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1. Introduction

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a well recogtiised growing term 
of social and ethical dimension of corporate business across the world. 
Though the integration of social responsibility issues into the corporate 
business began in 1970s at tlie domestic levels of some developed 
countries, the issue got worldwide recognition and prominence in 1990s. 
Ever since, the adoption and integration of this concept into the business 
activities by enterprises has brought about a fundamental change into the 
character of business practices of corporations that business 
organizations are a part of the society and hence they have roles to play 
for the development of the society.

The societal demands on business have become more insistent as the 
realization about the impact of corporate operations on social and 
economic Hfe has grown largely among the people in recent times. On 
the other hand, the vety process of globalization has heightened 
expectations of what companies can or should contribute to environment 
and social progress. As a result, a positive business trend is growing 
alongside the developed world in the corporate sectors of developing 
countries companies to respond to the social issues beyond their legal 
responsibilities.

This widespread recognition of the concept of CSR has broadened the 
meaning and scope of CSR practices m phases and thereupon shifting has 
occurred time to time from one approach to another approach of 
practices. For instance, three approaches of CSR have come so far into 
practices namely, shareholder approach, stakeholder approach; and by 
and large societal approach. These shifts have given rise to numerous 
definitdons of CSR by the academics, corporations, business and
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development organisations. In this backdrop, it is nccessar}^ to know 
what actvially CSR means.

The ever-growing integration and adoption of CSR by the business 
enterprises as a tool of corporate sustainability and protection o f business 
brand image have brought about a dimensional change into CSR 
practices that regularly includes more issues and aspects relating to 
business behaviour with its different kinds o f stakeholders like 
shareholders, employees, consumers, investors, buyers and the 
communit)^ where a company operates. The different self-regulatory 
codes o f conduct developed by the intergovernmental initiatives like 
OECD Guidelines for Multinationals, ILO Conventions and 
Recommendations as well as multi-stakeholders initiatives like Social 
Accountabilit)^ ( SA) 8000, International Standardization Organization 
(ISO) 9000, 14001 so on have also encompassed multi-dimensional 
approaches of CSR in connection with labour rights and employment 
relations, human rights and environment. The understanding of tlie 
dimensions is crucial for corporations as well as the stakeholders to have 
a clear idea about how CSR wiU apply and to what extent.

In addition, the widespread recognition of CSR and the development of 
its standards give rise to a question as to the status o f the application of 
CSR principles in the corporate business practices. It means that how it 
can be settled that CSR is a voluntary and non-binding issue of corporate 
business that is taken care o f beyond legal requirements to create balance 
between the needs o f societ}? and business.

This work is an effort to answer to the questions indicated above. The 
work discusses the debate centring on the definition of CSR and its 
various dimensions, determines the character of the CSR standards. In 
doing so, the work will be based on existing CSR texts, research articles, 
different norms setting self-regulatory international and multi-stakeholder 
codes of conduct and the views of academics.

2. Definitional construct of CSR

CSR can be said a self-clarified terminology as it generally stands for the 
responsibility o f the corporations towards the societ\^ It may other-wise 
mean the responsibilit}' o f the corporations which is social by nature, not 
determined by the legal principles. Social responsibilit)^ normally extends 
to moral and ethical concerns. Corporations or companies’ social 
responsibility therefore encompasses their social and ethical obligations
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to the community' in and outside of their operational territory'. A 
company can itself deterinine how it beha\'es socially with the 
stakeholders involved in its process of business and also impacted 
thereby. It therefore does not need to get through the technical 
vocabulary of a set definition. Nevertheless, CSR has been found in 
companies' business since long and the dimensional change has occurred 
in recent years and as a result the academic debates on CSR have 
become in prominence, many definitions and views have been generated 
both at conceptual and operational levels.

In defining CSR, there is no overall agreement' or there is a lack of all 
embracing definition.' As a result, there remains an uncertainty about 
what CSR exacdy is formally.’ The reason may be rooted in its 
interchangeable character with other terminologies such as ‘corporate 
citizenship, the ethical corporation, corporate governance, corporate 
sustainabiUt)', social responsible investment, corporate accountabiHtv^’'* or 
in the fact that the term essentially involves the concept o f stakeholders 
and development as an integral issue in the present context. The
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Statement of Mr. Jeremy Cooper of Australian Securities and Investment 
bears a clear indication to this.

[t]here are some vexing terminology^ problems... such as what a 
stakeholder is, what sustainabilit)' means, what triple bottom line 
reporting is and what we really mean by corporate social respon- sibity 
itself....

