integrated with financial
reporting, which was up from 44% in 2011.

Micro, small, medium and large enterprises
Several authors have differentiated between large corporations and small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) in the impact, importance and role of CSR and it has been argued that
the CSR debate up to this time has been very much focused on multinational corporations
(Ma, 2012). This is also evident in the extent to which international standards and
agreement are focused on larger organisations and multinationals and where reports on the
performance of these companies are commonly presented for international comparison.
Aras and Crowther (2009, p.126) note that the SME sector, “particularly the microenterprise, remains unstudied and largely ignored”. Further, they suggest that CSR is a
concept that is not well recognised by micro-enterprises and while CSR activities are being
undertaken, these are generally seen as being “a good citizen and member of the local
community rather than being as an inherent requirement of a business” (p127).
SMEs account for the largest proportion of businesses throughout the world and,
increasingly, there is a focus on engaging SMEs in CSR activities at a strategic and
operational level. The EU guidebook on CSR in SMEs (European Commission, 2013) states
that a key message for SMEs is that CSR is “just normal everyday work, nothing exotic,
nothing difficult, nothing costly, and nothing sexy” (p.9). It also suggests, however, that
today´s society and stakeholders require more transparency and information from
companies which increases the requirement for reporting on activities.
It has been argued that SMEs are different to larger companies in how they operate (Smith,
2013). Specifically, Smith (2013) notes that:
•

•

SMEs are more likely to be founded and managed by their owners and it is suggested
that few successful entrepreneurs start businesses solely for the intent of making
more. This may mean they are more socially responsible than their larger
counterparts.
With SMEs, it is more personal. Personal relationships are often key to their success.
Internally, employees are likely to all know each other and be well-known to
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•

•

management. While it is not unknown for large companies to refer to employees as
“family”, this term is more evident and arguably more authentic when used in the
SME context. This may well mean that their employees are treated better than those
in larger companies.
Personal relationships also figure externally, with SMEs often deeply involved in their
local communities. They may contribute substantially in terms of providing
employment and they may also rely heavily on business relationships with customers
and suppliers and others based in the local community. Again, for this reason, SMEs
may prove to be more socially responsible than big corporates.
SMEs are likely to be less well-resourced than big companies. One beneficial
consequence might be that while they give attention to the substance of CSR, they
are less likely to focus on the “trappings”, such as CSR communications. More
generally, however, it is likely to mean that less funds are available to invest in
initiatives that might be socially or environmentally beneficial, especially if the
economic pay-off is less obvious or longer term.

These observations have been by supported by Eurofound research (Eurofound, 2014, p.1)
which stated that:
“The research findings confirm the specific features of industrial relations in micro
and small companies, highlighting the important role of informal relationships
between owners/managers and employees and the lack of formalised structures and
practices of interest representation and social dialogue, collective bargaining
coverage and collective representation in general”.
It has also been noted, however, that some of the business case considerations for CSR may
carry less weight with SMEs, at least in terms of their own operations. For example, while
reputation is important for any business, there are typically greater reputational risks for
large companies. The reputational pressures are less for an SME. SMEs might also be less
able to bring to scale the efficiency gains that can come from attention to CSR or exploit the
business opportunities that might come through innovation in the form of new, more
sustainable products. However, SMEs have many of the same reasons for engaging in CSR
that large companies have, both in avoiding downside risk and in exploiting upside
opportunities.
Sweeney (2007) identified a number of barriers and opportunities relating to CSR in a
qualitative study using in-depth interviews with 13 large and small firms operating in
Ireland. The findings showed that SMEs related CSR to conducting business in a responsible
manner and in particular contributing to their local community, with the only barrier
identified as financial constraints. This differed from the larger companies where barriers
included perception and resource limitations including financial, human and time
constraints (Sweeney, 2007). CSR among SMEs has also been examined in other countries
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and in one study conducted in Portugal, Santos (2011) found CSR was incorporated into the
daily management of these companies and took on an informal and non-structured
character.
An Irish study conducted by the Irish Small and Medium Enterprises Association (2015)
(ISME) with 609 of its members, found that the term ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ or
‘CSR’ is not well known or understood amongst SMEs and only 54% of respondents in the
survey understood enough about the term and the nature of CSR to be able to state that
they were engaged in it.
Very small businesses or micro-enterprises make up a very big percentage of all businesses
and in Ireland they account for over 92% of all enterprises (CSO, 2016). The difficulties and
issues which have been identified for SMEs with regard to engaging in and, in particular,
recording and reporting CSR activity is reflected even more sharply in the case of microenterprises. That is not to say that they are not engaged in CSR activities. They may very
well contribute to their communities, treat their employees (if any) well, act honourably
with their customers and be environmentally aware, however, their capacity to engage with
formal processes are likely to be very limited.

National and international data on CSR in micro, small and medium sized
companies
As noted earlier, international comparisons are challenging and this is particularly the case
in respect of SMEs. International data that is available generally reports on small scale
studies or studies conducted in a single country (De Broek, 2009). Irrespective of company
size or jurisdiction, the findings from these studies suggest that the number of employees
makes a difference to the level of CSR. The Danish Commerce and Companies Agency
(Ashridge,2005), for example, reported that while CSR activities were undertaken by all sizes
of companies, a greater proportion of companies between 60 and 250 employees were
most active. They also reported that nearly three-quarters of smaller companies were also
active in the area, but these companies were primarily engaged in workforce and
community aspects of CSR.
The language of CSR may not be well known within the business community and a study of
1,500 Luxembourg companies by de Broek (2009) reported that only 16% of companies with
between 10 and 49 employees were familiar with the concepts of CSR. This compared with
30% of companies with 51-249 employees and 62% of companies with more than 250
employees. Higher levels of awareness were identified in a study conducted in the Czech
Republic by Polášek (2010) where just over half of SMEs (55%) and 41% of micro-enterprises
had heard of the term. When asked if they would be willing to implement a standard system
of CSR in their companies, however, only 17% of micro-enterprises said that they would be
willing as opposed to 42% of all SMEs. The same author (Polášek, 2010) cited another study
conducted with SMEs in Berlin in 2005. The findings from that study showed that the idea
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and the term ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ was not known very well among SMEs.
Despite this, however, social commitment was identified as a regular part of the business
for many Berlin SME enterprises, regardless of the enterprise size.
In Ireland, the ISME Association (2015) report identified SMEs contribution to CSR in Ireland.
Again, the informal nature of CSR in SMEs was highlighted and the report noted that unlike
their larger counterparts, the activities undertaken were likely to be informal and
considered as a normal part of business. Key findings on the extent of the activities
undertaken are presented in Table 1.4.
Table 1.4. Irish SME contribution to CSR
92% of SMEs give financial support to charitable organisations each year.
More than one-third (37%) donated between €100-€500 annually and about one-quarter
donated €501-€1000 (25%) and €1001-€5000 (23%).
34% had a charity partner which it was committed to supporting on a long-term year-onyear basis.
More than half (55%) of businesses donated inventory and products to local causes.
72% of Irish SME owner-managers voluntarily gave their time and 45% gave employee
time to support charitable organisations.
The survey highlighted that while 30% of SMEs believed they were not active in CSR, all
respondents had engaged in activities that can be understood as CSR. The authors suggest
that:
“the primary challenge is not to increase levels of CSR but to increase awareness so
that SMEs know what it entails and to acknowledge and encourage its practice”.
(Irish Small and Medium Enterprises Association, 2015; p6).

Leadership, governance and reporting of CSR
Strand (2011) notes that despite the increasing interest in the relationships between CSR
and leadership, there is little published research on the topic. However, Strand identifies
some characteristics associated with CSR for different leadership types including:
•
•
•
•
•

transformational leadership (often charismatic and visionary and demands more
than is normal of those involved);
transactional leadership (based on an exchange between leaders and followers);
visionary leadership (which creates a strong relationship between the leader and
followers);
participative leadership (which seeks a collaborative approach where followers share
in the decision-making); and
reflexivity, where a leader learns constantly from the process of engagement with
CSR and is able to respond to this learning.
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Kakabadse et al. (2009) focus on the stages of CSR implementation including: 1. CSR
decision; 2. CSR adoption; and 3. CSR commitment. These authors also identified 10 CSR
leadership skills and capacities which they set out in Table 1.5.
Table 1.5. Stages and capabilities of CSR leadership (Kakabadse, et al., 2009, p.52)
Stages
Capabilities
Descriptions
CSR decision
CSR awareness
Awareness and knowledge of CSR provides
conviction and wisdom to craft a new future and
change old behaviours
Reflexivity
Reflects on issues and actions both ‘‘in vivo’’ and
post hoc
Discerning CSR goals
Clarifying what is and what is not a CSR goal
requires definition and commitment to
sustainability
CSR adoption Using business case
Ability to present CSR as a business case rather
language
than just as emotional appeal for doing ‘‘good’’
or moral argument
Persuasion
Ability to get buy-in from others to support and
own CSR initiatives
Handle paradoxes and Able to see a way forward when confronted
conflicting priorities
with two or more contrasting forces pulling in
different directions, whilst at the same time not
being able to simply opt for one or the other,
but having to reconcile both alternatives that
are contradictory, or accept their temporal or
permanent coexistence
Consistency of
Consistent application of CSR message through
application
all organisational activities (i.e. not only isolated
or symbolic action of ‘‘doing good’’), that is
emotional zest and attention to detail in a
consistent and sustainable manner
CSR measurement
Ability to know and define clearly what success
will look like so that appropriate measures can
be designed. Ability and willingness to monitor
CSR performance for accountability
Follow through
Ability to follow through from initiative to
application, which requires discipline and
passion for results
CSR
Will to act
Staying power combined with sense of purpose
commitment
and mission to make CSR vision work
While the literature on CSR leadership is limited, it nevertheless points to the complexities
of implementing CSR, with Kakabadse et al. (2009) noting that:
“Being a CSR leader is more than wanting to help the planet. CSR leadership is a
difficult path to pursue, full of contradictions and dilemmas, where the overall
destination depends on first determining a number of linking staging posts” (p.50).
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Corporate Governance (CG) and CSR are increasingly linked with each other and it has been
suggested that CG and CSR are complementary and are closely linked with market forces.
Rahim (2013) suggests that while the objectives differ, “they may act as tools for achieving
each other’s goals” (p.21). Increasingly, CG is influenced by CSR demands and rather than
focusing only on shareholders’ demands, CG considers a broader range of stakeholders.
Rahim also suggests that this convergence of CSR and CG has an impact on national
regulation and self-regulation in particular. He notes that:
“Advocates of this convergence believe that corporate self-regulation that contains
the principles of CSR offers opportunities to companies for greater market access,
cost savings, productivity and innovation, as well as broader social benefits such as
education and community development” (p.27).

