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What is the role of CSR communications?

To communicate a visionary idea of what you hope 
achieve or only talk about actions have actually taken?

Communications can help build trust but also leave 
companies open to accusations of ‘Greenwashing’.
In this talk, Jonathan will share thoughts and a framework 
on how to consider the role of CSR communications as 
well as ideas on the future of the discipline as CSR and 
sustainability become strategically more important for 
organisations.



What is the role of communications?

To sell more ?



What is the role of CSR communications?



What is the role of business?



I want to reiterate our request, outlined in past letters, that you publicly articulate your 
company’s strategic framework for long-term value creation and explicitly affirm that it has 
been reviewed by your board of directors.

Society is demanding that companies, both public and private, serve a social purpose. To prosper 

over time, every company must not only deliver financial performance, but also show how 
it makes a positive contribution to society. 

Without a sense of purpose, no company, either public or private, can achieve its full potential. It 

will ultimately lose the license to operate from key stakeholders. It will succumb to short-term 

pressures to distribute earnings, and, in the process, sacrifice investments in employee 

development, innovation, and capital expenditures that are necessary for long-term growth.

BlackRock is the world's largest asset manager with $6.3 
trillion in assets under management



What is the role of business?

Shareholders Stakeholders
Shareholders
Communities
Society
Environment



Definition

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a business approach that 

contributes to sustainable development by delivering economic, social and 

environmental benefits for all stakeholders.

CSR is a concept with many definitions and practices. The way it is 

understood and implemented differs greatly for each company and country. 

Moreover, CSR is a very broad concept that addresses many and various 

topics such as human rights, corporate governance, health and safety, 

environmental effects, working conditions and contribution to economic 

development. Whatever the definition is, the purpose of CSR is to drive 

change towards sustainability.
Source:  FT Lexicon, 2018



CSR: The Future-proofing Journey
11

1. Defensive
2. 

Compliance
3. Efficiency

4. Active 

Adaptation

6. Transformative 

Corporation

5. Strategic 

Experimentation

Definition: 
Minimal 
consideration 
for social and 
environmental 
implications. Ad-
hoc reactive 
interventions in 
ensuring the 
company (is 
seen to)  
behave  in a 
socially 
responsible 
manner. CSR 
as damage 
limitation.

Definition: 
Full compliance 
to the law and all 
environmental 
regulations. 
Relevant health 
and safety 
requirements are 
met. CSR seen 
through the lens 
of risk mitigation

Definition: 
Gradual reduction 
of waste and 
increased 
efficiency during 
production or 
service processes. 
Decreased use of 
energy and 
resources. 
Diversity, 
inclusiveness and 
gender equality are 
seen as priorities. 
CSR activity is 
prioritised on cost 
saving

Definition: 
Proactively 
revamping and 
moving away from 
existing service and 
production systems. 
Root causes of 
external 
environmental and 
social problems are 
identified. Strategic 
creativity is utilised 
responsively to 
external issues.
Product / service 
innovation as low 
hanging fruit are 
picked

Definition: 
Creatively destroying 
and re-modeling
existing services, 
products.  Core 
business model now 
strongly integrates and 
addresses social and 
environmental 
problems. CSR viewed 
as a differentiator in 
terms of reputation with 
customers and also 
personally for 
leadership. Triple 
bottom line is 
considered.

Definition: 
Radically and 
strategically redefining 
the main business 
model. The company 
is no longer a bounded 
entity but is positively 
and consciously 
interconnected with the 
environment and 
communities. 
Company is driven 
primarily by its social 
purpose.
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1. Defensive
2. 

Compliance
3. Efficiency

4. Active 

Adaptation

6. Transformative 

Corporation

5. Strategic 

Experimentation

CSR: The Future-proofing Journey
Case Study: BMW
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1. Defensive
2. 

Compliance

6. Transformative 

Corporation

4. Active 

Adaptation

5. Strategic 

Experimentation

"If China and India had the levels of car 

ownership evident across the OECD, that 

would amount to 1.5bn more cars”
Chandran Nair, Founder, the Global Institute of Tomorrow

3. Efficiency

CSR: The Future-proofing Journey
Case Study: BMW
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1. Defensive
2. 

