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Abstract 
During the last few years, there has been a substantial shift of the companies towards Corporate 
Social Responsibility. Consulting has been an important actor of CSR proliferation, adding new 
perspectives to the spread of ideas and changes of institutional environments. However, the latest 
international economic crisis has put questions concerning the future of CSR. Trying to identify the 
connection of CSR services offered by the consulting companies and the existing economic crisis, a 
study was performed based on information acquired by four international consulting firms. The 
study recognised the CSR services developed by the firms, connected them with traditional 
consulting services and analysed their relevance in selected business sectors, taking into account the 
impact of the financial crisis in these sectors. The results of the study are discussed in order to draw 
conclusions about the role of consulting in CSR proliferation during the economic downturn. 
Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR); Consulting Profession. 
 
1. CSR & THE CONSULTING PROFESSION 
  
Over the last decade, there has been an apparent shift from adopting more responsible business 
practices as a result of regulatory citations, consumer complaints, and special interest group 
pressures, to proactive research exploring corporate solutions to social problems and incorporating 
new business practices that will support these issues [1]. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), 
also known as corporate responsibility, corporate citizenship, responsible business or corporate 
sustainability, refers to the obligation of a firm beyond that required by law or economics, to pursue 
long-term goals that are beneficiary for society [2]. CSR is essentially the deliberate inclusion of 
public interest into corporate decision-making that goes beyond the corporation’s statutory 
obligation to comply with legislation. In fact, it is only in recent years that the number of 
organisations engaging in social behaviours and activities has increased markedly [3,4,5]. 
According to Pryce [6], the current focus, is driven by five forces: customer pressure, changes in 
business procurement, government legislation and pressure, the rise of socially responsible 
investment, and the changing expectations of employees.  
 
The triple bottom line (TBL) concept coined by John Elkington and now common currency 
recognizes that corporations not only add economic value, but also impact on social and 
environmental value added [7]. These concepts correspond to the three pillars of sustainable 
development, which have often been interpreted by economists as economic, social and 
environmental capitals. Figure 1 depicts the three dimensions of CSR decomposed into the 
common sub-areas in which it is evaluated.  
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Figure 1: CSR Views & Performance Dimensions [8]. 
 
Consulting is a very important actor of CSR proliferation, which in cooperation and interaction with 
other actors, such as academia, create formulate, mediate and use the related ideas [9]. Although the 
primary purpose of actors is to apply their own interests and agendas by calling attention to new 
ideas, they can add new perspectives to the spread of ideas and changes of institutional 
environments [10]. 
 
The first consulting efforts related to CSR were made in the eighties, mostly by smaller specialized 
firms with an environmental or business ethics background. However the efforts needed to attract 
customers were very large as companies were reluctant to invest their capital into something they 
could not fully understand. It was only in the nineties when questions about the social responsibility 
of businesses were raised, mostly as a reaction towards some negative effects of globalization. 
Although the awareness concerning CSR issues increased, it was still difficult for the companies to 
appreciate social responsibility consulting. The scandals in the start of the 21st century, the most 
important of which being this of Enron, led to the escalation of the role of CSR in the organizations. 
At that point, large international consulting firms started to develop CSR consulting but not as a 
separate service line but as a related one to other areas of the consulting field such as accounting, 
management, communications, environment and business ethics. Trying to attract companies as 
customers in CSR services, the consulting firms developed saleable services. In most cases, CSR 
was marketed as a proactive management idea that would not only minimize the risks of 
corporations due to damaged reputation but would also contribute to increased profitability. Trying 
to connect CSR practice with economic evaluation, the consulting companies used the CSR views 
provided in the literature and tried to introduce the concept of triple bottom line reporting. 
However, these efforts were focused mainly on information transparency rather than on corporate 
strategy [11, 12], limiting the full potential benefits of CSR in the organizations. 
 
Many who have engaged with practitioner debates about corporate social responsibility reporting 
over the past few years will have frequently heard that a prime motive for corporations to report on 
issues of social responsibility is a desire to minimise risks to their reputations (see,  
for example, [13]). A corporation’s reputation among its economically powerful stakeholders is a 
valuable asset which needs to be protected and developed, and a key aspect of this reputation is 
stakeholders’ perceptions of the corporation’s CSR – or, more precisely, perceptions of how well 
the corporation’s CSR policies, practices and outcomes meet stakeholders’ social and 
environmental values and expectations [14]. 
 
