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Employee Engagement Through Corporate Social Responsibility

Over the past few years, employers have been examining ways to increase employee engagement as a method for retaining loyal employees. While those methods include development of strategic retention plans, incorporation of social media initiatives, and taking employee engagement surveys, one method that has been catching on in recent years is a more focused attention on an organization’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs.

Along with a bigger focus on corporate social responsibility programs themselves, many organizations are now  looking to implement an employee-driven system that engages employees, solicits their input, and actually charges them with coming up with CSR programs. A framework, run by the communications department, but involving C-suite level employees, including the CEO of a company, is necessary to ensure communication about the CSR programs and is circulated to outsiders, employees, and even prospective employees. 

While other methods like reward programs, team-building exercises, and company events are common in employee engagement, “one road to employee engagement is often overlooked. Although corporate social responsibility is usually seen as a community relations effort, a positive perception of an organization’s social responsibility can actually have an even greater impact on the organization’s own employees than on the outside world” (Sirota, 2007). According to a Business for Social Responsibility report, corporate social responsibility can bring a number of benefits – improved financial performance, increased ability to attract and retain employees, enhanced brand image, increased sales and customer loyalty, and increased productivity and quality (Sirota, 2007).

Not only do CSR programs produce happier employees, they are also valuable in helping employees to tap into their inner creativity and develop more innovative ideas.  “When people engage in meaningful work, they enter a flow state through which they are more engaged, creative and productive, thus leading to superior results (Glavas & Piderit, 2009). “Companies that are good corporate citizens provide meaningful work that, in turn, attracts the best employees, increases retention of top talent, and increases employee productivity.”  

Current forms of CSR initiatives that are common in today’s workplace include payroll giving schemes, corporate volunteering plans and paid leave to perform charity work. “Payroll giving schemes enable staff to donate to charity tax – efficiently from their gross salary” (Paterson, 2010). In this type of program, employees can donate any amount of money they want, and their employers can choose to match. Another option is to “invite staff to donate a portion of their salary through charities” (Paterson, 2010). Some organizations also allow their employees to donate their time through a corporate volunteering scheme, and in some cases, the employees receive paid time off during the year to volunteer. “Employers such as Virgin Atlantic Airways, Informa and Pfizer have offered staff time off to volunteer for local or international projects. For example, 60 Virgin staff climbed Mount Kenya to raise 35,000 pounds for the airline’s adopted Kenyan village” (Paterson, 2010).

While a slew of organizations have had corporate social responsibility initiatives in place, the way these programs are organized continues to evolve, and the means for communication to employees and other stakeholders is constantly changing.  Information generated about a corporation’s CSR programs is usually handled by the communications department. “Many already have experience collecting CSR data, conveying CSR messages across an organization, and executing stakeholder engagement” (“Corporate Responsibility,” 2008). But as Edelman reports, many companies’ CSR departments are fairly new, only having been founded within the last two to six years. However, as the CSR programs evolve, the communications departments have become more involved in branding the initiatives, and rightfully so.

As more attention is devoted to CSR programs, it is becoming more important for communication efforts within an organization to bring managers on board, and most importantly, share CSR news with employees, who must be engaged in the strategies. “In that sense, corporate CSR engagement today requires more sophisticated and ongoing stakeholder awareness and calls for more sophisticated CSR communication strategies than previously” (Morsing and Schultz, 2006). “This implies that managers need to develop a sense of the organization’s internal and external environments and thereafter be willing to deﬁne a revised conception of the organization.” 

This has numerous implications for the way leadership communication skills and organizational strategies are developed, and many studies suggest the approach should be employee-based. However, involvement of all levels of employees, especially C-suite executives, is paramount to the success of the CSR program and communication efforts about that program. “It can make all the difference in terms of motivating and empowering employees to own the charge of a rigorous social- and environmental-performance agenda and to seeing that progress is made. With C-suite buy-in – particularly the CEO’s endorsement – CSR programs can inject a sense of purpose in company culture” (“Corporate Responsibility,” 2008).  In the joint report conducted by Edelman in conjunction with Boston University, it is emphasized that CSR goals and objectives are set by a “cross functional executive committee” known as a business leadership team, which reports to the CEO and Board of Directors. That committee, however, should consist of human resources personnel, legal representatives, and other company managers.

However, it is still critical for employees to have a say in developing the policy and providing input and feedback on CSR programs.  For starters, managers should “develop an employee-centric corporate citizenship strategy” (Glavas & Piderit, 2009). “Previously, most corporate citizenship strategies have been board-level initiatives or have come from a sustainability officer. Instead, employees could become the ones driving the creation of the corporate citizenship strategy for the company, which will allow them to feel shared ownership and thus be more engaged.”