Summary and conclusions
To summarise, there is an extensive peer review and grey literature about CSR that reflects
the awareness, commitment and growing consensus around its implementation.
Increasingly, CSR is acknowledged in national and international policy and guidance and
commitments to implementing CSR are reflected internationally (EU strategy, OECD, UN)
and nationally (DJEI). Two broad rationales are presented in the literature for implementing
CSR and these are that it is good for business and that it is the right thing to do. Amongst
the many positive business impacts that are claimed for CSR are: leveraging brand equity;
engaging the workforce; driving business expansion; optimising risk reduction and
management; ensuring competitiveness; and boosting long-term profitability (Business in
the Community Ireland, 2016).
Others have focused on the moral responsibilities of the business world to the broader
society. This has been highlighted by Carroll (2016) who noted that society expects
businesses to take account of four social mores: economic (make a profit); legal (obey the
law); ethical (be ethical); and philanthropic (be a good corporate citizen). Irrespective of
rationale, there are economic, social and political drivers to engaging in CSR.
Some criticisms have also been identified in the literature and there are concerns in some
areas that ‘greenwashing’, defined as a practice that is deceptively used to promote the
perception that a company’s policies or products are environmentally friendly (Shacklett,
2011). Despite these concerns, there is widespread political support for CSR and its
implementation is generally viewed as a common good.
There has been much debate over many decades on the meaning of the term CSR and there
continues to be a lack of clarity surrounding it. This is exemplified in the diverse terminology
used to describe concepts of CSR. Terms used vary from “sustainability”, “corporate
citizenship”, “corporate responsibility” to “business ethics”, among others. Nevertheless, a
common definition of CSR is emerging and in an analysis of 37 different definitions of CSR
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published between 1980 and 2003, five basic dimensions were found to be present in most
CSR published definitions: economic, social, environmental, voluntariness and stakeholder.
In this study, the definition used is that presented by the Department of Jobs, Enterprise
and Innovation, as follows:
“Corporate social responsibility is a concept whereby enterprises integrate social
and environmental concerns into their mainstream business operations on a
voluntary basis” (DJEI, 2014, p.4).
There are many different CSR frameworks and activities. Both internal organisational
dimensions (e.g. human resource management; health and safety at work; adaptation to
change; and management of environmental impacts and natural resources) and external
dimensions (e.g. local communities; business partners, suppliers and consumers; human
rights; and global environmental concerns) have been identified (Commission of the
European Communities (CEC), 2001). The “Catalogue of CSR Activities” developed for the
Danish Commerce and Companies Agency (Ashridge, 2005) provides a list of potential
activities that are relevant to both large corporations and small businesses. Others, such as
the OECD and UN Global Compact, have framed CSR using a human rights approach.
In the Irish context, frameworks such as the Business in the Community Ireland “Business
Working Responsibly Mark” and Chambers Ireland Corporate Social Responsibility Awards
have been used to identify core components of CSR. In this study, the four pillars of
community, workplace, marketplace and environment are used to provide an operational
framework (DJEI, 2014).
While some attempts have been made to present international comparisons about CSR, the
lack of conceptual clarity and proliferation of frameworks has resulted in considerable
difficulties in providing robust and comparable measures of CSR. An examination of three
composite indices, which drew on a multiplicity of sources (e.g. Dow Jones Sustainability
Index, FTSE4Good, UN Global Compact), identified different rankings for Ireland when
compared with other countries. Skouloudis (2009), for example, ranked Ireland 19 th out of
86 countries, while CSRHub in the USA (2014) ranked Ireland 21st out of 32 European
countries. A study by Gjolberg ranked Ireland as 17th out of 20 countries. The high
proportion of micro and small businesses in Ireland may need to be taken into account in
these types of measures, and in the CSRHub in the USA, for example, out of a total of 3,977
companies, Ireland contributed only 43.
Differences in the relevance of measures are not the only differences identified for SMEs in
respect of CSR. It has been suggested that micro and small companies are: more likely to be
socially responsible than their larger counterparts; more likely to have personal
relationships, both internally and externally; less likely to have funds available to focus on
“trappings” of CSR such as communications; and more likely to be motivated by a concern
for society rather than the business. Irish data drawn from the ISME (2015) highlighted
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significant contributions to CSR by SMEs in Ireland. Some consideration was also given in
this review of literature to leadership, governance and reporting on CSR and complexities in
all three areas identified. The impact of leadership has not been well researched, although
some work has taken place on the capabilities and stage of CSR decisions, CSR adoption and
CSR implementation. The relationship between CG and CSR is increasingly overlapping and,
again, a number of different components of this have been identified.
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Section 2: Methodology
This study has been carried out in fulfilment of the commitment set out in Ireland’s
“National Plan on Corporate Social Responsibility 2014-2016” which states that:
“The breadth of CSR activity in Ireland is therefore widespread. Some of the activity
is mapped by Business in the Community Ireland in their Business Impact Maps and
Best Practice Database, but there is much more on-going in every locality. It is our
intention to more fully quantify the scale of this activity prior to the first formal
review of this Plan, to give us a better baseline of the extent of CSR activity on the
ground across Ireland” (Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, 2014, p.8).

Aim and objectives of the study
The overall aim of this study is to assess existing CSR activity in Ireland and provide baseline
information on the extent and nature of the actions taking place.

Objectives
The key objectives are to:
1. assess existing CSR activity in Ireland;
2. assess how that activity compares internationally;
3. identify gaps in Ireland’s progress; and
4. indicate existing and emerging international trends.

Approach adopted
An online survey methodology was used to conduct this study and data was collected from
1,370 businesses in Ireland. Key elements of the process are outlined in Figure 2.1.
Figure 2.1. Key elements of study process
Review of national and international
literature
Research question definition
Identification of sampling frame
Questionnaire design
Pilot study
Data collection
Data analysis
Report
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Review of national and international literature
A review of the national and international literature was carried out for the purpose of
assisting in meeting objective 2 (to assess how CSR activity in Ireland compares
internationally) and objective 4 (to indicate existing and emerging international trends). The
review which includes both peer-reviewed and grey literature focused on identifying and
mapping CSR activity nationally and internationally. Key findings focus on:
•
•
•
•

understandings and drivers of CSR;
CSR frameworks and activities;
national and international data; and
governance, indicators and reporting on CSR.

The review of literature is used to better understand Ireland’s position in the overall context
of CSR internationally.

Research question definition
The research question and research approach were developed and agreed in consultation
with the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation. Key elements included in the
definition of the research question were:
•
•

the identification of the sectors from which respondents would be drawn;
the identification of the enterprise size categories from which respondents would be
drawn;
• degree of geographic spread; and
• the activities of CSR to be assessed in the research.
The Central Statistics Office (2016) business sector categories were used as a framework for
the enterprise sectors and these are as follows:
• construction,
• distribution,
• finance,
• industry, and
• service.
The Central Statistics Office (2016) business size classification was used for categorising
enterprise size. This categorisation is based on the number of employees in a firm and is
often used internationally as the basis of comparison of business size. These categories
include:
• less than 10 employees;
• 10-49 employees;
• 50-249 employees; or
• more than 250 employees.
A geographic spread across the four provinces was also sought.
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Research design
The study adopted an online survey method which mainly collected quantitative data,
although a small amount of qualitative data was also collected. The online survey method
ensured sufficient data could be collected within the required six-week time period.
Sampling frame
Two main approaches were adopted to the sample frame. First, a sampling frame was
developed from a commercially available directory and this database provided information
on: name, address and contact details of the business; size of the business; business sector;
and geographic spread. Personalised emails were sent to these businesses. The second
approach adopted was based on the organisations included on the Department of Jobs,
Enterprise and Innovation CSR Stakeholder Group. Each organisation was asked to invite
their members to take part in the survey. (Figure 2.2).
Responses received
In total, 1,370 responses were received. In order to achieve this sample size, 27,000
businesses were sent a personal email (for the attention of a named person). Approximately
30% (9,333 invitees) opened these emails and of these, 1,285 (14%) responded to the
request to take part in the survey.
Figure 2.2. Responses received
27,000 invitations

Invitation to CSR Stakeholder
Group members

9,333 invitations opened

1,285 responses achieved

85 responses achieved

Total number of responses: 1,370

Characteristics of the respondents
The intention was to adopt a stratified sampling methodology where an equal number of
businesses according to size and business sector would be invited to take part in the survey.
Difficulties arose in identifying sufficient numbers of businesses from each size and sector
and, consequently, some differences emerged. Businesses from the service sector
accounted for a much higher proportion than any other sector and finance, followed by
distribution, accounted for the lowest. Table 2.1 below illustrates the composition of the
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sample according to the extent to which these sectors are prevalent in the overall business
population. Compared with the business population of Ireland, the service and finance
sector are over-represented in this survey, while the construction, distribution and industry
sectors are under-represented.
Table 2.1. Responses by sector
Number
Percentage of overall
Percentage in Ireland 2014
sample
(CSO, 2016)
Construction 147
10.7%
19.9%
Distribution 88
6.4%
19.1%
Finance
59
4.3%
2.8%
Industry
145
10.7%
6.9%
Service
931
67.9%
51%
Total
1,370
100%
100%*
*Please note that the rounded numbers in tables may not always total 100% when added
While the samples do not exactly reflect the sectoral distribution in Ireland, a good spread
of responses was received.
Responses by size of business
The proportions of respondents taking part in this survey also varied according to the size of
businesses. Micro businesses accounted for the largest proportion (68%) and businesses
with over 250 employees made up the smallest proportion. A comparison of the proportion
in each size of business is presented below in Table 2.2 and this highlights a similar type
pattern in the general business population of Ireland.
Table 2.2 Number of businesses in the survey relative to the overall business population in
Ireland
Number of
Number
% of overall
% in business
employees
responded to
sample
population in
invitation
Ireland (CSO,
2016)
Less than 10
937
68.3%
92.3%
10-49
296
21.6%
4.1%
50-249
77
5.6%
2.3%
250+
60
4.4%
1.1%
Total
1,371
100
100%
In this survey, there was a clear relationship between the sector and the number of
employees, with the service and finance sectors much more likely to report smaller numbers
of employees. This is highlighted in Table 2.3.

32 | P a g e

Table 2.3. Number and percentage of businesses included in this study by size of business
and sector
%
n
%
n
%
n
%
n
<10
10-49
50-249
250+
Construction 67%
99
22%
32
3%
4
8%
12
Distribution 51%
45
42%
37
6%
5
1%
1
Finance
78%
46
17%
10
0%
0
5%
3
Industry
50%
72
25%
36
13%
19
12%
18
Service
72.5%
675
19%
181
5%
49
3%
26
Total
68.3%
937
2%
296
6%
77
4%
60
Geographic spread
Figure 2.3 below shows a good geographic spread of businesses who took part in this survey
and some responses were received from all counties. As expected, the highest numbers of
businesses completing the survey were in Dublin and Cork.
Figure 2.3. Number of responses by county
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Questionnaire design and associated information
The questionnaire was developed in consultation with the Department of Jobs, Enterprise
and Innovation and with the CSR Stakeholder Group hosted by the Department. The
development of the questionnaire took account of best practices in the area (Robson, 1993;
Punch, 1998; Cohen, et al., 2000) and consideration was given to:
•
•
•
•

question content;
question wording;
form of response to the question; and
place of the question in the sequence.

