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Introduction

The impetus for the Business Council of British Columbia (Business Council or BCBC) to embark on a research 

project on Corporate Responsibility (CR) arose broadly speaking due to the BC business community’s growing 

awareness that CR is becoming a core element of corporate strategy around North America and globally.  In a 

more immediate sense, the project was driven by the desire to better understand the myriad CR efforts of our 

member organizations.  While some firms’ and sectors’ efforts have received a great deal of publicity, others have 

gone about their CR programs without much fanfare.  Business Council members have been engaging in CR in 

diverse and interesting ways, from triple-bottom-line reporting to strengthening relationships with their host 

communities, to philanthropy, to “best in class” environmental practices.  A cross-section of respondents’ CR 

activities is profiled in the attached Appendix.1

The Business Council’s mandate for this project has been to explore the CR efforts of our member companies, to 

help raise the profile of the issue and those who have been leading by example, and to share insights and practices 

in a conference setting via our 2008 Summit: Investing Today for Tomorrow: Corporate Responsibility in British 

Columbia.  This report presents the findings of our survey, situates these in a broader context by comparing to 

benchmark North American and global CR surveys, and offers some conclusions and opportunities for next steps.

A word about definitions: we have used the term Corporate Responsibility or CR, as opposed to Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR), corporate sustainability or other terms that broadly capture the topic area.  This 

term was deliberately left loosely defined in the survey, as it was felt to be more important to understand how 

member organizations conceptualise CR than for it to be pre-defined for respondents.

Having noted that, throughout the project we have used the term Corporate Responsibility as it is succinct 

and reflects the broader issues beyond the “social” aspect.2  Our survey findings indicate that BCBC members 

refer to CR very differently, from Corporate Community Involvement (CCI) which is primarily charity and 

community relations oriented, to CSR and CR, to corporate citizenship and sustainability.  The majority of 

BCBC members refer to their CR efforts as Corporate Community Involvement (56%), followed by Corporate 

Social Responsibility (48%) and Corporate Responsibility (45%).

Background

In April and May 2008, the Business Council conducted a survey of its members via Ipsos Reid, to elicit 

member attitudes, experiences and activities concerning Corporate Responsibility.  Responses were drawn from 

a broad sectoral distribution of our membership.  To better understand our members’ engagement with CR, we 

analysed the results by three industry groupings: “professional and financial services”, “resource” and “other”, 

and by type of ownership: “publicly traded”, “privately held”, and “public agencies”.  Any notable findings by 

industry or ownership type are identified throughout the report.

1 These profiles were selected based on respondents’ expressions of interest in the survey to provide additional detailed information about their CR programs.

2 Additionally, we have followed the definition applied by the Economist Intelligence Unit in its white paper The importance of corporate responsibility. Economist

Intelligence Unit, (2005).
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In addition, the Business Council’s results were compared against major studies of Corporate Responsibility, including 

Boston College Centre for Corporate Citizenship3 (Boston College), Society of Human Resource Managers (Canada 

and US)4 (SHRM), Economist Intelligence Unit5 (EIU) and McKinsey & Co.6 (McKinsey).  Business Council survey 

results are placed into this broader North American and international context where possible.

Who manages CR strategy and activities, and how important is CR?

Corporate Responsibility is managed at a very senior level by Business Council members, and its priority is 

increasing over time.

For Business Council members, CR efforts are managed predominantly across business units or departments 

(80%) rather than as a stand-alone department.  Public Affairs & Government Relations and Marketing & 

Communications are most frequently cited as the primary department responsible for CR.  These finding 

suggest that CR is fairly well embedded within organizations.  Indeed, in many BCBC member organizations 

a senior management team member (47%) plays the largest role for its CR activities, followed by the board 

of directors (16%).  

BCBC member firms perceive a strong increase over time in the priority they have given and will give to CR 

over time. Three years ago, 54% saw it as a high or very high priority, today it is 83%, and 90% expect CR to 

be a high to very high priority three years from now.  

All benchmark surveys record current priority as very high – ranging from 73 percent to 88 percent. No other 

survey asked about the expected future priority of CR.

What commitments are BCBC members making to CR?

BCBC members have implemented CR programs to varying degrees, and appear to have had greater success in 

establishing overall program elements than in the detailed aspects of formalized policies, involving stakeholders 

in development, or measurement and evaluation.