To that end, companies will need to develop surveys, hold town hall meetings, and come up with a system that not only allows employees to share ideas, but allows them to implement the programs, make changes when necessary, and work collaboratively to come up with innovative ideas that not only engage them, but create a great reputation for the company.

According to the Edelman report, most companies interviewed agreed that employees are the most important audience for communication about CSR programs. “These companies have nurtured their CSR initiatives by encouraging employees to be active on issues most important to them” (“Corporate Responsibility,” 2008).

Edelman suggests multiple forms of communication with employees to develop the mission of the CSR initiatives. These can include E-mail updates, newsletters, town hall meetings, use of intranets, and updates to the corporate web site. In addition, companies should release an annual report about the CSR programs. These communication materials will allow the CSR team to generate feedback and ideas for improving the initiative (2008).

The report also recommends setting up a team of employees to form a company-wide strategy around corporate social responsibility, which will also work to align the work the company is doing with its core brand values. In turn, communication materials, including the newsletters and E-mail, will need to be created by the communications department, in coordination with this team, to create a consistent flow of information across all mediums. 

But one thing companies should keep in mind while developing their CSR reports is that the reports do not become a routine publication but rather one that embraces continuous evolution. “Companies considered to be CSR leaders understand the publication of their CSR report is just a milestone in – not the finale of – the CSR communications continuum” (“Corporate Responsibility,” 2008). The report serves many purposes, including launching conversations, serving as a “catalyst for internal evaluation and goal-setting” and for generating content for targeted communications to stakeholders, including employees. 

In order for CSR programs to be successful at engaging employees moving forward, organizations should set up a structure that utilizes web-based tools for communication about the initiatives, as well as a system that solicits and reports feedback. Goals and benchmarks for evaluation of the program, including its communication efforts, are also important. Inside reports and other communications about the CSR programs, companies will need to ensure that both successes and failures are reported to promote transparency and credibility and generate buy-in with employees and other stakeholders. 

One area that also should be considered in the future is communication with prospective employees. Many job seekers today have expressed an interest in a prospective employer’s commitment to corporate social responsibility.  As candidates search for companies that fit their values and goals, they are researching these initiatives and making determinations about whether the CSR programs are sufficient. To that end, companies will need to include information about their CSR initiatives in job postings and in online job boards. Even websites for the company should include information about CSR initiatives in the employment and human resources section of the website. “Corporate communicators could do much more to leverage CSR as a recruiting tool, especially since today’s job seekers tend to research a company’s CSR performance” (“Corporate Responsibility,” 2008). In addition, the report finds that job seekers are not only interested in the CSR practices, but are willing to be directly involved with programs that advance social causes. 

As there is much research on the connection between employee performance and employee engagement in CSR initiatives, companies should work to develop strategic plans to incorporate these initiatives as effective ways to retain loyal employees and attract new, talented employees to the organization. Implementation of these initiatives with a sound structure that includes sufficient communication efforts will generate new opportunities, which could help increase profits, create a constant flow of innovation, and maintain a company’s place as a leader in the industry. 

References
Edelman. (2008). Corporate Responsibility and Sustainability Communications: Who’s 
Listening? What Matters Most? Retrieved from 
http://www.edelman.com/expertise/practices/csr/documents/EdelmanCSR020508Final_0
00.pdf.

Glavas, A., & Piderit, S. (2009). How Does Doing Good Matter? Effects of Corporate 
Citizenship on Employees. Journal of Corporate Citizenship, (36), 51-70. 
Retrieved 
from EBSCOhost.

Kim, H., Lee, M., Lee, H., & Kim, N. (2010). Corporate Social Responsibility and 
Employee-Company Identification. Journal of Business Ethics, 95(4), 557-569.  
Retrieved June 12, 2011, from ABI/INFORM Global. (Document 
ID: 2188788821).

Morsing, M., & Schultz, M. (2006) Corporate Social Responsibility Communication: 
Stakeholder Information, Response and Involvement Strategies. Business Ethics: A 
European Review, vol. 15, 4.

Paterson, J. (2010). GOOD DEEDS. Employee Benefits, 37-39. Retrieved from EBSCOhost.

Sirota Survey Intelligence. (2007), Engaging employees through social responsibility. Leader to 
Leader, 2007: 56–58. doi: 10.1002/ltl.259.