Where possible, previously used questions were included in the questionnaire, including, for
example, the question on financial value from the ISME (2015) survey and the question on
awareness about standards, awards and guidelines from the National Standards Authority of
Ireland and Waterford Institute of Technology survey. The use of these questions facilitates
some comparability across surveys.
The questionnaire was framed around four of the five CSR pillars presented in the Irish
national plan for CSR and key areas under each pillar were included along with examples of
each one. These areas related to the community, workplace, marketplace and environment.
In addition, questions were included about attitudes to CSR, CSR indicators and reporting on
CSR.
The overall survey included 20 questions and a high proportion of Likert scales and multiplechoice questions were used to reduce the length of time required for completion. Questions
relating to the size of the business and the sector were mandatory and respondents could
not proceed to complete the survey without first entering a response to these questions. A
small number of open-ended questions were included, including one at the end of the
survey asking if respondents had any comments, questions or concerns about CSR.
Information was provided to respondents about the survey and this highlighted the
following:
1. that the work was being carried out on behalf of the DJEI;
2. that data from those who do not consider that they engage in CSR activities was just
as important as data from those who consider that they do; and
3. that the survey would take approximately 10 minutes to complete.
Contact details for the Research Team were also included to provide a point of verification
for the study.
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Pilot testing
Pilot testing of the survey information, data collection method and questionnaire was
conducted prior to the main survey taking place. Changes were made to both the survey
information and questionnaire to ensure high levels of completion. The main changes to the
questionnaire related to:
•
•
•
•

reducing the length of the questionnaire;
changes to the layout of the questionnaire;
changing the wording of questions; and
changes to the information provided to participants.

Changes made to the information following the pilot study included a simplification of the
language, particularly around CSR, shortening the overall length of the invitation and
reducing the number of clicks from the email to the survey (rather than to a consent
agreement to take part). The pilot test also provided an opportunity to estimate the length
of time for completion and this, along with the changes outlined, ensured the questionnaire
was feasible for busy stakeholders to answer.
Consideration was also given to the data collection method. The pilot study highlighted low
levels of response rates and a number of different options were considered. These included
phone calls to businesses to identify the name and email address of the relevant person,
direct contacts via organisations, offering incentives and focus groups. Given the time
frame, focus groups were not an option and as a pilot of contacts via phone calls to
companies did not improve the response rate, this was deemed unhelpful. Offering
incentives to complete the survey was not considered appropriate for a government-funded
study and consequently, this was not pursued.

Data collection
The main data collection period took place over 10 days in April 2017. All the data was
collected electronically using SurveyMonkey™. As part of the data collection process,
individuals were asked if they would be willing to be part of a panel of businesses that could
be contacted over the next three years for their views on issues relating to CSR.
Preparation and analysis of data
The data was exported from the internet survey provider (SurveyMonkey™) into SPSS
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences). Open-ended and unstructured question
responses were coded and analysed separately. This information is used in the report to
exemplify issues arising in the quantitative data.
Nominal, ordinal, interval and ratio data was generated in the course of the research and
descriptive statistical analysis was conducted on each. Graphs, charts and tables are
presented throughout the report. In order to further illuminate the outcomes of the study, a
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number of areas of CSR activity are presented geographically by county in the form of
maps. While the maps provide interesting insights and suggest the need for further
research, they do need to be treated with some caution as the spatial distribution of
respondents by business size, sector and overall number of respondents by county may
have influenced these outcomes.
The data gathered through both the review of international literature and the survey of
companies in Ireland is used to inform this report.

Limitations
All research has some limitations. An online survey can be efficient for researchers and
convenient for respondents. It allows a shorter time frame for data collection than more
traditional methods and it allows for a substantial amount of information to be collected
and easily prepared for analysis. The brief for this study required that it be completed within
a six-week period and this was a key driver in adopting an online approach to data
collection. Some limitations are highlighted in respect of this study and these are issues
which commonly arise in all surveys of this nature.
Non-probability sample: The respondents to the survey were not equally distributed nor are
they fully representative of the overall population of businesses in Ireland. Specifically, there
is:
•
•

an over representation of businesses in the service sector and an underrepresentation of all others; and
an under-representation of micro businesses in this survey and an overrepresentation of all other categories.

The impact of the higher number of businesses in the service sector is difficult to assess.
Because the service sector is so predominant in Ireland and since the results of the survey
suggests that there are limited differences between the different business sectors in most
respects, the impact of this is unlikely to be significant. The international evidence suggests
that while all businesses are engaged in some CSR-related activity, that of the microenterprise sector is generally focused on community assistance and employee welfare.
Selection bias: Businesses who have an interest in CSR may have been more likely to have
responded to this survey and while there a number of measures in place to mitigate this,
these measures were only partially successful. Nevertheless, the survey does contain a
spread of responses across all business sizes, sectors and counties in Ireland.
Anonymity of the respondent: Another common limitation relating to online surveys relates
to the anonymity of the data collection resulting in a higher risk of respondents who may
not be who they say they are and who may not answer truthfully. At the beginning of this
survey, the researchers included a small number of mandatory questions relating to
business size and sector. In addition, a number of checks and balances were built in to the
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questionnaire designed to enable any discrepancies in responses to be identified. The
findings showed high levels of consistency across sectors and business size and no specific
anomalies were identified.
In summary, the findings are relevant and can significantly assist in creating a better
understanding of the extent to which CSR activities take place in Ireland. They should,
however, be interpreted as relative indicators of the prevalence of various CSR activities and
of trends among those businesses who took part, rather than as indicative of all businesses
in Ireland.
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Results of the survey
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3.0 Results of the survey
This section considers the results of the survey and these are presented according to: the
importance of CSR to businesses; CSR activities across four pillars (community, workplace,
marketplace and environment); organisational commitment to CSR; and CSR supports. The
results are presented in tabular and graphic format and key findings are mapped
geographically.

Importance of CSR to businesses
Respondents to this survey were asked to indicate how important CSR is to their business
and the results from 920 businesses show that more than 80% of them view it as either
“very important” or “moderately important” (Figure 3.1).
Figure 3.1. Percentage of respondents by perceived level of importance of CSR

17%
31%

52%

Very important

Moderately important

Not important

Businesses were also asked about whether their business could benefit from engaging in
CSR activities. The findings show that just over half either agree (39%; n=363) or strongly
agree (15%; n=35), with only one in six respondents disagreeing (3.5%; n=33) or strongly
disagreeing (1%; n=11) with this statement. Approximately one in every four (27%; n=247)
businesses neither agreed or disagreed with this statement and a further one in six (15%;
n=137) indicated this was not relevant to them (Figure 3.2).
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Figure 3.2. Level of agreement or disagreement of respondents with the statement “Our
business can benefit from engaging in CSR”
Not relevant

15%

Strongly disagree

1%

Disagree

4%

Neither agree/disagree

27%

Agree

39%

Strongly agree

15%
0%
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10%

15%

20%
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30%

35%

40%

45%

Spatial distribution of respondents who indicated that CSR is “very important” to
their business.
Figure 3.3 maps the proportion of respondents who responded “very important” to
question 11, “In your opinion, how important is CSR in your business?” The map highlights
the extent to which variation takes place across different counties in Ireland ranging from
no businesses (Carlow) reporting it was very important to them to the 38% and 40%,
respectively, in Roscommon and Leitrim reporting CSR was very important to their business.
The border counties of Cavan (4.8%) and Monaghan (5.6%) both report low levels of
businesses reporting CSR is very important to them.
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Figure 3.3. Percentage by county of respondents who indicated CSR is very important to
their business
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CSR pillar: Activities in community
This section reports on CSR activities in community. The businesses were asked about a
range of community activities, including: whether they have engaged in sponsorship and
philanthropy (donating money or prizes); the value of their financial donation, if relevant;
community engagement (e.g. Tidy Towns, sponsoring groups); social inclusion (e.g. food
banking); employee involvement (e.g. donating staff time, fundraising); social enterprise and
social entrepreneurship (e.g. skills development for local community groups, crowdfunding);
and supporting employment creation and skills development (e.g. youth unemployment
initiatives).
The findings show that businesses are involved in a wide range of CSR activities in their
community and details of these are presented below.

Sponsorship and philanthropy
More than 80% (83%; n=1,120) of respondents reported they had engaged in sponsorship
and philanthropy, such as donating money or prizes to their community and a further 2%
(n=22) indicated they intended to do so over the next three years (Figure 3.4).
Figure 3.4. Percentage of respondents who engaged in sponsorship and philanthropy

15%

2%

83%

Yes

No

No, but intend to over the next 3 years

Differences according to the size of the business
As expected, some differences arose in the respect of the size of the business and a greater
proportion of those with larger number of employees reported engaging in sponsorship or
philanthropic activities compared with smaller businesses. Just over three-quarters (78.5%;
n=726) of micro businesses employing less than 10 people engaged in sponsorship or
philanthropic activities within the community in the previous three years. This compared
with 93% (n=56) of business with more than 50 employees (n=126) and 91% (n=267) of
businesses with between 10 and 49 employees (Figure 3.5).
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Figure 3.5. Percentage of respondents engaged in sponsorship and philanthropy by size of
business
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Differences by sector
Some differences were also identified by sector. The percentage of businesses reporting
philanthropic or sponsorship CSR activities ranged from a low of 81% (n=747) in services
sector to a high of 93% (n=82) in the distribution sector. These differences may be related
the size of the business and would require further investigation of the data. These
differences are highlighted in Figure 3.6.
Figure 3.6. Percentage of respondents reporting philanthropic or sponsorship activities by
sector
Distribution

93%

Finance

86%

Construction

85%

Industry

83%

Services

81%
75%

80%

85%

90%

95%

Direct financial donations or sponsorship
Figure 3.7 maps the extent to which businesses report engaging in sponsorship
/philanthropy in the previous three years by county.
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Figure 3.7. Percentage by county of respondents who reported direct financial donations
or sponsorship
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Counties with the highest proportion of businesses reporting sponsorship/philanthropy
were Monaghan (94%), Donegal (93.5%), Wexford (92%) and Cavan (90%). The counties
reporting the lowest levels of sponsorship/philanthropy were Leitrim (70%), Carlow (75%),
Wicklow (77%) and Dublin (77%).
Financial value of direct financial donations
Respondents were also asked to estimate the direct financial donation provided to the
community by their business and these findings are presented in Table 3.1.
Table 3.1. Approximate reported financial value of the support provided to the community
by respondents
None Less
€101€1001- €5,001- More
Don’t n
than €1,000 €5,000 €10,000 than
know
€100
€10,000
1168
Direct financial
16% 6%
40%
21%
5.5%
7%
5%
donation
1110
Donation of
31% 7%
34%
15%
3%
4%
6%
facilities or
products
1133
Contribution of
28% 5%
25%
19%
7%
6%
10%
owner/manager
time
1109
Contribution of
42.5 7%
22%
12%
3%
4%
10%
employee time
More than 80% of respondents (84%) indicated they provided some direct financial
donation. About one in five businesses (21%) reported donating between €1,000 and €5000
and more than one in ten (12%) reported giving more than €5,000. Businesses also reported
providing financial support to their community through donations of facilities or products
and almost two-thirds (63%) indicated they had done this. One-third of companies reported
that the financial value of this donation was between €100 and €1000 and a further 15%
reported it was worth between €1,000 and €5,000.
The financial value of owner/manager and employee time was more difficult for
respondents to calculate, with 10% indicating they did not know the answer to this
question. About 60% of respondents, however, indicated that some owner/manager time
had been donated to the community and just under half (48%) indicated there had been a
contribution of employee time. One in four (25%) respondents reported the financial value
of owner/manager time to be between €100 and €1,000 in the previous year and a further
one in five (19%) indicated it was between €1,000 and €5,000. While 42.5% indicated there
had not been any financial value in respect of the contribution of employee time, almost
one in five reported this contribution to be at least €1,000 in the previous year.
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Comments made by respondents draw attention to a number of different initiatives they
support financially. Some of these comments included:
•
•
•
•

“Providing assistance with local soccer club - €2,500”
“Support by direct debits at least one charity with occasional contributions to others”
“Donation to St. Vincent de Paul Society as part of annual Christmas Card business
mailing - donation between €100 & €500”
“We donate 1% of turnover to charities selected by the staff not necessarily local but
in our community.”

