This transcript was exported on 07/08/2026
Speaker 1: In this episode, we discuss the fundamentals of corporate social responsibility, including what it is, what it means, what are the benefits, and how to start one for your business, including some great examples. And we're starting right now. Hi, everyone. I'm Karl. Welcome to the Social Impact Show, where CSR professionals get the latest strategies and tactics to develop and grow their goodness in CSR programs. Make sure you're up to date with the latest CSR trends and strategies by hitting the subscription button below, hitting the little notification bell, so you don't miss anything. So today, I'm joined by in-house goodness consulting expert, Nicole Campbell. And the topic we're going to discuss is, what is corporate social responsibility? So, Nicole, can you give me maybe a little bit of a history on what corporate social responsibility is and what it actually means?
Speaker 2: Hi, Karl. So nice to be here. Thank you for having me. So, CSR is one of my favorite topics. I could talk about it all day. Fortunately for you, I won't be. But CSR, you might have heard of it being referred to a lot of different things, maybe social impact, philanthropy, community investment. And that's because CSR or corporate responsibility looks different for every company. And there's a reason for this. It's certainly evolved over time. And we'll get to, you know, what a high-performing CSR strategy looks like a little bit later. But to give you a bit of a history, it started in the 1950s. And the idea of philanthropy emerged with, it was basically wealthy families donating large sums of money to causes that they believed were critical for societal health. So it was generous, but it was really reserved for the rich.
Speaker 1: And then the idea extended to companies not long after.
Speaker 2: So businesses felt like they had an obligation to ensure that they weren't harming the communities that they served or operated in. And so it was more of a social license to operate than really anything else. And then there were brand benefits that were seen from that. So then comes the United Way model, which a lot of you may have heard of. It introduces fundraising approach where employees were brought into the fold, which it was really great to have these annual campaigns that brought in employees to give back. But the approach was a little bit top-down. And so from our perspective, it wasn't really as engaging, could arguably be disengaging, and has lagged since in terms of driving positive social outcomes and change in recent years. So we move along to cause marketing. And this is where brands were essentially recognized the consumer value of doing good. So you started to see things like One for Ones, like Tom's Shoes, Pledge 1%, a bunch of other sort of cause marketing initiatives. So then we get to the modern programs that have really taken off in the last decade. And these ones that are empowered and they're authentic and they truly engage people in a personal sense of meaning, whether it's donation matching to any cause that the employee cares about, or even extending on to consumers and partners, volunteer rewards to any cause, and giving money to those people who actually go out and volunteer their time, and allowing their people to actually extend that impact into their friends and family. So the landscape now is often focused on the individual and the ability for them to make an impact in the way that resonates most with them. And this is fast becoming the status quo with more companies embracing this sort of personalized approach. Does that sort of answer your question on the history?
Speaker 1: It does. And I think I want to follow that up with, so I'm pretty new to this space. And when you mention it's focused on the individual, I am starting to see, is it more the individuals in organizations, or is it corporations telling the individual? I think that question is multi-pronged, because more so, think about the generations too, right? You've got the Generation Z and the younger millennials that are kind of demanding that accountability, not just from the brands they buy, but the brands they work for.
Speaker 2: Yeah, that's a really great question. And I guess this steps back to what I was saying in the beginning. Every company's definition of CSR is a little bit different, and it depends on where they are in that journey that I just talked about. Some are still sort of shifting in some of those more dated models and what they're solving for. So a lot of CSR programs, in addition to doing well by doing good and seeing the brand benefits of designing a solid program, are really designing this from an employee engagement perspective. So as you mentioned, 50% of the workforce is going to be made up of those younger generations, and 70% of those, according to a Deloitte report, said that they would take a 30% pay cut to work for a company with social value. So you have your future talent. You have your consumers demanding that you're operating in an ethical and authentic way. It's not the same as it used to be as well with CSR reports. Like people reporting out on the money they were investing if it wasn't done in an authentic way. People expect it to be real, both your talent, both your vendors and partners, as well as boards now have a fiduciary duty to actually report out on these authentic practices too. So these stakeholders, to your point, go far beyond even just the individuals that are working for these companies, but to a lot of different stakeholders.
Speaker 1: And I think that goes into my next question. And I know you kind of answered it where, why is it important today?
