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Signi cant competitive advantage can be derived from corporate social responsibility.
Arjan Overwater (left) and Ila Panik tell Jim Banks how to turn

responsibility into reward.

Companies are grappling with the issue of
corporate social responsibility (CSR), if only
for reasons of regulatory compliance, but
the approaches they adopt vary greatly.
Some companies see CSR as a means to
buff up their brand with acts of charity,

but the most astute businesses and their
advisors are looking deeper into the concept
to derive long-term sustainable bene t.

Differences in how to de ne CSR often
stumble on how to approach the social
element in the equation. While some put

it at the forefront of their CSR strategy, a
growing number are arguing that companies
should be favouring the purely business-
related aspects.

Arjan Overwater, Managing Director of
consultancy Future Considerations, says:

We drop the social aspect of CSR, which is
often misleading. We prefer to talk about
corporate responsibility, which is not about
being a do-gooder for speci ¢ social interest
groups. That is not a core responsibility.

We ask companies to look at their entire

value chain with a long-term perspective
to ensure that the concepts of corporate
responsibility become ingrained.

Making CSR pay

Overwater s argument is that CSR should
be about sustainable commercial bene ts,
which will ultimately have a meaningful
impact on social factors. A better, more
sustainable business is good for the market
and the society in which it operates. For
Future Considerations, the bene ts of cost
savings and brand enhancement are the
fruits of long-term projects focused on
business transformation, not about one-off
acts of philanthropy.

lla Panik, Marketing Manager for Corporate
Responsibility and Environment at Future
Considerations, explains: Businesses are
obviously in competition, and this is a key
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opportunity to nd differentiation. Every
avenue that you might pursue for reasons of
corporate responsibility human resources,
risk mitigation or brand building can offer
cost savings or be revenue enhancing.

There are many examples of how corporate
responsibility can positively impact a
business. Take, for example, the health
issues that arise in many industries. Global
fast food chains, for instance, have been
forced by public opinion to address their
potential contribution to social factors
such as obesity. And more recently, rms
with manufacturing facilities in China have
had to consider the potential for harmful
substances such as lead-based paint to
enter the supply chain, largely due to cost
pressure on suppliers.

Every avenue
that you might
pursue for reasons
of corporate
responsibility can
offer cost savings
or be revenue
enhancing.

[la Panik

Overwater adds: We look at how you

can use the total impact of corporate

responsibility to create a positive effect
and not just in terms of risk mitigation.

Total involvement

Buy-in at all levels of an organisation

is paramount to deriving value from
investments in CSR, which rely on deep-
rooted changes in corporate culture.

Quick wins are important to convince all
stakeholders that such programmes do
have commercial bene ts, and at Future
Considerations there is a strong belief that
these are achievable.

Panik says: The CFO needs to be one of the
important drivers of this, recognising the
nancial bene tsand ghting against the
short-sighted view. Nevertheless, you can
get short-term pro ts from CSR objectives.

We specialise in behavioural change. We
helped Tesco, for instance, educate staff on
carbon emissions and motivated employees
to change their behaviour at home and at
work. This immediately uncovered energy
savings of over £27,000 per store from a
one-day event.

Such rapid successes show the advantage of
CSR and encourage buy-in for larger, long-
term changes. The CFO, who will usually see
CSR teams re ghting every day, can help to
ensure that the right values are ingrained in
their business and can promote a focus on
the long-term viability of CSR programmes.

With the right external advisors to provide
an independent view of where the quick
wins are and how to manage change, many
companies could nd that CSR delivers
social bene thy rstdelivering competitive
advantages to their business.
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