Some other comments draw attention to the fact that some businesses are active to an
extent they do not realise: “Until this survey I had not contemplated the amount we put into
local charity donations and a local community project”.
Differences in the direct financial value of contribution by size of business
The financial contribution made by businesses varied by the size of the business with, as
expected, the larger the business size, the greater the financial value of the contribution
(Figure 3.8). The corollary is also the case. The larger the business, the less likely it is to
report not making any direct financial donation to the community. While 19.5% of microbusinesses reported not making any donation, this was halved to 9% for businesses with 1049 employees, 7% for those with 50-249 employees and only 2% for businesses with more
than 250 employees. In respect of this question, data was available for: 790 micro
businesses; 253 businesses with 10-49 employees; 70 businesses with 50-249 employees;
and 55 businesses with more than 250 employees.
Figure 3.8 Reported financial value of direct contribution to the community by size of
business
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Three in every four (75%; n=597) micro businesses report having made a financial
contribution to the community in the previous year. Almost half (47%; n=369) contributed
between €100 and €1,000 and almost one-fifth (17%; n=136) contributed between €1,000
and €5,000. Just over 40% (42%; n=41) with 10 to 49 employees reported giving a donation
of between €1,001 and €10,000. Seven percent of businesses in this category reported
giving more than €10,000 in the previous year. Almost one in five (19%; n=13) SMEs with
between 50 and 249 employees report making a financial contribution of more than
€10,000, and a further one in four (27%; n=19) report giving between €5,001 and €10,000.

Differences in the financial value of direct contribution by business sector
Fewer differences according to sectors were identified in respect of the direct financial
contribution made, although some caution should be applied when considering the data
relating to business sector as some categories have a small numbers of responses.
Figure 3.9. Differences in the percentage of respondents indicating the financial value of
the direct contribution by sector
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Irrespective of the business sector, the most common financial value of direct donations to
community are in the €100-€1,000 category (40.4% overall) and this ranges from a low of
33% (n=25) in the distribution sector to a high of 47% (n=22) in the finance sector. The
sector least likely to report not giving any direct donation is the financial sector (6%; n=3).
This compares with the construction and industry sectors where 17% (n=21 and n=22,
respectively) both report not giving any direct donation. Between 17% (n=22; industry) and
30% (n=14; finance) report giving between €1,000 and €5,000. The service sector accounts
for the highest number of responses in this survey (n=787) and more than 40% (41%; n=322)
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reporting giving €100-€1,000, with an additional 21% reporting giving between €1,000 and
€5000. It is notable that 18% (n=23) of businesses in the industry sector report giving more
than €10,000 and this compares with 5% (n=39) in the service sector.

Other CSR activities within community
In addition to sponsorship and philanthropy, respondents were asked to identify whether
they had engaged in any other CSR activities within their community in the previous three
years. The findings show that Irish businesses are involved in a range of other community
activities, although these differ according to the particular activity under examination
(Figure 3.10).
Figure 3.10. Other CSR activity within community reported by % of respondents
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More than half of businesses (53.5%; n=691) indicated that they had been involved in some
aspect of community engagement (e.g. Tidy towns, sponsoring groups). A further 4%
indicated they intended to get involved in this area in the next three years. Employee
involvement (e.g. donating staff time, fundraising) was identified by almost half of
respondents (48%) and supporting employment and skills development (e.g. through youth
unemployment initiatives) was identified by just under 40% (38%). Involvement in social
inclusion (22%) and social enterprise and social entrepreneurship (28%) were the activities
with which businesses were least likely to report involvement. Between 3% and 4% of
respondents indicated they were not currently involved in this range of activities but they
intended to become involved with them over the next three years.
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Other CSR activities by size of business
There is a consistency in the extent to which business engage in a range of CSR activities
related to the community. Figure 3.11 presents a clear pattern of involvement in CSR
activities according to the size of the business, where, understandably, smaller business
report lower levels for each activity and larger businesses report higher levels.
Figure 3.11. Percentage of respondents engaged in CSR activities in community by size of
business
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The pattern in respect of individual areas is also similar. Irrespective of the size of the
business, the highest level of CSR activity takes place in respect of community engagement
and the lowest level in social inclusion. Engagement by the largest size companies (250+
employees) ranges from 70% (n=40; social inclusion) to 90% (n=54; community engagement,
employee involvement). Similar to companies with more than 250 employees, micro
business are the least likely to engage in social inclusion activities (18%; n=148) and most
likely to engage in CSR activities related to community engagement (48%; n=424) and
employee involvement (43%; n=380). This pattern is replicated across SMEs (10-250
employees). Overall, there is an increase in the percentage of businesses reporting
engagement in all activities according to an increase in the number of employees. The level
of activity for social enterprise/entrepreneurship and supporting employment/skills
development is similar for all SMEs (10-250 employees) at 29%-30% and 45%-49%,
respectively.
Differences by sector
Differences in respect of the sector are less evident than those seen in respect of the size of
the business. Overall, about half of all businesses report being involved in CSR activities
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related to community engagement, such as Tidy Towns or sponsoring local groups (Figure
3.12).
Figure 3.12. Differences in levels of engagement with community activities by sector
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The percentage of businesses involved in community engagement ranges from 47% (n=48)
in the distribution sector to almost 60% for both the finance (n=34) and industry (n=83)
sectors. The finance sector was the least likely to report engagement in social inclusion
activities (14%; n=18), while respondents from the industry (25%; n=33) and service (24%;
n=196) sectors were most likely to report this type of engagement. These two sectors,
industry (32%; n=42) and service (31%; n=356), were also most likely to report being
involved in social enterprise and social entrepreneurship, which includes activities such as
skills development for local community groups and crowdfunding. Between 32% and 46% of
respondents indicated they were involved in CSR activities related to supporting
employment creation and skills development, including, for example, youth unemployment
activities. Almost half of respondents (46%; n=64) in the industry sector reported CSR
activities in this area and this compared with about one-third from the other sectors,
including construction (32%; n=44), finance (34%; n=36), distribution (37%; n=32) and
service (38%; n=328).
A number of respondents highlighted the nature of some of the community-related CSR in
which they were involved, highlighting the diversity of their engagement. These include:
“Fundraising for charities both local and worldwide. Supporting and lobbying for
human and animal rights.”
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“Support by direct debits at least one charity with occasional contributions to
others. Our most underused, misunderstood and undervalued resource are the arts,
support these with time, technical infrastructure and contacts lists.”
“I am Company Secretary to the local Charity Shop, Inshore Rescue Unit and the
local Chamber. I am also involved in the school and other local charities, giving
resources where ever we can”
“I am the champion of a local coder dojo group which supports the local youth
community voluntarily (requires 4-6 hours of my time per week) and I have worked
on some autism fundraising and awareness activities for autism, especially as my
daughter is autistic.”
“We support local Men’s Shed group and have had our training centre supplied to
them for two evenings per week for 2 years rent free to the group.”
“This company has permitted the State to use our product free of charge for Public
safety applications for more than 5 years.”
The longer quote below provides a comprehensive illustration of the extent to which
individual businesses can be engaged involved in a range and breadth of activities related to
CSR.
“We are a small Chartered Accountancy firm in rural Ireland. We believe that it is
important to play an active part in the community and assist where we can. For
example: We have supported our clients, staff, local community and a variety of
groups throughout the recession and onwards. We provided assistance to persons
in financial difficulty throughout the teeth of the recession without charge. We
provide financial advice and support including the preparation of accounts for
various local village renewal/historical groups without charge. We provide
assistance in preparation of Third level grant applications in order to facilitate
access to third level education to those from rural areas without charge. A staff
member volunteers for one hour 2 mornings a week at the local primary school to
facilitate a reading programme for junior/senior infants. Business owner acts as
Treasurer on the Board of Management of the local primary school. We have
provided advice and accountancy services to conservation groups without charge.
We have provided advice and accountancy services to a number of charities without
charge. We do what we can because we believe that it is the right thing to do.”

CSR pillar: Activities in the workplace
Respondents were asked whether over the past three years their business has implemented
initiatives or activities in the workplace that go beyond what is required by law. Areas
considered included:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

conditions of employment (e.g. health or social related benefits);
equality and diversity (e.g. positive action for employees with special needs, dignity
at work charter);
work-life balance (e.g. flexible working arrangements);
employee health and wellbeing (e.g. staff health screening programme);
employee consultation and communication (e.g. staff consultation committee);
supporting staff learning and development (e.g. subsidised training for staff); and
special initiatives for people with disabilities (e.g. providing job applications in
alternative formats).

Extent to which CSR activities currently take place in the workplace
Respondents were given four response choices to this question: ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘no, but intend to
over the next three years’, and ‘not applicable’. The category ’not applicable’ was included
following the pilot test due to the high proportion of respondents who indicated these
activities were not relevant to them. The findings from this question show that between
11% (special initiatives for people with disabilities) and 75% (work-life balance) engage in
specific actions in this area (Figure 3.13).
Figure 3.13. Extent of CSR activities in the workplace reported by respondents

Future intentions regarding CSR activities
Some respondents indicated that they did not currently engage in these activities but they
did intend to over the next three years (Table 3.2). This ranged from 2% (work-life balance)
to 7% (employee health and wellbeing). While these numbers are small, they are
nevertheless, an indication of the intentions of individual businesses to engage in CSR
activities in the future.
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Another aspect of future intentions relates to whether respondents view these activities as
being applicable or relevant to them. The percentage of respondents who indicated that
these activities were not relevant to them ranged from 10% (work-life balance) to 27%
(special initiatives for people with disabilities) (Table 3.2). In the free text section,
respondents highlighted the small number of employees within their business with
comments such as, “We are a small business” and “We employ me and don’t intend to
extend from that so this is not relevant to us”.
Table 3.2 Intention to implement CSR activities in the next three years
No, but intend to over the Not
next three years
applicable
Special disability initiatives
6%
27%
Employee health and wellbeing 7%
14%
Equality and diversity
5%
23%
Employee consultation
4%
17%
Conditions of employment
6%
13%
Staff learning
4%
11%
Work life balance
2%
10%