Speaker 2: There's a lot of whys behind this. And part of it is just the world around us. You know, there's a lot of shifts in trust, consumer trust and public trust. Is it at an all-time low right now, according to an Edelman report? And one of the actual trusted institutions where people see this group can actually drive change are businesses. So businesses have this expectation to respond to the mass movements like Black Lives Matter or huge environmental issues, like even the fires are happening in California. So the need is really there. And then the expectations that go along with that. So the people expecting these companies to take a stand and drive forward this change and also engage them in that process. So that alongside some of the other things I touched on around engaging and recruiting and attracting talent would be some of the biggest drivers, I'd say, for why CSR is becoming increasingly important.
Speaker 1: So just following up the question on importance, what are some of the benefits of corporate social responsibility, I guess, from both the individual level and the brand or company level?
Speaker 2: Yeah, and I think it can even extend beyond that. So a really well-designed strategy, there should be at least four stakeholders. So you have the business where you can see benefits across the entire organization, everything from the people team for attracting, entertaining talent. As one quick example of this, we know that from a study that we did, turnover is reduced by 57% for employees who are actively engaged and their companies giving a volunteering effort. So just as one example. And if you're looking for more of those, we'll probably be talking about those later in some further episodes. Then we think about development. So from the people team, from a Deloitte study, 92% of respondents said that it actually improved their professional skillset. 92% thought that volunteering could actually help them improve their leadership skills as well, and be more likely for promotions within the company. From a profitability standpoint within the organization, they have 22% higher profitability, 10% higher customer ratings, and 48% fewer safety incidences than their peers. And that's according to Gallup. So that perspective, there's huge benefits. What surprised us, in addition to all of the obvious benefits of giving back, one of the reasons a large cohort of their people were getting involved was because they wanted to role model pro-social behaviors to their kids. And they wanted their kids to feel proud about what they were doing in their job. So a lot of kids don't really understand what mom or dad actually does from a day-to-day, but they can understand that their company allows them to go back and give back to the community. So I thought that was a really interesting one. And then from another stakeholder group, thinking about those not-for-profits that are getting these supports and the communities that they're affecting, as well as even additional stakeholders, like partners and consumers that can be positively impacted at scale. When you think about all of the people around the world that are hardwired to do good, businesses arguably, in my opinion, have the largest potential influence to actually create change, more than almost any other institution out there. So the benefits are huge and all-encompassing, if it's done right.
Speaker 1: And remember, if you're getting value from this video, make sure to hit the like button. And the question of the day I have for you is, what does corporate social responsibility mean for you? And if you've implemented it in your business, what were the impacts? Let us know in the comment section below. I know you talked about, you know, within the business, certain departments, like human resources, just starting to understand this industry. Is it just human resources, communications that owns the CSR, the Corporate Social Responsibility Program, or is it like more of widespread?
Speaker 2: Yeah, so the groups in which CSR pour into is actually changing. And historically, I think they were just thrown into whatever business unit had the budget. And that's, again, another reason why some of these programs amongst different companies are so incredibly different, because depending on what business unit they report into, the why behind these programs change, just because of the justification to have it in the first place. You see them sometimes in human resources, which I think is an excellent place, especially if you are solving for employee engagement and trying to scale some of these efforts through your people. But sometimes that's not where the budget comes from. So if you are a brand new CSR professional or you are trying to reimagine it within your organization, I honestly think the best spot to be is a direct line to even your CEO or a really direct governing body. Sometimes it's a board of directors from a foundation. You know, every company is a little bit different. That allows you to have more influence over your programs to make decisions a little bit easier. You know, if you have a bunch of layers or you're sitting in a business unit, it doesn't necessarily make sense. So if you're sitting in, say, finance or legal, you might not be able to solve for your employee programs the same way you would if you were reporting to the CEO or within human resources. So it's definitely something to keep in mind. Other groups that are pretty common, you see public affairs, community affairs, marketing or communications, sometimes finance and legal because some companies had their programs in existence because of that license to operate and the requirement to actually give back a portion of their foundation money. So it really differs depending on where you're at in your CSR journey.
Speaker 1: So I guess to follow that up, who decides the... So you mentioned strategy. So who decides that strategy in an organization when a corporate social responsibility program is started? Is it top down? Like, is it the CEO or the executive team or the leadership team, or is it more like grassroots?