Compliance
3. Efficiency

4. Active 

Adaptation

6. Transformative 

Corporation

5. Strategic 

Experimentation

CSR as Corporate Social Responsibility CSR as Complete Strategy Response

Making the best of what you’ve got New creative and strategic solutions

Typically bound by existing processes, 
behaviours, business models, ways of thinking

Typically demonstrating new processes, 
behaviours, business models and ways of 

thinking

Focus on risk mitigation Focus on competitive advantage

CSR: The Future-proofing Journey
Case Study: BMW



CSR

• Increasing requirement for business to develop a 
social purpose and make a greater contribution to 
society that delivers long-term success

• Fantastic opportunity to lead industry into the future

• CSR / sustainability as a discipline and mindset to take 
you there

•But….







CSR communications can add to the mis-
trust - Greenwashing



How to deliver trust

Honesty

Competence

Reliability

Benevolence

Note, this is not about what you ‘say’ but what you ‘do’



Can CSR Communications deliver?

•Can it deliver on the direction of creating a social 
purpose?

•Can it be based on what you do, rather than what 
you say?
• Overcome claims of greenwash

•Can it help build trust back into business?



The current CSR communications 
opportunity

1. Develop a social purpose

2. Demonstrate trust by acting

honestly with competence

3. Execute it well





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fADyZ2NL-xY



1. Develop a social 
purpose

2. Demonstrate trust by 
acting honestly with 
competence

3. Execute it well

1. Promote gender 
diversity

2. Create a fund to 
promote gender 
diversity in leadership 
positions

3. ‘Fearless Girl’







• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LmRm-EeGyk



1. Develop a social 
purpose

2. Demonstrate trust by 
acting honestly with 
competence

3. Execute it well

1. Provide clean, safe 
water

2. Create ‘Plumbers 
without Borders’

3. Send plumbers to 
provide communities 
without clean water



• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=elqCWFR9RJ4



1. Develop a social 
purpose

2. Demonstrate trust by 
acting honestly with 
competence

3. Execute it well

1. Improve wellbeing

2. Create spaces for 
sport and exercise

3. Unusual Football Field



• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_k_TbDmbG5g



1. Develop a social 
purpose

2. Generate trust by 
acting honestly with 
competence

3. Execute it well

1. Reduce inequality

2. Provide banking 
services to the 
financially excluded

3. Payphone Bank

















Cultivating CSR within a b2b industry - advertising



Advertising 

Agencies

Law

Accountancy

Management 

consultancy

IT

Financial Investment

Morally or 

value 

neutral



Agencies are 

morally or 

value neutral

THE 
PURPOSE 

TURN

Agencies can state 

and embody the 

positive contribution 

they want to make 

in the world



Agencies are 

morally or 

value neutral

THE 
PURPOSE 

TURN

Growth – More attractive to talent – Differentiation – Adult to Adult

Agencies can state 

and embody the 

positive contribution 

they want to make 

in the world



‘Theory’
‘Practice’



An Act 1Conversation about ‘Purpose’

Agency

Client

‘What is the purpose-led work 
can we do on this brief?’



Agency

Self

‘What good can I do in my 
agency?’

An Act 1Conversation about ‘Purpose’



Agency

Client

Self

Society / Planet

‘Given what I/we see going on in the world, 

what I/we am called to be in service of?’

An Act 2 Conversation about ‘Purpose’



‘What change can I make, given 
where I stand?’

Agency

Client

Self

Society / Planet

An Act 2 Conversation about ‘Purpose’



Agency

Client

Self

Society / Planet

Understanding the relationship

Inner 

work 

Outer Action





‘If we are a next generation 
entertainment company, what’s our 

responsibility to the next generation?’



1. Develop a social 
purpose

2. Demonstrate trust by 
acting honestly with 
competence

3. Execute it well

1. ‘If we are a next generation 
entertainment company, 
what’s our responsibility to 
the next generation?’

2. Create space to discuss 
internally with staff and 
clients

3. Reflected in creative work 
generated