N
1,226
1,232
1237
1230
1232
1241
1242

Geographic differences in work-life balance
Figure 3.14 maps the extent to which companies report engaging in work-life balance (e.g.
flexible working arrangements) over the previous three years. The counties with the highest
proportion of respondents who have implemented initiatives related to work-life balance
are clustered and include Louth, Meath and Westmeath. No respondents from Leitrim,
however, report having implemented work-life balance initiatives in the previous three
years.
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Figure 3.14. Percentage by county of respondents who reported work-life balance
initiatives over the previous three years
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Differences in CSR activities in the workplace by size of business
As expected, differences were identified in engagement with CSR activities in the workplace
according to the size of the business, with the scale of these differences depending on the
area under examination. The lowest level of difference was identified in respect of work-life
balance where 71% (n=597) of micro businesses reported being involved in this area
compared with 88% (n=51) of businesses with over 250 employees. In contrast, the
difference in respect of health and wellbeing initiatives was much greater, with 15% of
micro businesses reporting CSR activities in this area compared to 81% in businesses with
over 250 employees. While low levels of employee consultation are to be expected in microbusinesses (given the small numbers of employees), the difference between businesses with
50-249 employees (44%) and those with more than 250 (79%) are much greater (Figure
3.15).
Figure 3.15. Percentage of respondents reporting CSR activities in the workplace by size of
business
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Engagement in CSR activities relating to equality and diversity
In addition to the workplace activities outlined, two additional areas were explored and
these related to whether the business engaged in activities relating to equality and diversity
and specifically, whether they were involved in CSR activities relating to people with
disability (e.g. providing job applications in alternative formats). The findings from the
survey show that, compared with activities relating to equality and diversity, less than half
of all businesses are engaged in CSR activities specifically targeted at people with disability.
The level of engagement ranges from 7% (n=60) for micro businesses to just over one-third
(36%; n=21) for companies with more than 250 employees. This compares with CSR relating
to equality and diversity (e.g. positive action for employees with special needs, dignity at
work charter) where almost one in five micro businesses (18%; n=152), 34% (n=92) of
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businesses with 10-49 employees, 59% (n=42) of businesses with 50-249 employees and
76% (n=40) of businesses with more than 250 employees report involvement in this area
(Figure 3.16).
Figure 3.16. Engagement in CSR activities relating to equality and diversity by size of
business
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Engagement in CSR activities in the workplace by sector
Some differences are noted in respect of CSR activities by sector. All sectors are more likely
to report CSR activity in the area of work-life balance, followed by staff support for learning.
All sectors are least likely to report health and wellbeing (23% - 33%) and employee
consultation (32.5%) CSR activities, although those in the industry sector are considerably
more likely to report employee consultation activities than any other sector (Figure 3.17).
Figure 3.17. Percentage of respondents reporting CSR activities in the workplace by sector
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The finance sector (81%; n=43) is considerably more likely to report staff CSR activities
related to support for learning than any other sectors where between 59% (n=493, service)
and about 66% (66%; n=90, industry; 66%; n=88, construction; 65%; n=54, distribution) of
respondents report this. The construction (84%; n=113) and finance (83%; n=44) sectors are
more likely to report work-life balance activities than respondents from the
service (73%; n=608), industry (74%; n=101) or distribution (77%; n=65) sectors.

CSR activities relating to equality and diversity by Sector
Respondents from the construction sector are the least likely to report CSR activities in the
area of equality and diversity and in having special initiatives for people with disability, while
those from the industry sector are most likely to report this. These figures should be treated
with caution, however, as the number of responses in some areas is low.
Between 34% (n=27, construction) and 49% (n=48, industry) of respondents, depending on
sector, report engaging in activities related to equality and diversity. This compares with
between 7.5% (n=10, construction) and 14% (n=19, industry) reporting initiatives for people
with disability.
Table 3.3. Percentage of respondents engaged in CSR activities around equality and
diversity by sector
Construction Distribution Finance Industry Service N
Equality and diversity

34%

46%

45%

49%

38%

1238

Initiatives for people
with disability

7.5%

10%

11%

14%

11%

1235

Some of the comments which are relevant to CSR in the workplace relate to how
respondents feel that their business behaves towards its employees even if it does not have
a formal CSR policy or documents.
“As a new small business, our main concern has been earning enough to pay the
wages and bills. However, from the start we have always emphasised the
importance of a good working environment for our team, work-life balance and
fully funded training opportunities. Now that the business is growing at a good
pace, we are in a better place to support our community with CSR initiatives. This
survey has been a timely reminder that there is more to business than making
money.”
“As a small business, we do not have a CSR code but would believe it integral to
being an ethical company, employer, community member and business.”
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CSR pillar: Activities in the marketplace
The marketplace pillar relates to how businesses manage their relationships with customers,
business partners and suppliers (DJEI, 2014).
Key areas included under this pillar relate to: product quality and information; customer
relations; sustainable supply chains; and fair operating practices. In this survey, respondents
were asked to indicate whether their business had implemented initiatives or activities in
these areas over the last three years, other than those required by law.
The findings show that nearly 60% (n=725) of businesses are engaged in CSR activities
relating to customer relations and more than one-third are implementing CSR activities
relating to fair operating practices (36%; n=434) and sustainable supply chains (38%; n=464).
The least commonly cited activity relates to product quality and information (e.g. internal or
external quality systems such as ISO 9000), with just under one-third (32%) of businesses
reporting engagement in this area (Figure 3.18).
Figure 3.18. Respondents current activity and future intentions regarding CSR activities in
the marketplace
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The percentage of respondents who indicated these activities are not relevant to them
ranged from 7% (n=85) for customer relations (e.g. customer feedback mechanism) to 32%
(n=386) for fair operating practices (e.g. non-use of overseas suppliers that violate human
rights). About one-fifth (21%; n=260) of respondents reported that sustainable supply chains
(e.g. active ‘green procurement’ policies) and product quality and information (e.g. internal
or external quality systems) were not relevant to them.
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Customer relationships by county
Figure 3.19 presents a map of the extent to which respondents indicate they had engaged in
CSR activities relating to customer relations over the previous three years.
Figure 3.19. Percentage by county of respondents who reported being engaged in
customer relations CSR activities in the previous three years

59 | P a g e

Counties Donegal (68%) and Wexford (72%), geographically located at the far northwest and
southeast of the country, report the highest levels of CSR activity in this area. Those
counties reporting the lowest level of CSR activity are clustered in the Leinster counties of
Carlow (17%), Wicklow Kildare (27%) and Wicklow (30.8%) (Figure 3.19).

CSR marketplace activities by size of business
Similar to each of the other pillars, differences were identified in respect of involvement in
CSR activities in the marketplace according to the size of the business. With the exception of
customer relationships (where the highest proportion of businesses reported CSR activity
was in the 50-240 employee category), lower proportions of CSR activity in the marketplace
were identified in small sized businesses than in larger sized ones. The proportion of
businesses engaged in CSR activity relating to customer relations ranged from 54% (n=450)
for micro businesses to 84.5% (n=60) for businesses with 50-240 employees. CSR activity
relating to product quality and information ranged from 21% (n=173) in micro businesses to
42% (n=112) for businesses with 10-49 employees, 74% (n=52) for businesses with 50-249
employees and 81% (n=46) for those businesses with more than 250 employees (Figure
3.20).
Figure 3.20 Level of CSR activity in the marketplace reported by respondents by size of the
business
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CSR activities in the marketplace by sector
The activity of customer feedback was engaged in by all sectors, with the exception of the
construction sector, as the most common CSR activity in the marketplace, with between
46% (n=61, construction) and 63% (n=52, distribution) indicating engagement in this area.
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The construction (47%; n=61) and industry (57%; n=76) sectors both identified high levels of
CSR engagement in the sustainable supply chain area compared with other sectors (Figure
3.21). Fewer than one in four respondents (23%; n=12) in the finance sector, for example,
indicated they were engaged in this area. This increased to about one-third for the
remaining two areas of distribution (34%; n=28) and service (35%; n=287).
Figure 3.21. Percentages of respondents who reported CSR activity in the marketplace by
sector
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Fair operating practices were identified by more than half of respondents (53%; n=71) from
the industry sector and this compared with about one quarter of respondents from the
construction (28%; n=37) and finance (23%; n=12) sectors. The industry sector reported the
highest level of CSR activity around product quality and information (54.5%; n=73), followed
by the distribution sector (46%; n=37), while the finance sector reported the lowest level
(19%; n=10).

Commentary
Commentary provided in respect of this area drew attention to the wide range of activities
businesses are currently involved. Examples given included:
“We always attempt to get as much information as possible on new Far East
suppliers.”
“BRC in place. ISO expected to be in place within a year.”
“Emphasis on stocking goods made in Ireland. Green audit conducted.”
“We are supporting a human rights law defence group taking action against human
rights abuses overseas by providing pro-bono web services.”
“Recycling Our company currently has internal product quality and information
systems implemented and intend to apply for ISO standard certification into the
near future.”
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“Currently on the NSAI [National Standards Authority of Ireland] register of ethics
installers.”

CSR pillar: Activities in the environment
The final CSR pillar taken into account in this survey relates to CSR activities in respect of the
environment. Similar to the previous questions, respondents had an option to indicate
whether they were currently engaged in these activities, intended to be involved in the next
three years with these activities or whether this area was relevant to them. Between 16%
(climate change, e.g. GHG emissions) and 40% (environmental protection, such as resource
use policies on energy use) of businesses report engaging in activities in this area (Figure
3.22).
Figure 3.22. Extent of CSR activities reported by respondents in respect of the environment
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Between 5% and 9% of businesses indicated they intended to engage in CSR activities in this
area over the next three years and this was highest in terms of resource efficiency.

Differences by size of business
Figure 3.23 illustrates the extent to which CSR takes place in respect of the environment
according to the size of the business. The proportion of businesses engaged in activities
relating to climate change are lower than for other areas and only 11% (89) of micro
businesses and 18% of those with 10-49 employees report involvement in this area.
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Figure 3.23. Percentage of respondents reporting CSR activities in the environment
according to the size of the business
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Between one-fifth and one-third of micro businesses are involved in areas relating to
respect for biodiversity (21%; n=171), environmental protection policies (33%; n=263) and
resource efficiency (35%; n=286). This contrasts with businesses with over 250 employees
where 60% (n=33) report engagement in bio-diversity activities, 58% (n=32) in climate
change activities and 84% (n=46) in environmental protection policies. Businesses with
10-49 employees are less likely to report being involved in CSR activities in this area than
larger sized businesses. In respect of climate change, for example, 18% (n=47) report being
involved with this compared to 29% (n=20) of businesses with 50-249 employees. The
differences are less evident in respect of resource efficiency (41%; n=105 for SMEs
compared with 48%; n=33 for larger businesses) and for bio diversity (27%; n=69 for SMEs
compared with 32%; n=22 for larger businesses).

Geographic distribution of respondents reporting environmental protection
initiatives in the previous three years
Figure 3.24 presents a map of the geographic distribution of respondents who report
engaging in environmental protection initiatives in the previous three years. The counties
with the highest proportion of respondents who have implemented initiatives in this area
include the two Ulster counties of Donegal (51.6%) and Monaghan (61.1%). A notable
cluster of Leinster counties including Wicklow, Kildare and Carlow as well as Cork have a
relatively low proportion of respondents engaging in environmental protection activities.
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90%

Figure 3.24. Percentage by county of respondents who reported engaging in
environmental protection initiatives in the previous three years
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CSR activities in the environment by sector
CSR activities in respect of environmental protection and resource efficiency were most
likely to be reported by respondents as taking place in their sector, although large
differences in the extent of this activity were identified depending on the sector involved.
The finance sector is the least likely to be engaged in activities in this area and the industry
sector most likely. Just over one in five respondents from the finance sector (21%; n=10)
report activity in the area of environmental protection and this compares with more than
double that (57%; n=74) in the industry sector.
Figure 3.25. Percentage of respondents who report CSR activity in the environment by
sector
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Respondents from all sectors were least likely to report activities in respect of climate
change. Those from the industry sector were more than five times (32%; n=42) as likely to
report these activities than respondents from the finance sector (6%; n= 3). This was
followed by respect for biodiversity.