Just under half of respondents have made a full and explicit commitment to CR (and an additional 32% have 

partially implemented such a commitment).  Just under 40 percent have fully created and implemented programs 

relating to CR (while slightly more – 54% – have partially implemented a suite of CR programs).  Less than one 

third have fully implemented a communication strategy (via reports or other means).  Less than 30% have fully 

developed formalized policies (48% partially implemented), and less than one quarter have fully implemented 

a policy of involving stakeholders in the development of CR activities (45% partially implemented).  Less than 

15 percent have fully implemented a means of evaluating CR efforts, although over half have at least begun this 

work, and an additional 20 percent have planned work in this area though it is not underway.

3 Boston College Center for Corporate Citizenship (2007). Time to Get Real: Closing the Gap Between Rhetoric and Reality. Boston College Center for Corporate 

Citizenship. Accessible via: http://www.bcccc.net/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1860.  

4 SHRM Research (2007). 2007 Corporate Social Responsibility: United States, Australia, India, China, Canada, Mexico and Brazil. Society for Human Resource 

Management.  Accessible via: www.ahri.com.au/MMSDocuments/profdevelopment/research/research_resource/corporate_social_responsibility.pdf.

5 Economist Intelligence Unit (2005). The Importance of Corporate Responsibility. The Economist Intelligence Unit. Accessible via

http://graphics.eiu.com/files/ad_pdfs/eiuOracle_CorporateResponsibility_WP.pdf.  

6 McKinsey & Co. (2008). “The state of corporate philanthropy: A McKinsey Global Survey”, The McKinsey Quarterly. Accessible via 

http://www.mckinseyquarterly.com/article_page.aspx? L2=21&L3=37&ar=2106&gp=0&pagenum=1.
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Most steps are partially implemented, implying either a performance gap generated by internal barriers 
(discussed below) or the relatively recent adoption of CR strategies, as suggested by the trend in increased 
prioritization of CR.

In terms of the benchmark surveys, a high proportion of BCBC and SHRM (Canada & US) respondents 

have made “an explicit commitment to CR”.  BCBC and SHRM surveys found that a relatively small share of 

businesses have implemented procedures to evaluate the success of their CR programs. 

Why engage in CR?  How effective are BCBC members’ CR activities?

Motivation

Business Council members are strongly motivated to engage in CR activities because of their relationships with 

their host communities, and by how they feel CR reflects on their organizations. 

The top areas of motivation for respondents to engage in CR are:

enhances relationships with the communities in which they operate (97%) 

builds public trust in their organizations (96%)

enhances their overall reputations (94%)

demonstrates their traditions and values (92%) 

improves relationships with stakeholders (92%) 

BCBC members are focused on enhancing community relationships, likely a function of the finding that 

most orient their CR programs to corporate community involvement.  Their CR role is driven by a number 

of important motivations, mostly focused on relationship building, building public trust, and reputation 

enhancement.  Financial reasons, such as a financial investment and responding to pressure from capital 

markets, were much lower drivers.

In terms of the respondent groups, publicly traded firms are more likely to cite “enhances reputation” as a 

motivator for CR activities than either privately held or public agencies. Privately held companies are more 

likely to be responsive to employee expectations, and public agencies are more likely to cite social license to 

operate as a main motivator to engage in CR.
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BCBC results are in line with the benchmark studies.  

Boston College cites “company traditions & values” as a 

motivator, while SHRM Canada & US cite “contributing 

to society” as a key motivator.  EIU and SHRM Canada 

& US findings emphasise the need to build public trust.   

In the EIU survey, the strongest motivator is the ability 

of CR activities to help manage regulatory pressure.  The 

other surveys identify “competitive advantage” of CR 

activities as a motivating factor.  This was not explicitly 

mentioned in the BCBC survey, possibly reflecting a 

different set of CR drivers for BCBC members.  

Effectiveness

For the most part, respondents perceive their CR 

activities have been somewhat or very effective over the 

past three years, especially in terms of their key drivers, 

which include enhancing relations with communities, 

demonstrating the organization’s traditions and values, 

and building public trust.

Firms feel the effectiveness of their CR activities is generally 

aligned with the importance of them.  The top four areas in 

which respondents feel their efforts are effective are:

demonstrating organization’s traditions and values (94%)

enhancing relationships with communities (93%)

building public trust in our organization (93%)

enhancing overall reputation (92%)

In comparison with the benchmark studies, most surveys cite the highest effectiveness in:  demonstrating 

organization’s traditions and values; enhancing relationships with communities; and enhancing overall 

reputation.  EIU and McKinsey found a moderately high number of companies Very Satisfied or Satisfied 

with the effectiveness of their CR programs.  SHRM (the only survey to ask) found that a sizeable proportion 

of respondents do not know, or do not measure, the effectiveness of their CR programs, perhaps reflecting a 

difficulty firms experience in measuring the impact of their CR investments.