Speaker 2: I've seen both. And it's really great when it's a both and. But if, for instance, you're in a company where sometimes it's when a new CEO comes in or someone on the executive or C-suite team says, hey, I came from X company and we were doing all of these things. Why aren't we doing them here? So often we'll see that and that's a really great spot to be because you already have that executive buy-in and a lot more ability to influence and design these programs. Ultimately, though, they don't have, in most cases, a CSR expertise. It's really up to you to create a coherent strategy or if you're a director or head of a foundation or anyone that's trying to take this charge to present to them. And that's a whole different conversation of how you actually get that executive buy-in. But then sometimes, like we talked about before, you hear people have these expectations of their employers. And so in a lot of cases, it's coming from the bottom up. They're hearing it in employee surveys or just in focus groups and things like that. And so that sort of flurry of activity can drive the change. But typically, from the top down is where you'll actually start to see these programs put into place because they aren't cheap and the company has to be willing and interested in investing in it and seeing the value in it. But if you are trying to design this, the both-and works in that if your executives are at least somewhat interested, you can demonstrate the need from the business by actually talking to employees and getting that feedback as a way to get that support and buy-in.
Speaker 1: So just to follow up from who decides the strategy, maybe you can give me some examples of what a good CSR program looks like.
Speaker 2: That's a great question. And my role, I am so fortunate to work with a lot of companies. So sorry for the cheesy analogy, but I've really seen Under the Hood.
Speaker 1: That's classified.
Speaker 2: So many CSR programs.
Speaker 1: First of all, I love these analogies because Under the Hood, and my favorite one is Open the Kimono. Michael, can I open the kimono with you? I could never understand why. That was always the big thing, is like, open the kimono, Mike. Of all the things that you could use, you used that one. And I just said, no. Anyway, sorry, I interrupted, but I thought that was funny.
Speaker 2: You interrupted me trying to open the kimono,
Speaker 1: which is rude. Exactly, exactly.
Speaker 2: So I'm going to get back to that. And so that's a question that I'm asked a lot. And fortunately, you know, I've really seen sort of what works and what doesn't work. And I think the components of a really good strategy are that, one, it's authentic. Like, it needs to come from the top, and there needs to be some authenticity around purpose and trying to do good. You can do well by doing good, but without that sort of top-level buy-in, the rest is harder to follow. Other components are, you are considering all of your stakeholders, and you really know what you're solving for. So some companies have had CSR programs that just kind of flounder. You need to treat this like a business priority. You need to have a lot of rigor around your strategy, your why. You need to be continually reinforcing this message within your organization so others see the value, so they can get behind it. Because once you have those top-level champions, you're going to be getting more budget, you're going to be getting more support, and even more airtime and company-wide events. So those pieces are really important. You really need to factor in all of your stakeholders, including your employees. So if you have a CSR program that has an employee engagement aspect to it, and you're not asking your employees what they actually care about, it's a moot point. I don't even think, you know, how can you engage your employees if you don't know what engages them? So I always say think of it almost like the way that you design a product or a service. You need to do your research. You almost need to run focus groups to understand the difference between what someone says they care about versus what they actually care about. There's disconnects there. And as well, it needs to be designed for employees in the way that they have choice, and you're incentivizing that choice. So they can give back to causes that are near and dear to them versus just company causes. You can have both. That's really important. And you need to really incentivize and show your support through things like matching gifts programs, volunteer awards, grants. There's a lot of ways that you can bring them into the fold that are really important. And then lastly, you need to be able to scale this. So in addition to having a strategy, in addition to having that buy-in and making sure that it's employee and stakeholder focused, you have to automate. You need to streamline that stuff. You need to have, and I know that I work for Benevity, but I was a client first when we brought in Benevity, so I feel credible to say this. You have to be able to scale it through technology and make it fun and gamified. I'd say those are some pretty important components. There's tons, but if I were to simplify.
Speaker 1: So those are good points. Do you have anything else to add?
Speaker 2: Yeah, if you're a new CSR practitioner, give yourself, don't beat yourself up if it takes a little bit of time. Don't, you know, dust yourself off. If the first person you talk to doesn't support this, you can do it and you're going to be awesome.
Speaker 1: So check out our next video here as we discuss strategies to develop a successful CSR program for your business. Thanks for watching and we'll see you on our next episode.
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