Commentary on CSR in the environment
This is also reflected in the commentary provided by respondents, with one respondent
indicating they intended to “install solar panels”. A number of other comments provided
information on activities underway in their business including:
“One person business but very green in terms of recycling, reusing, reducing waste.”
“Almost everything is recycled. Procedures in place to avoid waste in manufacture
of products. Run a "box reuse scheme" where local businesses donate their boxes
and we use them to deliver our goods.”
“We have a basic recycling policy throughout the building.”
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“In so far as the business is conducted from home: solar tubes were added for
water; ground dug up and leaks fixed and gardens are tiny woodlands with mainly
wild plants/flowers.”
“Rain water holding tanks, 5000ltr.”
“We are constantly seeking to improve the energy efficiency of our fleet through
Telemetrics and analysis of operational effectiveness by the drivers, as well as
developing initiatives for reducing energy usage of generators.”
“We have participated in a sponsoring tree planting exercise run by MEI to offset air
miles used by our clients.”
“We provide CO2 emissions data for our clients (based on their business
travel/flown mileage).”

Organisational commitment to CSR
Key areas of organisational support for CSR were considered in this survey and these related
to:
•

•
•

commitment, including management leadership, organisational ethos,
embeddedness of CSR within the organisation, shareholder support for CSR and
encouragement of employees to engage in CSR activities;
indicators and reporting on CSR;
awareness of standards, guidelines and awards for CSR.

Leadership and management
Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement/disagreement in respect of a
number of statements including: “our business has a strong CSR ethos” (n=922), “our
management provides leadership in CSR” (n=929), “our shareholders support a focus on CSR
(n=921) and “CSR is embedded in our core business” (n=921). The findings are presented in
Figure 3.26.
Just over one-third of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that “our management
provides leaderships in CSR” (35%; n=328), while about one in every ten either disagreed
(9%; n=85) or strongly disagreed (2%; n=2) with this statement. Respondents were also
asked about whether there was support from shareholders for CSR in their business and
lower levels of support were identified. Only 5% (n=47) strongly agreed that their
“shareholders support a focus on CSR issues” and a further 16% (n=144) agreed with this
statement indicating shareholder support in about one in five businesses.
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Figure 3.26. Percentage of respondents indicating agreement/disagreement in respect to
leadership and management
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In a separate question, respondents to this survey were asked to indicate how helpful senior
management commitment would be to their business. The findings show that 76% would
find this either ‘very’ (n=329) or ‘moderately’ (n=331) helpful.
Figure 3.27. Percentage of respondents who report the helpfulness of senior management
commitment to CSR
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CSR ethos and embeddedness within the organisation
The extent of agreement or disagreement about whether the business had a “strong CSR
ethos” was also examined and just under 40% (38.5%; n=355) of respondents either agreed
or strongly agreed they had a strong CSR ethos within their business, while 13% either
disagreed (10%; n=90) or strongly disagreed (3%; n=90) with this. Embedding CSR in core
business activities can ensure its implementation in practice. The findings from this survey
show that 29% of respondents either agreed (20%; n=184) or strongly agreed (9%; n=186)
that CSR is embedded in their core business, while about one in five (18%) disagreed (15%;
n=139) or strongly disagreed (3%) with this. Between 21% (management provides
leadership) and 43% (shareholders support a focus on CSR) of respondents indicated these
areas were ‘not relevant’ to them and this will be considered in terms of the size of the
business.

Value of financial contribution made through owner-manager time according to
size of business
Some consideration was given to the value of owner/employer time donated to their local
community as this can be an indication of the extent to which management engage directly
in CSR activities. About 28% of respondents indicated that their business had not made any
contribution to their community in terms of owner/manager time. This did not differ
substantially according to the size of the business, with 30% (n=288) of micro businesses
reporting this compared to 27% of all other business sizes. 10% of all respondents indicated
they did not know the answer to this question, with substantial differences identified
according to the size of the business. Only 8% of micro businesses did not know the answer
to this question and this proportion increased with an increase in the number of employees
in the business. Almost one in four businesses (23%; n=12) with more than 250 employees
reported this, while between 12% (n=29) and 13% (n=9) of businesses with 10-49 employees
and 50-249 employees respective reported this.
Nevertheless, some clear trends emerge. First, the proportion of businesses of any size
indicating that their contribution was valued at less than €100 was very small (2% for large
business, 4% for businesses with 10-49 employees and 5% for micro businesses) and no
businesses with 50-249 employees reported this. Second, the larger the business, the higher
the proportion of the financial value identified.
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Figure 3.28. Financial value of owner-manager time reported by respondents by size of the
business
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One third (34%; n=18) of businesses with more than 250 employees indicated the financial
value of owner / manager time was more than €10,000 and this was far greater than any
other business size where this value ranged from 4% (n=27) for micro businesses to 6%
(n=15) for businesses with 10-49 employees and to 11% (n=9) for businesses with 50-249
employees. In contrast, 29% (n=222) of micro businesses report the financial value of this
contribution to be between €100 and €1,000 and this decreased to 22% (n=52) for
businesses with 10-49 employees, 14% (n=10) for businesses with 50-249 employees and
only 6% (n=3) for businesses with more than 250 employees.

Encouragement of employees to engage in CSR activities
Some consideration was given to whether businesses encourage CSR activities by their
employees and whether they support training for employees in this area. Figure 3.29 shows
that just under one-third of respondents agreed (24%; n=223) or strongly agreed (7%; n=64)
that their business encourages employees to engage in CSR activities and about 16%
disagreed (13%) or strongly disagreed (3%) with this statement. About one in five
respondents indicated this was not relevant to them.
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Figure 3.29. Respondents level of agreement with statement “Our business encourages
employees to engage in CSR activities”
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Again, some consideration was given to the financial value of the contribution of employee
time to CSR activities in community by size of business (Figure 3.30). Between 7.5% (n=4
businesses with more than 250 employees) and 12% (n=8 businesses with more 50-249
employees) of respondents indicated they did not know the answer to this question. In
addition, large businesses were much more likely to report being involved in this area and
only 6% (n=3) reported to having contributed no financial value in this area. This compares
to 50% of micro businesses (50%; n=377), 32.0% of businesses with 10-49 employees and
25% (n=17) of businesses with 50-249 employees.
Figure 3.30. Reported financial value of employee time by size of business
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Indicators and reporting on CSR activity
Two issues that make CSR overt were considered. Firstly, whether indicators of CSR activity
were in place in the organisation and secondly, whether the business reported on their CSR
activities to a range of stakeholders.
Indicators
Respondents were asked to indicate whether their business had any specific indicators of
CSR in respect of the pillars of CSR activity: community, marketplace, workplace and
environment.
Table 3.4. Percentage of respondents who report the availability of indicators by CSR pillar
Yes
Yes in some No
No, but
Not
N
areas of the
intend to
relevant
business
over the
next three
years
Community
22%
18%
37%
4.5%
16%
919
Marketplace
12%
15%
51.5%
4%
18%
901
Workplace
18%
18%
43%
4%
16%
908
Environment 16%
17%
45%
5
16.5%
905
Businesses report having indicators in place for between 27% (marketplace) and 40%
(community) of CSR activities in some or all areas of their business. Over half of businesses
do not have CSR indicators in place in any part of their business in the area relating to the
marketplace, while just over one-third (37%) do not have indicators in place for their
community CSR activities. Almost one in five (18%) report having CSR indicators for all areas
of their business relating to the workplace and a similar proportion report having these
available in some areas of their business. About one-sixth of businesses (16-18%) report that
indicators of CSR are not relevant to their business. Only 4%-5% of businesses report they
intend to put these indicators in place over the next three years (Table 3.4).
Reporting on CSR
Respondents were asked to indicate whether over the last three years their business
communicated about its CSR activities to a range of stakeholders. Figure 3.31 presents the
findings in respect of three key stakeholder groups: employees, customers and
shareholders.

71 | P a g e

Figure 3.31. Percentage of respondents who report their organisation reports on CSR to
key stakeholder groups

The findings also show that over half (55%; n=512) of the businesses did not communicate
to any stakeholder group and a further 10% did not know whether this had taken place.

Awareness of information, standards, guidelines and awards
A range of different standards, guidelines and awards are in place in Ireland relevant to CSR
activity and the level of awareness of these was considered in this survey. The findings show
the area with the highest level of awareness is the ‘prompt payment code’ and almost half
of all businesses were (43%; n=396) aware of this. This was followed by the Chambers
Ireland CSR awards (31.5%; n=291), the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation CSR
Hub (www.csrhub.ie) (23.5%; n=218), Ireland’s national plan for CSR “Good for Business,
Good for Community” (21.5%; n=199) and the Business in the Community Ireland’s
“Business Working Responsibly Mark”. Areas where low levels of awareness were identified
include: OECD “Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises” (9%; n=80); the 10 Principles of the
United Nations Global Compact (10%; n=96); and the Global Reporting Initiative (10.5%;
n=96).
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Figure 3.32. Percentage of respondents who report awareness of CSR guidelines,
standards, initiatives, plans and awards
Prompt payments code
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Comments made by respondents
A number of respondents highlighted the many challenges being faced by small businesses
as regards CSR, particularly in the context of the recent recession.
“We are a small, relatively new business which is struggling to survive in a
competitive marketplace. It is difficult to focus on CSR when all energies are spent
on keeping the business afloat and employees paid every week.”
It was also suggested that CSR as a concept was not well known.
“Our small business does not have a CSR policy outside our own very modest
personal efforts. To be fair we were unaware of a CSR as a policy, for us it is more
an attitude, we help where we can and we do not deal with disreputable
suppliers(when we make money it is well and fairly earned).”
Some commentary suggested how CSR might be misused by businesses:
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“I am firmly of the view that businesses should pay the proper wages and the
proper amount of tax and that there ought not to be a need for CSR. That CSR is
merely a fig-leaf marketing device.”
“We haven't yet reduced corporate social responsibility to an acronym, and we
don't consciously plan the scoring brownie points, as some companies do, to
provide cover for their socially exploitative and irresponsible activities. We are just
trying to cope in an environment that is generally discouraging to entrepreneurs.
That means adapting to the needs of our staff and responding with enthusiasm to
requests from educational institutions in our community.”

CSR supports
This section considers the extent to which businesses in this survey consider specific
supports useful to them in embedding CSR practices in their business. Respondents were
asked to indicate whether these specific areas would be ‘very helpful’, ‘moderately helpful’
or ‘not helpful’ for them in their business. The extent to which these supports are relevant
to businesses is now considered under the following three areas:
•
•
•

practical supports (e.g. templates and tools, supports from industry representative
bodies, benchmarking and external assessment of CSR practice);
information, training and mentoring; and
funding.