Comparing those who consider their CR program at least somewhat effective, BCBC survey respondents 

on average are more satisfied with the effectiveness of their CR programs than respondents to applicable 

benchmark surveys:

BCBC – 86%

EIU – 73%

McKinsey – 70%

What is the main motivation for your 

organization’s CR activities?

“Access to land and reputation management require 

that we be more proactive on this front.  We do a 

lot of good things and manage risks but we don’t 

regroup them under the one umbrella of CR yet.”

“Ensuring our business goals are enabled through 

respect and commitment to the community and 

environment.”

“Increased awareness of both responsibility to show 

leadership in this area plus an awareness that 

expectations of shareholders, clients and employees 

are increasing in this area.”

“The growth of our business will be impacted 

if we do not integrate our business activities 

in a sustainable manner.  We are part of this 

community and it is imperative that we grow 

our business in a sustainable manner which 

encompasses corporate social responsibility.”
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Although BCBC members are clearly satisfied with the effectiveness of their CR programs, the findings 

concerning the implementation of aspects of their programs suggest that many are not fully evaluating them 

(also identified as a barrier below).  This may be a function of how recently they began their CR programs, or it 

may point to a different set of drivers altogether for engaging in CR. The latter explanation is bolstered by the 

strong results for community and reputation/public trust reasons to engage in CR.

What are the perceived barriers to CR activities?

It is an encouraging finding that very few firms cite a lack of interest or support from either management or 

employees, and almost no respondents hold the view that it is not the responsibility of business to engage in 

CR activities.

The top three barriers to CR activities are:

lack of employee time and resources (59% somewhat or very significant)

difficulty measuring the impact of CR activities (56%)

difficulty responding to increasing number of requests from non-profit organizations (52%) 

Among the respondent groups, publicly traded firms are 

more likely than the other two groups to cite “satisfying 

conflicting demands of stakeholders” as their biggest 

barrier. 

Comparing BCBC results to the benchmark studies, 

SHRM (Canada & US) cites costs/resources, lack 

of senior management support (in a much higher 

proportion than BCBC) and lack of evidence to ensure 

CR program will be a benefit if implemented.  Notable 

barriers in other surveys include:

Boston College – uncertainty how to begin

SHRM (Canada) – lack of shareholder support

EIU, SHRM (Canada & US) – belief that CR 

program will provide no competitive advantage to 

the organization

In general across all studies, the lack of time and resources, and lack of connection of CR strategy to business 

strategy are among the key barriers for firms.

What are the biggest barriers, if any, to your 

organization’s CR activities?

“Constraints on internal budget processes in 

difficult times.”

“CR is an investment with an uncertain economic 

return, finding the right level of investment for the 

value derived is a challenge.”

“We have a strategy to mirror our CSR reporting 

to our financial reporting however the standards, 

guidelines and reporting frameworks for CSR 

are not close to the level of maturity, clarity and 

robustness as they are for accounting and public 

company financial disclosure.”
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What CR activities do BCBC members engage in, and how do they communicate their efforts?

Activities

BCBC members undertake CR efforts across a range of areas, with differing priorities within BC and outside 

the province.

Considering the findings for those that engage in CR activities in British Columbia, nearly all respondents 

(92%) make direct financial contributions to non-profit organizations, as do a preponderance (90%) support 

or encourage their employees to volunteer or raise funds for charity.  Other ways in which firms participate 

in CR include donation of goods (82%), engage in community development activities (79%) and donate 

services (73%). 

Similarly, members direct their attention to a broad spectrum of fields.  The most common areas of CR activity 

in BC are:

children and youth (80%)

community and economic development (76%)

education/training (in-house and/or the community) (75%)

and arts, culture and sport (68%)

The least frequently identified area is seniors, at 32 percent.  It is interesting that environmental initiatives are 

not more highly ranked in BC as CR activities.  Just over half of respondents direct their CR activities toward 

environmental protection and reducing their energy/environmental footprint, and about 40 percent direct 

their efforts to climate change initiatives.

The focus is slightly different for those firms who engage in CR activities outside BC. Community and 

economic development is the most common activity (52%), followed by education/training (47%) and 

reducing energy/environmental footprint (44%).

Of the three respondent groups, professional and financial services are more likely than resource or other 

companies to engage in community development activities and to encourage senior management to offer their 

strengths to community endeavours.  As may be expected, resource firms are more likely to have directed their 

BC-based CR activities to environmental protection than other groups.  All privately held firms and 95 percent of 

publicly traded firms have made direct donations to charities or non-profit organizations in the past year.

