How do you define Corporate Citizenship, Social Responsibility and Sustainability?

(from The Measure of Success: Evaluating Corporate Citizenship Performance, Cavanaugh, T.E., 

The Conference Board, 2005)

Corporate Citizenship is a concept with multiple definitions.  Investors use an internal definition including transparency, governance and ethics as key citizenship elements.  Others often define as the full range of both internal and external corporate activities that contribute to the well-being of society; those which embrace the related concepts of sustainability and corporate social responsibility (CSR)

Corporate Social Responsibility refers to the scope of business’s accountability to stakeholders.  Issues arise over the boundaries of responsibility in the context of financial accounting to investors.  Accounting practice draws a narrow boundary around business activities and accounts only for those economic resources which the business deploys or controls and their associated benefits or costs.   

Sustainability means to meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

The boundaries of corporate responsibility, though ambiguous, are being redrawn to consider externalities such as pollution and to include stakeholders outside the immediate economic activities of a business, such as community residents.  Globalization has complicated the citizenship agenda, which increasingly includes supply chains.  

Many leaders believe to align and integrate corporate citizenship with the firm’s core business objectives and strategies will generate long-term sustainable value.  

Measurement:  Based on the recommendations of the UN Brundtland Commission on sustainable development in 1987 that a company’s license to operate must reflect the interests of all shareholders.  Examples of measurement approaches include:

The Triple Bottom Line:  A model for measurement which includes the economic:  making products and profits at a reasonable cost; environmental:  preserving and enhancing natural resources and ecosystems; and social:  improving the quality of life enjoyed by employees, residents and society at large.

Fourth Bottom Line:  A model that measures transparency and accountability in corporate governance to ensure corporate integrity in operations and in reporting to investors.  

Returns on Social Investments:  A meaningful set of metrics should reflect informed decisions about which elements of citizenship performance are most essential to the firm and to the society in which it operates – such metrics will express value judgments, not just technical ones.  

Many measurement models and standards are available and in widespread use.  In general there are three broad families of measurement tools:  

Performance measurement:  attaining goals; compiling data about compliance to standards;

Comparative measurement:  benchmarking against peers; evaluating firm’s performance in light of the performance of similar firms;

Results measurement: converting resources into results; analyzing efficiency and effectiveness in terms of social impact