Practical supports
Respondents were asked to consider the helpfulness of a range of practical supports and the
findings show that of those highlighted, templates and tools were considered ‘very helpful’
(43%; n=379) by the highest proportion of respondents, followed by supports from industry
representative bodies (40%; n=351). Just over one in four respondents (27%; n=222)
indicated that “benchmarking and external assessment of CSR practice” would be ‘very
helpful’ for them and a further 43% (n=369) indicated it would be ‘moderately helpful’.
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Figure 3.33. Respondents helpfulness rating for practical supports
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Information, training and mentoring
In separate questions, respondents were asked to give some consideration to the extent to
which employees in their business were aware and knowledgeable about CSR and the
extent to which they supported employee training. These findings are presented here along
with the findings relating to the extent to which supports in these areas are considered
helpful by respondents.
Employee knowledge and awareness
More than one-third of respondents agreed (26%; n=239) or strongly agreed (8%; n=76) that
employees were “aware of CSR”, although about one in five indicated they
disagreed (16%; n=147) or strongly disagreed (4%; n=35) with this statement. More than
one in four (27%; n=247) respondents neither agreed nor disagreed, while 20% (n=180)
indicated it was not relevant to them.
The level of knowledge about CSR was also considered and this is showed lower levels of
agreement with the statement “our employees are knowledgeable about CSR”, with only
4% (n=39) strongly agreeing and 17% (n=161) of respondents agreeing with this statement.
Again, about one in five respondents indicated this was not relevant to them (Figure 3.34).
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Figure 3.34. Level of agreement/disagreement of respondents regarding employee
knowledge and awareness of CSR
35

32%

30

27%

26%

25

22%

20

17%

20% 19%

16%

15
10

8%
4% 5%

4%

5
0

Strongly agree

Agree

Neither agree /
disagree

% reporting employees are aware

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Not relevant

% reporting employes are knowledgeable

Business support for employee training in CSR
In a question specifically about whether the business supports employee training in CSR,
about one in four respondents indicated that they agreed (19%; n=176) or strongly agreed
(4%; n=37) their business did so, while about one in five disagreed (18%; n=166) or strongly
disagreed (4%; n=38) with this statement. Again, a high proportion of businesses (22%)
indicated this was not relevant to them.
Figure 3.35. Level of agreement/disagreement of respondents regarding their business’
support for employee training in CSR
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Geographic spread of responses according to whether training would be ‘very helpful’
Figure 3.36 presents the data in respect of whether training would be ‘very helpful’ to
respondents in embedding CSR in their business according to county. Leitrim (50%) and
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Donegal (41.9%) reported the highest number of businesses who felt that training would be
very helpful. This compares to Kilkenny (10.5%) which reports the lowest level of responses
in this area, followed by Monaghan (16.7%).
Figure 3.36. Percentage by county of respondents who indicated training would be ‘very
helpful’ to their business
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Helpfulness of information, training and mentoring
Training, mentoring, support to attend conferences/seminars and access to information
were all considered either ‘very helpful’ (33.5% - 43%) or ‘moderately helpful’ (41%-46%) by
more than 80% of respondents. “Training” was considered to be ‘very helpful’ by a higher
proportion of respondents than “support to attend conferences” (33.5%; n=292),
“mentoring” (38%; n=333) or “access to information” (42%; n=374). Between 12% (access to
information) and 21% (support to attend conferences and mentoring) of respondents
indicated these supports would not helpful to them.
Figure 3.37. Respondents helpfulness rating for training, mentoring and information
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Funding
The final area of support considered related to funding and just over half of respondents
(57%; n=508) indicated this would be ‘very helpful’, while a further 29% (n=254) indicated it
would be ‘moderately helpful’. About one in seven respondents (14%) indicated that
funding would not be helpful for them in embedding CSR in their business.
Figure 3.38. Respondents helpfulness rating for funding
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57%

Comments made regarding supports
Additional areas of support were identified by respondents and the comments below
highlight these.
“These are all useful but the most important thing is to imbue our children with a
sense of social responsibility from an early age.”
“On a very basic level, it would be great if we could get a definitive answer to items
that can and cannot be recycled.”
“We're only a small practice of 7 but we work in a building of 50-60 people and if
we can make a small bit of difference, it would be great.”
“I would like to see financial support in the form of favourable tax treatment for
business that support employees volunteering in the community.”
“You need to make CSR accessible to SME's. At the moment it appears to be just for
large orgs!”
“Free online training”
“Reminders in social media”
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Section 4: Discussion, conclusion and emerging
gaps
This section considers the findings arising from this survey which focused on the extent and
type of CSR activities that take place across the island of Ireland and positions these findings
within an international context. Arising from this discussion, it identifies some gaps in
Ireland’s progress around CSR and highlights existing and emerging relevant international
trends.

CSR activity in community
The findings from this survey show high levels of engagement in CSR activity in community
as an important element of CSR in Ireland, with 83% of businesses reporting engagement in
some form of sponsorship and philanthropy, such as donating money or prizes to their
community, in the previous three years as indicated in Figure 3.4. The value of the
contributions ranged from less than €100 to more than €10,000, with 40% of businesses
reporting contributing €100-€1,000, while a further 21% report contributing €1,000-€5,000.
As expected, differences were identified between businesses of different sizes with the
proportions of those contributing in this way ranging from 78% of micro-businesses (less
than 10 employees) to 91% of companies with 10-49 employees and 93% of larger
businesses (over 50 employees). The amount of the contribution also varied by size of
business with 20% of micro businesses reporting they made no financial contribution of this
type in the previous year and about 20% reporting making a contribution of more than
€1,000. This compares with equivalent figures of 2% and 86% for the largest businesses,
while more than three-quarters (76%) of businesses of this size report contributing more
than €10,000. While these findings are lower than those reported by ISME (2015) where
92% of SME businesses overall reported making a donation of this type, they nevertheless
suggest a considerable commitment by businesses in Ireland to their local community.
Many businesses also took part in other forms of community activity though the extent of
that activity varied widely by type. For example, 53% indicated that they supported
community activities, 48% indicated employee involvement with their communities and 38%
reported being involved in supporting employment and skills development. This contrasts
with 22% who were involved in social inclusion activities and 28% in supporting social
enterprise. Again, this form of engagement varies significantly by the size of the business.
For example, community engagement ranged from 48% for the smallest businesses to 90%
for the largest, with social inclusion ranging from 18% to 70%.
As described in the review of literature, there is no internationally comparable data
available in respect of CSR activity. Some international studies have been conducted,
however, including that undertaken by Grant Thornton (2014) where the prevalence of a
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range of CSR activities were considered in respect of 34 economies across the world. The
businesses taking part were considered “business leaders” and it was reported that 68% of
all businesses had donated money to community cases/charities in the previous year.
Despite some differences in the time period under examination, it is clear that businesses in
Ireland, in respect of similar type enterprises, are much more likely to make a financial
contribution to their local community than their counterparts in Europe (66%) and are on a
par with the countries (Canada and the United States; 93%) identified as being the “global
leaders” in this area.
These findings are also reflected in the proportion of companies internationally who report
donating products or services to a charitable organisation (53%). In this survey, the findings
show that 69% of businesses of all sizes report engaging in this activity and this compares
with less than half of all businesses (41%) of businesses reporting such activity across
Europe (Grant Thornton, 2014).
The findings from this, and previous Irish surveys, also call in to question the extent to which
composite indices of CSR, such as those presented by Gjølberg (2009) and the CSRHub
(USA)2, where Ireland ranks much lower than other jurisdictions, accurately reflect the
extent to which CSR activities take place in the micro-enterprise and SME parts of the
economy.
In summary, in respect of CSR activities in community as measured by philanthropic giving
and taking account of the limitations of the international data in this area, businesses in
Ireland are on a par with global leaders in the extent to which they donate money and
products or services to their community.

CSR activity in the workplace
A range of CSR activities were considered in respect of the workplace and the findings show
at Figure 3.13 that of these, work-life balance (e.g. flexible working arrangements) and
supporting staff learning and development (e.g. through subsidised training for staff) were
the most common activities being implemented by 75% and 62% of businesses, respectively.
Less commonly implemented CSR activities included those relating to conditions of
employment (39%), employee consultation and communication (35%), employee health and
wellbeing (22%), equality and diversity (26%) and initiatives for people with disabilities
(11%).
Given the diversity of activities coupled with cultural, legislative and policy differences
across jurisdictions, it is not surprising that there is little data available internationally to
directly compare CSR activity in the workplace. Workplace health and wellbeing has been
subject to some international consideration, although this has taken place predominantly
with multinational companies. Buck Consultants (2012), for example, in a global study of
2

https://www.csrhub.com/CSR_ratings_by_region_and_country/
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1,356 businesses based in 45 countries, reported that only 13% of respondents believed
that managing employee health is not the role of their organisation. This figures represents
a dramatic shift downward from 2010 when 25% of employers cited this as a reason for not
having a wellness program. In another global study, Xerox (2016) focused on health and
wellbeing in the workplace and reported that about one-third (33%) of businesses surveyed
report having a strong culture of wellbeing. This was highest in Australia/New Zealand and
the US/Canada followed by Europe. Other reports provide insights in to the extent to which
the employment of people with disability is incorporated into corporate culture and HR
activities, with Kuznetsova (2012), for example, suggesting that this has not taken place to
an acceptable degree.
Some information is available on a range of CSR activities from a Eurofound study published
in 2009 (de Broeck, 2009) which took place in Luxemburg and involved 1,509 businesses.
The study reported on CSR activity relevant to those activities taking place under this pillar
in Ireland, including: training workers (43% report involvement in this compared with 62% in
Ireland); ensuring staff health and safety (40% compared with 22% in Ireland for employee
health and wellbeing); actions relating to diversity of personnel (29% compared with 26% in
Ireland); and improvements in the quality of working life (82% compared with 75% relating
to work-life balance activities in Ireland). While these findings are useful in terms of
considering CSR areas under this pillar, they are less helpful in understanding how
businesses in Ireland compare internationally due to the single country nature of the data
and the time period involved.
In summary, while direct international comparisons are not possible in respect of this area,
it is clear that in terms of CSR activities in the workplace in Ireland, there is some room for
development, particularly in areas relating to employee health and wellbeing, diversity of
personnel, employee consultation and communication, equality and diversity, and initiatives
for people with disabilities.

CSR activity in the marketplace
Four areas were considered in respect of CSR in the marketplace and the level of activity
ranged between 32% (product quality and information) to 59% for customer relations (such
as customer feedback mechanisms). The Grant Thornton (2014) report provides
international data on two matters relating to this area, including “intentionally sourcing
local ethical trade or organic products” and “conducting due diligence on the impact of
business on human rights”, and about one-quarter (26% and 24%, respectively) reported
being involved in these areas.
While the data are not directly comparable, a higher proportion of respondents in this
survey, between 36% (fair operating practices, such as the non-use of overseas suppliers
that violate human rights) and 38% (sustainable supply chains, e.g. active green
procurement policies), reported engaging in similar type activities. These findings are
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substantially lower than those identified in the National Standards Authority of Ireland
(2014) study which reported that over 60% of respondents (65.5%) ranked fair operating
practices and human rights (60%) as “high” priority in their business.
Nevertheless, the findings in this area do suggest a higher overall level of engagement in
these areas by businesses in Ireland compared with other jurisdictions based on the Grant
Thornton (2014) report. This is surprising given that the Grant Thornton report focuses
mainly on larger companies. On a like for like basis, the level of engagement for larger
companies with over 250 employees was much higher in the current survey in terms of fair
operating practices (72%) and sustainable supply chains (79%).
Again, some consideration might be given to increasing the amount of activity in this area
particularly in respect of supporting the implementation of product quality and information
systems which recorded the lowest level of activity across all areas.