As a result, the history of consulting concerning the provision of CSR services reveals a shift in 
thinking from CSR as a cost or risk mitigation effort to CSR as a strategic goal that brings in new 
revenues. Figure 2 depicts this evolution of CSR practices through the years. 
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Figure 2: The Evolution of CSR Practices [15]. 
 
Recent surveys reveal the increasing awareness of both companies and consumers with regard to the 
concepts of CSR and sustainable development. Only a few of them proving the future trend towards 
CSR are the following: 

 An IBM 2008 global CSR survey of more than 250 C-suite executives [15] showed that 68% of 
them already are focusing on CSR activities to create new revenue streams and 54% believe 
CSR gives them a competitive advantage. 

 IBM's 2008 biennial global  CEO study [16] showed that the majority of more than 1,100 CEOs 
plan to increase their investments in CSR by 25% over the next three years. 

 Based on KPMG’s 2008 survey on sustainability reporting trends [13]: 
� Of the top 100 U.S. companies by revenue, 74% published corporate responsibility 

information in 2008 either as part of their annual financial report or as a separate 
document, up from 37% in 2005. 

� Globally, 80% of the Global Fortune 250 companies now release CR data, up from 64% in 
2005. 

� Nearly two-thirds of G250 companies engage with their stakeholders in a structured way, up 
from 33% in 2005. 

� More than three-quarters of the G250 and nearly 70% of the N100 use the GRI Guidelines 
for their reporting. 

 According to the UK consumer research firm Fraser Consultancy [17], a quarter of all 
consumers say they would switch brands for a given product or service if provided with a more 
ethical alternative. 

 Alloy Media and Marketing reports that 37% of people age 18 to 30 prefer to use brands that are 
socially conscious, with more than three-quarters of that group citing fair labor practices and 
two-thirds listing environmental factors as chief concerns 

 Based on McKinsey’s Global survey  “Valuing Corporate Social Responsibility”, released on 
February 2009 [18]: 
� Environmental, social, and governance programs do create shareholder value, though the 

current economic turmoil has increased the importance of governance programs and 
decreased that of environmental and social programs 

� Nonetheless, a significant proportion of respondents don’t fully consider these programs’ 
financial value when assessing the attractiveness of business projects or companies. Some 
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think the value is too long-term or indirect to measure, and others just aren’t satisfied with 
the metrics available. 

 
2. CSR SERVICES & FINANCIAL CRISIS 
 
There is a debate about the future of CSR services as there are many CEOs now itching to use 
economic downturn as an excuse to cut programs they were never fully sold on to start with. The 
more skeptic would argue that the fragile shoots of corporate social responsibility and ethical 
consumerism would wither under the pressure of an economic downturn. The markets and 
consumers would reassert themselves along more neo-classical, value-devoid lines and we would be 
back to the situation where ‘the business of business is business’. However, the opposite has 
happened. CSR has been strengthened, and ethical consumerism is slowly growing. The proponents 
of CSR have found that their ideas are falling on ever-more fertile ground. Doors that had remained 
firmly closed are now somewhat ajar. An increasing number of blue chip companies are taking a 
sustainability approach to management. At the centre of this revolution is enhanced corporate 
governance, more rigorous risk management and internal control, much improved accounting and 
reporting, and a complete overhaul of independent audit and assurance. 
 
Trying to identify the connection of CSR services offered by the consulting companies and the 
existing economic crisis, a study was performed based on material acquired by four large 
international consulting companies. The methodological approach followed was based on five main 
steps: 

 Step 1: Identification of core consulting services offered. 
 Step 2: Recognition and classification of existing CSR services offered by the consulting 

companies. 
 Step 3: Connection of CSR services to existing consulting services. 
 Step 4: Recognition and classification of existing sector-specific CSR services offered by the 

consulting companies. 
 Step 5: Evaluation of CSR services relevance in specific sectors taking into account the impact 

of the latest international financial crisis in each sector. 
 
The identification of the most important CSR services connected with the related consulting 
practice (steps 1, 2 and 3) is summarized in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: CSR Services Connected With Service Providers 
 
CSR Service Description Provider 

Audit & 
Assurance  

• External audit and assurance services on 
CSR policies, performance and adherence to 
international reporting standards  

Audit 

Reporting  • Preparation of annual CSR reports Audit, 
Consulting 

Benchmarking  
• Benchmarking and Gap Analysis on CSR 

polices, initiatives, strategies and reporting 
methodologies  

Audit, 
Consulting 

Risk 
Management  

• Risk identification and mitigation plans 
• Brand reputation, crisis management & 

corporate recovery plans 
• Advisory on compliance to CSR associated 

legislation and regulations  

Enterprise Risk 
Services, Tax, 
Consulting 

Strategy  • Services to incorporate CSR into business 
strategy 

Enterprise Risk 
Services, 
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CSR Service Description Provider 
• Development and implementation of CSR 

policies and programs 
• Implementation of CSR information 

systems 

Consulting 

Stakeholder 
Engagement  

• Development of systems, policies and 
procedures to incorporate stakeholders in the 
company’s decision-making process  

