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Corporate Social Responsibility – Roundtable Series 
Agenda-Setting Meeting – 21 November 2011 

Report 

 

1. Opening of Meeting 

The agenda-setting meeting was opened by Professor Ron Ritchie, Assistance Vice-

Chancellor of UWE (Partnerships, Diversity and Civic Engagement). In his speech, he 

emphasised the importance of partnerships and, using the University’s motto of ‘better 

together’, underlined the relevance of reciprocal relationships arising from such 

cooperation. The maximisation of existing links and creation of new ones, if carefully and 

responsibly managed, creates a process that is inclusive, rather than exclusive. In that 

regard, Professor Ritchie made particular reference to the University’s public engagement 

agenda with its commitment to education by sending both staff and students as volunteers 

to schools, in particular in areas that are socially less well off and which normally have a 

lower participation rate in higher education.   

 

Turning to our meeting Professor Ritchie commented positively on the initial choice of 

headings (Environment, Sustainable Development, Responsible Investment and Community 

Involvement) as a good starting point for a discussion and a possible framework but also 

warned of the risk for CSR to become disjointed, divided into aspects, and thus ad hoc, and 

underlined the benefit of a holistic approach. 

 

2. Calling a Series of Roundtables on CSR 

The agenda-setting meeting was initiated as part of an investigation by the organisers, a 

group of academics from the Department of Law of UWE, into what exactly CSR is, what it 

encompasses and what, exactly, the ‘S’ in CSR stands for. The organisers outlined that 

although much has been written on the subject and many policy-guidelines have been 

issued, very little is known about the actual impact CSR has on business strategies and how 

CSR is, practically, implemented within a wide range of businesses, be they small, medium 

or large, and involved in a wide range of activities.  

 

It had become clear that CSR in theory and CSR in practice do not necessarily meet on many, 

if on any, occasions; indeed, theory and practice can exist alongside each other without ever 

touching. This agenda-setting meeting was meant as a starting point to consider a) what CSR 

means to stakeholders and b) how it affects them on a daily basis. The series, and this 

opening event, bring practice and academia together to agree on a common, practical and 

feasible agenda. A further aim of the series is to give a voice to stakeholders and provide a 

platform that enables them to network and learn from each other.   

 

A further point addressed was that the organisers felt that too much emphasis lay on 

London as a centre with too little account taken of activities outside, in particular in the 
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South West. With this series, the organisers hope to make the participants’ voices heard and 

to take any outcomes further, even to the point of influencing future policy changes. In this 

view the organisers are in contact with a range of relevant actors, e.g. members of (British 

and European) Parliament, parliamentary groups, members of District and City Councils, 

Department for Business Innovation and Skills. 

 

3. Defining CSR 

 

 
 

In order to understand and, possibly, find common ground in terms of defining aspects, the 

above terms were used as a starting point for further discussion. In particular, the attending 

stakeholders were asked to reconsider the original headings of ‘Environment’, Sustainable 

Development’, ‘Responsible Investment’ and ‘Community Involvement’ and to agree, per 

table, on three key words or terms that best encapsulate their understanding of CSR and 

what their concerns in relation to them are.  

 

A lively discussion ensued whereby each of the six tables agreed on their key concerns, 

which they were asked to put up on a wall under the existing headings. A narrowing down 

of these was expected to result in the heading of the first roundtable.  

CSR 

Good Business Greenwashing 

Sustainability 

Business Jargon 

PR 

Profitable 

Inherent 
Values 

Indeterminate Guidelines 

Corporate 
Conscience 

Moral 
Responsibility 

Ethics 

Window-dressing 

Community-
centred 

Long-term vs 
short-term 

Philanthropy 

Distraction 

Hypocrisy 
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The responses clearly were different from the original concerns addressed in the 

questionnaire sent. Instead of concentrating on particular subject headings, new and 

different concerns were raised. It increasingly became clear that it is less the ‘what’ and 

more the ‘how’ that was at the forefront of participants’ minds. Thus, it is not the fact that 

there needs to be, e.g., ‘Sustainability’, but rather how this is to be achieved. 

 

4. Agreeing on Roundtable Theme(s) 

NB: names in brackets represent contributions on behalf of a table. 

 

Validity of original headings, clarifying filters and assessment of impact 

It was generally agreed that the original headings remained valid but also that how they are 

filtered and perceived depends on the particular observer and the kind of filter used, such 

as ethics, integrity, trust, what drives the business or value (Matt Turner). It was also 

stressed that whilst there was something human about CSR others view it as a means to 

avoid alienation of e.g. the customers and the community. Whether their relative impact 

can be measured was subject to debate. Catherine Correia felt that, within certain 

parameters, it is possible to measure impact whereas Luke Wilde pointed out that impact 

can be both tangible and intangible such as reputation, and these impacts are more difficult 

to measure and validate; a warning that was reiterated by Malena Bengtsson. In considering 

whether impact is, in fact, measurable Dee Smart suggested to look at the museum sector, 

which had to consider how far visits to the museum had an impact on visitors, in particular 

children, in terms of their perceptions of the value of a museum visit and their experiences. 

It is about taking the people rather than the profit in the equation.  

 

Rewards, Benefits and Reality  
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Taking the example of sustainable consumption, the question was asked whether business 

models were sustainable and whether they can be tweaked to become sustainable. It might 

indeed be difficult to fit into the current economic models and yet be sustainable. A further 

pertinent question asked (Matt Crossman) concerned the issue whether rewards always 

have to be profits and measured in tangible returns or whether they can be less material but 

still valuable to doing good business. On the other side, the point was raised whether this is 

a realistic expectation (Karen Cook). Although not necessarily easy to answer, it was also 

pointed out that benefits and rewards, and thus relevant incentives, depend on the context 

(Ruth Merrett). Thus, how to engage and how to reap benefits may well depend on size and 

individual agendas, and the respective motivating forces behind.   