In terms of the benchmark surveys, all find financial donations to be the most common activity, followed 

closely by encouraging employees to donate time or funds.  Most surveys cite altering in-house business 

practices to accommodate social and environmental considerations (for example within purchasing policies), 

and SHRM (Canada & US) cite consideration of the overall social impact of business decisions.
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Communication

Member organizations communicate their CR activities in a range of ways.  Consistent with the results above, 

community and stakeholder engagement is the most frequently identified means of communicating CR 

activities (68%).  49 percent utilise news releases, 37 percent engage with government, while just over one 

third produce a sustainability or CR report.

Of the respondent groups, publicly traded companies are more likely to communicate their CR efforts 
through CR or sustainability reports, while public agencies are more likely to utilise community stakeholder 
engagement and advertising.

BCBC findings are roughly in line with the benchmark surveys: Boston College cites government 

engagement followed by community and stakeholder engagement as the principal means of communicating 

their CR activities.  SHRM (Canada & US) cites news releases as most common, followed by CR reporting 

as part of the business planning process.  SHRM reports that it is more common for US and Canadian firms 

to include their CR activities in an Annual Report.  Across the benchmark surveys, there is limited use of a 

stand-alone CR report.  

What financial commitments do BCBC members make to CR, and how do they decide 

their CR allocation?

Members were asked about the amounts they contribute to 

CR activities and how decisions are made on CR budgets.  

Concerning CR investments in British Columbia, a broad 

range of responses was gathered.  Respondents were not 

asked to provide a breakdown of the specific purpose of 

the funds allocated to CR activities.

Organizations differ as to how they decide their CR 

allocation.  Roughly one third approach it ad hoc/

depending on proposal, and one quarter depend on a 

set budget/earmarked funds or use a formula based on 

a proportion of profits or revenues (some referenced 

Imagine Canada’s formula of one percent of pre-tax 

profits allocated to non-profit organizations annually).

The relatively large number of respondents who approach their CR budgets ad hoc, combined with the limited 

proportion who have committed to full implementation of measurement and evaluation of their CR programs, 

suggests that some organizations are still working towards fully embedding CR into their business strategies.

How does your organization determine how 

much it will spend on CR activities?

“1% of EBIT - Imagine Canada target.”

“1% of excess of revenue over expenditure 

including value of in kind and volunteer time.”

“Not a hard and fast amount.  It is completely 

reliant on market conditions.”

“Executive decision.”

“Fixed budgeted amount annually.”
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Observations and Conclusions 

Observations

The findings of the Business Council’s member survey on Corporate Responsibility prompt the following observations:

Respondents are mostly focused on charitable activities and community relations and comparatively less 1.
focused on environmental management or others aspects of CR.

Most have made CR commitments and have active CR programs underway.2.

They are driven by and focused on community and stakeholder relationships and building public trust.3.

They feel their programs are performing well, albeit there is limited actual measurement of impact.4.

The diversity in terminology suggests a limited common approach in BC.5.

Some companies appear to have well established plans, policies, goals, and objectives, while others are 6.
working toward implementing these.

Most think CR will become a higher priority, suggesting the need to consider good practice, learn from 7.
one another, focus on continuous improvement, step up management of this area and measure impacts.

In some cases, the drivers for CR do not appear to be oriented to the business case drivers – CR activities 8.
do not appear to be closely aligned to or driven by the core business activities of the organization. 

BCBC results are generally consistent with the benchmark surveys, and appear to outperform them in 9.
some areas, particularly concerning confidence in the effectiveness of their CR programs, and the support 
level of senior management for CR initiatives.

Possible areas for the Business Council to facilitate the capacity growth in CR among British Columbia 

business include the following:

develop common terminology 

raise awareness of a comprehensive approach to CR

develop measurement and evaluation tools

align CR objectives with the business case

continue to share best practices

Conclusions

The Business Council observes that a cross section of our membership is at a variety of stages in their 

implementation of CR strategies, and most appear to have a game plan.  Some of the “nuts and bolts” are 

challenging for a number of members – measurement and evaluation of CR strategies, as well as establishing a 

methodology for a consistent CR budget allocation to charitable or community investments.

Generally, BCBC members are strongly engaged in many aspects of CR, and firms clearly feel there are 

significant benefits to participating in and supporting the communities in which they live and operate.  As the 

profiles in the Appendix attest, BC businesses are engaging in CR in diverse, innovative and inspiring ways.

Through this project, including our Summit: Investing Today for Tomorrow: Corporate Responsibility in British 

Columbia, the Business Council anticipates that increased awareness of leading examples of “made-in-BC” 

CR programs will have a demonstration effect on others, and that the work of its members will help establish 

British Columbia as a centre for innovative approaches to Corporate Responsibility.  
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