CSR in the environment
The fourth pillar considered in this study relates to the environment and the extent to which
areas such as resource efficiency (39%), respect for bio-diversity (25%), climate change and
GHC emissions (16%) and environmental protection policies (40%) are in place. Of all CSR
activities examined in this study, activities related to climate change and GHC emissions was
reported by the lowest proportion of businesses. Again, in respect of CSR activities in the
environment, the reported level of engagement in this study was considerably lower than
that reported on by the National Standards Authority of Ireland where 83% of respondents
in their study reported environment was an area that should be covered by CSR and more
than two-thirds (68%) of respondents reported environmental management as high priority.
Reporting on CSR activity in respect of the environment has been studied by KPMG at
regular intervals since 1993. The most recent KPMG data (2015) presents an overview of the
world’s largest 250 companies reporting on carbon in their annual financial and CSR reports,
as well as quantitative data on CR reporting trends, covering 4,500 companies across 45
countries. Their findings show that four out of five of the world’s largest 250 companies
identify climate change and carbon emissions as material issues for their organisation on
which they report. Further, their data indicates that there has been substantial increases in
reporting on this area among large companies, suggesting this is an area of increasing
importance.
The Grant Thornton (2014) study specifically asked about the extent to which companies
had engaged in energy efficiency or waste management (65%) and calculated their carbon
footprint (31%). This compares with only 39% (resource efficiency) and 16% (climate change
and GHC emissions) overall in this survey. However, when the findings relating to large
businesses with over 250 employees in this survey are compared with those from the Grant
Thornton study, it is clear that businesses in Ireland are doing well. About three-quarters of
business (74.5%) report activities in the area of resource efficiency compared with about
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two-thirds internationally. While not directly comparable, almost 60% (58%) report activities
in the area of climate change and GHC emissions compared with about half that (31%) in the
Grant Thornton study.
In summary, while levels of CSR activity overall in some areas of the environment,
particularly those relating to climate change, are low, they nevertheless compare favourably
with findings internationally. Some consideration may need to be given to this area,
particularly in the context of the broader scientific research agenda.

CSR by sector
In this study, the amount of CSR activity, with some few exceptions, does not vary
significantly by sector. As might be expected, the construction and industrial sectors are
somewhat more involved with regard to environmental matters but that is the most
significant sectoral impact. Respondents from the service and industry sectors were more
likely to report supporting social enterprise and social entrepreneurship than respondents in
the other categories. One notable pattern that emerged related to the extent to which
“customer involvement” was a focus and this was relatively high in all sectors other than
construction. In contrast, there is a relatively high level of activity reported by the
construction and industry sectors in “supply chain management” and a relatively low level
of involvement in “product quality and information” actions by the finance and service
sectors.
International comparisons around this area are not possible since there is not widespread
use of the categories (based on the Irish Central Statistics Office business demographics)
used in this survey. Even in situations where there are reports by sector, such as the KPMG
(2015) report, the sectors do not align with those presented here.

Awareness of guidelines, standards, policies and awards
Nationally and internationally there are a wide range of guidelines, standards, policies and
awards related to CSR and the extent to which businesses were aware of these was
considered in this study. Among these, the highest proportion (43%) indicated they were
aware of the ‘prompt payments code’ and the lowest level (9%) were aware of the OECD
“Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises”. About one-third of respondents indicated their
awareness of the Chamber Ireland CSR awards and one-fifth to almost one-quarter,
respectively, were aware of Ireland’s National Plan on CSR (23.5%) and the DJEI CSR hub
(www.csrhub.ie) (21.5%). About one-fifth (21%) of businesses were aware of the Business in
the Community Ireland’s “Business Working Responsibly Mark”.

Indicators and reporting on CSR activity
Much consideration has been given in the literature to the extent to which businesses have
indicators of and report on CSR activity. Between 37% (community involvement) and 51.5%
(marketplace) of respondents in this survey indicated they did not have any indicators in
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place in any part of their business related to these aspects of CSR. A further 16%-18% of
respondents indicated it was not relevant to them. This issue is given further consideration
later in this section.
In this survey, only 30% of businesses indicated that they reported on CSR activities to their
employees, 22% to their customers and 8.5% to their shareholders, with more than half
(55%) indicating they did not report to any stakeholder group. The area of reporting
features strongly in the CSR peer-review and grey literature and it is considered a critical
component of CSR as it brings transparency and clarity to company activities in this area. A
survey by Deloitte (2012) with Chief Financial Officers of major Irish-based companies
reported that 28% of CFOs report on non-financial measures, such as social and
environmental impacts, as part of their reporting cycle.
Internationally, Mullerat (2013) reported that the annual global reporting output increased
from almost zero in 1992 to more than 4,000 reports in 2010. Differences have been
identified internationally, however, and the Grant Thornton (2014) report found that in
some countries, such as India (89%), Brazil (77%) and Malaysia (76%), high proportions of
large companies report on “sustainability” issues, while countries in Europe (26%) and North
America (27%) are much less likely to report on these matters. While just less than half of all
businesses (45%) in this survey indicated they did not report on their CSR activities, a
preliminary examination of the data shows that there are considerable differences
according to the size of the business and the stakeholders involved. A more in-depth
analysis of the data from this survey may provide some insight into the extent to which this
differs according to these areas.

Supports for businesses
In the context of developing the second national plan for Ireland on CSR, the area of
supports for the implementation of CSR is of particular interest. A range of practical
supports were rated as ‘very helpful’ by respondents in this survey. Specifically, 43% of
respondents indicated that templates and tools would be helpful, 40% reported that
supports from industry representative bodies would be helpful and 27% indicated that
benchmarking and external assessment of CSR practices would be helpful. These types of
supports are relatively common in implementing CSR in practice both nationally (e.g. DEJI
online CSR Tool for SMEs: http://csrtool.csrhub.ie/, Chambers Ireland CSR Checklist for
SMEs, Business in the Community Ireland “Business Working Responsibly Mark”) and
internationally (Mullerat, 2013).
Other supports such as information (42%), training (43%), attendance at
conferences/seminars (33.5%) and mentoring (38%) were also identified as ‘very helpful’ for
businesses. The need for support in this area is highlighted in the responses provided by
respondents in this survey to questions about the level of employee awareness (34% agreed
or strongly agreed employees were aware of CSR) and knowledge (21% agreed or strongly
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agreed employees were knowledgeable about CSR) in this area. It is also supported by the
low level of employee support for training in CSR, with only 23% of respondents in this
survey agreeing or strongly agreeing this took place in their business.
The final area of support examined related to funding and just over half of all respondents
(57%) indicating this would be ‘very helpful’, with a further 29% indicating it would be
‘moderately helpful’. More than one in seven (14%) respondents felt it would not be helpful
suggesting that for some businesses at least, financial support is not critical to
implementation.

Conclusions
Direct international comparisons in respect of the extent of CSR activities in place are
hampered by a lack of conceptual clarity, failure to agree on core elements and an absence
of internationally agreed meta-data on indicators. It is also hindered by an absence of good
quality data in respect of micro and small businesses since almost all international surveys in
the area of CSR take place with large companies, generally with more than 250 employees.
In the context of these limitations and taking account of the extent to which micro and small
businesses are a feature of the enterprise environment in Ireland, those taking part in this
survey report higher levels of CSR activity across many areas compared with their
international counterparts. In respect of financial donations to community, businesses in
this survey rank alongside the global leaders in this area. Businesses in this survey, however,
report relatively low levels of awareness about key CSR policies, guidelines, standards and
awards. Additional analysis is required to investigate key issues relating to the availability of
indicators and reporting on CSR activities to key stakeholders. A range of practical,
informational and financial supports were identified as helpful in the implementation of CSR
for businesses in this study.

Gaps in the context of international trends
A small number of issues are highlighted for consideration in the context of emerging
international trends and these relate to: the focus of activity; the importance of recognising
the acute differences between micro and small (less than 50 employees) businesses and
larger enterprises; understanding of the impact of CSR; spatial differences in respondents
reported engagement in CSR activity; future intentions of businesses in this area; and the
need for improved and sustainable data both nationally and internationally in this area.
Focus of activity: While the findings from this survey show substantial activity taking place
across the community, marketplace, workplace and environment, it is clear that some
consideration needs to be given to those areas where there are low levels of engagement.
This is particularly notable in the area of the environment. Reporting is emerging as an
important matter at international level. Ireland is relatively weak in this area and it could be
considered for specific attention in the new National Plan."
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Need for a specific focus on micro and small (less than 50 employees) businesses:
Attention is drawn here to the substantial differences emerging across different sizes of
businesses. CSR activities are more formalised, embedded and expected to take place in
large business and much of the international literature focuses on corporations with more
than 250 employees. For many questions in this study, a response category of ‘not relevant’
or ‘not applicable’ was made available and micro businesses and businesses with fewer than
50 employees were much more likely to respond using this option. Comments made in the
text also highlighted that many micro and small businesses are not familiar with the
terminology of CSR and are not aware that activities they engage in are formalised. From
this study, it is clear that a significant amount of CSR activity takes place in micro, small and
medium enterprises and much needs to be done to ensure that these businesses form a
focus for any future policy developments. Indeed, it is suggested that the development of a
CSR approach specifically focused on micro enterprises, or at least on those with fewer than
50 employees, could be very helpful in raising awareness about the extent to which such
businesses are part of the national effort in this area.
Understanding of impact of CSR on business: Businesses were asked about whether their
business could benefit from engaging in CSR activities and the findings show that just over
half either agree or strongly agree that it could. One in six businesses indicated that it was
not relevant to them. This suggests that for some businesses at least, there are no
identifiable benefits in engaging in CSR and this is an area that might be considered in the
development of a second national policy on CSR.
Spatial differences: Considerable differences were identified in the extent to which
businesses based in different Irish counties engage with CSR. Donegal is exceptional in terms
of engagement relative to other counties and businesses in that county report very high
engagement in most areas of CSR and the highest level of engagement in some areas. CSR
activities where businesses in Donegal report the highest level of engagement include
initiatives in respect of environmental protection (51.6%) and customer relations (65.7%).
Donegal reported the second highest level of activity (after Monaghan 94.4%) in relation to
sponsorship and philanthropy at 93.5%. Wexford also reports high levels of engagement in
most activities. In contrast, Leitrim and Carlow report low levels of engagement in almost all
CSR areas. With regard to Carlow, this is reflected in the fact that no respondent from that
county indicated that CSR was ‘very important’ in their business. Dublin respondents also
report relatively low CSR engagement in a number of areas, including environmental
protection and sponsorship and philanthropy. A very low proportion of businesses in the
Cork area report CSR activities in the area of environmental protection.
While these are interesting insights and suggest the need for further research, they do need
to be treated with some caution as the spatial distribution of respondents by business size,
sector and overall number of respondents by county may have influenced these outcomes.
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Future intentions regarding CSR: A low level of respondents in this survey indicated that
they had plans to increase the activities or extent of the activities they are already involved
in over the next three years, with between just 3% and 5% reporting this in most cases. This
has implications for the implementation of any future supports which may need to be
targeted both geographically and by size of business to maximise resources available.
Data developments: Some consideration needs to be given to the development of both
primary (e.g. quantitative and qualitative studies) and secondary (e.g. administrative)
sources of data at national and international level. While a number of cross-sectional
surveys on CSR have been conducted over the last few years in Ireland, there is a need for a
more longitudinal approach to this area so that changes can be tracked over time. This is
likely to be of more assistance in the implementation of CSR in the future. Consideration
might be given to the use of administrative data sources (e.g. data available through
company reports, Revenue data) to build a more comprehensive understanding of CSR in
Ireland.
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