 

Future impact, sustainability and legacy left behind 

Another important point is that of the future, how this future can be secured without having 

a negative impact, and the legacy left behind (Matt Turner). As part of this, the question of 

renewable approaches to old problems should be addressed (Matt Crossman).  

 

Taking account of the whole picture – Openness  

Importance of not only focusing on the positives but being aware of the negatives as well 

(Matt Turner). Frank Rose underlined this point by saying that the first order of business 

should be ‘Do no harm’ and then ‘Do some good’. Yet, too much focus is on the latter and its 

publicity and not enough on the former. This point was further addressed when discussing, 

in particular, the exercise by some of green- or bluewashing their policies without 

implementing good practice. It was agreed that this is troublesome and, although 

potentially an easy way out, ideally requires some soul-searching, honesty and openness. 

Subjecting oneself to monitoring, assessment and reporting, thus a rule of transparency, 

(Ruth Merrett) creates trust and confidence but also requires confidence in one’s system.   

 

Human rights 

Although this heading had originally disappeared from the list owing to an apparent lack of 

interest, it reappeared at this point. Luke Wilde was quick to clarify that it may not have to 

be a separate heading but human rights and their regard should be added, rather, as an 

overarching framework or philosophy to any action taken. Particular reference was made to 

the link between business and human rights and the Ruggie recommendations in that 

regard.  

 

Leadership and governance 

Increasingly, it was agreed that none of the headings mean anything unless they find wide 

support and are promoted at leadership level. Thus, excellence in leadership (Luke Wilde) 

can be a linchpin for change affecting and effecting changes in behaviour. Responsible and 

sustainable business should be promoted as model to be emulated (Matt Crossman).  
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Democratisation and skills 

It was agreed that the bottom line, the profit margin, has been focused on too much and 

that too little emphasis has been placed on people; this includes, although is not reduced to, 

employees whose value to contribute goes beyond a ‘human resource’ (Simon Catford). It 

was stressed, in particular, that it is the expectation that individuals have that exerts a 

strong influence on the outcomes achieved, e.g. an employee wanting to feel proud in what 

s/he is doing and pride in the organisation s/he works for influences a responsible 

employer’s workplace engagement. As a result, general alienation either by the workforce 

or by clients with the business and what it stands for is to be avoided (Matt Turner). Thus, 

with regard to employees more focus should be on skills, both existing and future (Simon 

Catford). A well trained and motivated workforce, that includes all ages (inclusiveness), adds 

a piece to the CSR puzzle.  

 

Positive partnerships 

The value of partnerships, especially with regard to influencing supply chains, was raised 

(Karen Cook). This can be a force for good, as Yeshim Harris underlined; it is important, 

indeed essential, to look at the larger picture and depending on reach, can be national and 

international. This, it was made clear, not only involved strict business relationships but 

stretched further to include the wider society and their involvement, e.g. by boycotting 

particular businesses and their products for lack of transparency. Finding a common agenda 

among the partners (Ruth Merrett) may be a starting point to building such positive 

partnerships. These partnerships may, some even say should, stretch into public-private 

sector partnerships (Matt Crossman).  

 

Language and Terminology 

A particularly pertinent point was raised by Simon Graham, receiving general approval, that 

there remains an issue with the language and terminology used; in particular, the question 

of what the ‘s’ in CSR stands for and whether we should, rather, be talking about CR 

(corporate responsibility).  

 

Clearly, the original headings had served their purpose but did not reflect the actual 

concerns of the participants. Further discussion was needed if a topic for the first 

roundtable was to be agreed upon. The topics that seemed to catch the most interest were 

the culture of the business (including viability, leadership, and skills), benefits (including 

incentives, intangible benefits and issues relating to measuring benefits), impact (including 

the perception of the business activities) and partnership (between different businesses, 

with the community and with academia). Consequently, the following, new, headings were 

suggested: 

 

- Value and Impact 

- Leadership and Governance 
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It was generally agreed that although ‘Governance’ is a valuable key aspect, it is also too 

wide and can be too varied in its meaning to serve as a helpful discussion point. Equally, the 

term ‘Impact’, although laden with meaning, is hard to define and even harder to quantify. 

The first roundtable will thus be on: 

 

- Values and Leadership. 

 

It was generally felt that these two terms reflect the most common concerns when 

considering the practical implementation of individual aspects. 

 

5. The future 

 

Report 

This report, logging the discussions and outcomes of the agenda-setting meeting, will be 

circulated to both attending participants and parties who have expressed their interest in 

future developments for feedback, additions and comments. Once all interested parties 

have had a chance to read and comment, the report will be distributed as a starting point 

for future discussions.  

 

Website  

The organising team are in the process of setting up a website that will include all the latest 

information as provided by individual stakeholders, including upcoming events. There will 

also be a database where all reports, current and future, will be accessible for all 

stakeholders and the general public. 

 

Linked-In Group 

A Linked-In Group will also be set up and the parties interested invited to join.  

 

Future Event 

The first roundtable on CSR will be entitled “Values and Leadership” with a proposed date of 

12 or 26 March 2012 depending on speakers’ availability.  

  

General Expectations  

It is hoped that this initiative will continue to exist beyond the initial momentum and gather 

strength as a platform for networking, introducing and inviting an ever greater circle of 

interested stakeholders, and represent a forum for the exchange of information and points 

of view.  