Consulting 

Corporate 
Governance  

• Services to establish governance models 
that promote CSR  

Consulting 

Supply Chain 
Management  

• Environmental product lifecycle 
management programs 

• Development of “good” supplier conduct 
frameworks 

• Implementation of “greener” supply chain 
operations  

Consulting 

 
The relevance of the recognized CSR services was not found to be uniform in all sectors, as 
different sectors demonstrated different strategic priorities. This reality had been taken into account 
by the consulting companies which tried to provide customized CSR services in the different 
sectors. The relationship of the targeted services in some important business sectors (Step 4) is 
highlighted in Figure 3. It has to be stated that the relevance of the CSR services assigned in the 
different sectors was based on sector analyses found in the consulting firms sample as well as on the 
importance of the expected economic benefits for the companies of the sectors, expressed in 
monetary terms.  

 
Figure 3: CSR Services During Financial Crisis 
 
Based on Figure 3, it can be argued that CSR relevance is high, even in sectors where the impact of 
financial crisis was high such as the consumer and business Transportation sector or the 
manufacturing sector. CSR services related with risk management, stakeholder engagement, 
corporate governance and strategy seem to be relevant to most of the analysed sectors. 
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3. CONSIDERATIONS 
 
The analysis performed revealed that the consulting companies have identified important CSR 
drivers that can encourage the companies to include corporate responsibility in their strategies. 
Drivers such as the tightening regulatory environment, changing demographics, emergence of 
ethical consumerism and investor activism, increasing social awareness and education, public 
demand for greater transparency and accountability and competitor activity have been successfully 
recognized leading to the introduction of CSR services appropriate for a large number of 
companies. The potential benefits promised are prominent and concern different aspects, such as: 

 Risk Management: ability to protect a company’s brand, intellectual property and goodwill by 
managing risks associated with incidents such as corruption scandals or environmental 
accidents, sudden shifts in consumer trends, assaults from media, audit bodies and NGOs etc. 

 Brand Differentiation: ability to exploit new opportunities, differentiate from rivals and create 
competitive advantage by becoming “greener” 

 Good Reputation: opportunity to upraise company reputation, to attract , motivate and retain key 
employees, to achieve public recognition and to avoid unwanted attention from regulators, 
courts, governments and media 

 License to Operate: ability to adequately police all company operations and ensure compliance 
to federal and state legislation regarding suppliers and subcontractors legitimacy, product safety, 
employee safety, labor rights etc.  

 Increased Stakeholder Value: opportunity to provide significant benefits to employees, local 
communities and the society at large 

 Increased Shareholder Value: opportunity to increase Return on Investment (ROI) and access to 
capital 

 
CSR services have been selected by the large consulting companies to be offered integrated with 
other traditional services such as business consulting, strategy and marketing strategy, internal and 
external audit, due diligence or risk advisory, trying, in this way, to more easily persuade their 
customers to buy such services. So far, organizations have not been mature enough to fully adopt 
CSR practices, with only 20% of them to have outreached the stage of CSR understanding, moving 
towards comprehensive sustainability management. However, there are signs that CSR penetration 
rates have increased substantially in the last four years (for example, 80% of the Global Fortune 250 
companies now release CR data, up from 64% in 2005, 74% of the top 100 U.S. companies by 
revenue, published SCR information in 2008 and 40% of the Global Fortune 250 reports have 
received external assurance). Economic crisis does not seem to be a barrier in the expansion of 
CSR. According to a poll run on the CSR International blog during October, 44% of CSR 
professionals believe that CSR will increase as a result of the crisis, a further 26% believe it will 
change, while only 22% think it will weaken. Possibly, this is the reason why the large international 
consulting companies continue creating new CSR services, believing in its dynamics, even during 
the financial crisis. The development of sector-specific CSR services can be considered as a means 
towards CSR proliferation as it will help the companies to understand the real benefits resulting 
from corporate responsibility and enable them to include it in their corporate strategy agenda. A 
future benchmarking analysis concerning the CSR services offered before and after the international 
financial crisis would be very interesting in order to evaluate the success of CSR consulting 
initiatives. 
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