Another reason for the lack of agreed definition may lie in the ever- 
changing and dynamic character of the concept of CSR itself and its 
expansion of practices aligning with the mcreased demands from the 
societ}? and needs o f the development issues. From that pomt of view 
CSR so far historically can be referred to a sequence of three approaches 
each having a different perspective in terms o f definition and boundary 
of responsibilit3̂ ’̂ They are shareholder approach, stakeholder approach 
and societal approach.'

The shareholder approach is regarded as the classical view on CSR 
pioneered by Milton Friedman. According to this CSR is interpreted as a 
means to increase or maximise the profits of business of the company 
where the shareholders are the focal point in pursuit of the profit 
maximisation.'^ Social responsibility' activities are not the main concern 
for companies that are concerned with CSR only to the extent it 
contributes to tire arm and goal of the business.  ̂ This view in fact is 
intended for the protection o f the shareholders or the stockholders 
economic interests. This view is not consistent in full with the objects 
and purposes of the concept of CSR as recendy construed where 
stakeholders' interests are a significant concern.''’
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Friedman, M. “The social responsibHit)' of Business is to increase its profit.” 
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for examples, the definitions given in recent times that mean during 1990s 
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in 1998 and 2003, Marsden in 2001, Anderson , 2003 converge on the 
point of stakeholders interests.
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According to die stakeholder approach that propounded first by 
Freeman m 1984, the business organizations are not only responsible 
and accountable to its shareholders but also take into consideration the 
legitimate interests o f the stakeholders that can affect or affected by die 
operational activities as well as the achievement of organisational 
objectives." T liis approach never means that the companies ignore 
business profits and wealth creation initiatives. Rather it makes balance 
between business profit and stakeholder interests as the companies have 
immense influence on the lives of stakeholders.'^

The societal approach” as the broader view on CSR suggests that 
companies as an integral part of societ}' should perform responsibility to 
die society as a whole. They should conform to the public consent to 
ser\'e constructively the needs of the socict)' up to their satisfaction.'"' In 
connection with the business responsrbilit)^ in society David C. Korten 
said,'=

Business has become, in the last half centuty, the most p o im fu l Institution in the 
planet. The dominant institution in any society needs to take responsibility for the
whole__Every decision that is made,every action that is taken, must be vietved in
the light o f  that kind o f  responsibility.

It is U'ue that there is no all agreed and universally recognised definition 
of CSR for the reasons as aforesaid. However, it does not mean that CSR 
lacks definition; rather it gives rise to the proliferation o f numerous 
definitions at the different stages of time in view of the different context. 
In his article on ‘Corporate Social ResponsibiUt}^ ; Evolution of 
Definitional Construct’ Carroll has given a long account of evolution of 
the definition of the concept of CSR beginning from the 1950s to the 
1990s with a specific feature o f each decade in terms o f the 
development,'^’ He marked 1950s as the modern era o f CSR in terms of
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definitional construct; or evolution which expanded in the 1960s and 
proliferated ciuring the seventies.'^

According to Carroll in 1980s some alternative theoretical issues were 
added to the concept itself including corporate social performance, 
stakeholder theory and business ethics theorjf. In the definitional 
development; occurred in 1990s theses alternative themes took centre 
stage ill the manifestation of CSR''^ and thereupon all the subsequent 
definitions o f CSR were dominated by stakeholder and societal approach 
with the recognition of social, economic and environmental issues as the 
basic components o f responsibillt}^ The best illustration of this is 
available in the definitions developed in the late 1990s and thereafter by 
the different intergovernmental and development organisations and some 
post modern academics.^”

Some major definitions wrll be analysed hereinafter to understand the 
current notion o f CSR. Among the intergovernmental and development 
organisations, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development 
(WBCSD), Commission on the E-uropean Communities, Business for 
Social Responsibilit)^ (BSR), Global Corporate Social Responsibilitj- 
Project and so on have played significant roles in defming CSR. Most of 
their definitions are verj' recent and dynamic in natxire having the multi
dimensional sustainable development approach.

WBCSD first in 1998 defined CSR as ‘the continuing commitment to 
behave ethically and contribute to the economic development while 
improving the qualitjf o f life of the workforce and their fainilies as well as 
o f the local communitjr and society at l a r g e . B u t  later in 2000 there was
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a little change in the definition as said to be ‘the commitment of business 
to contribute to sustainable economic development, working witli 
employees, their families, the local communit}' and societ)^ at large to 
improve their qualit)' of life/"^ The later one has not at all any 
contradiction with the former one. In the later, the phrase ‘sustainable 
economic development’ has been added. If taken together, both the 
definitions focus on voluntary character of the social responsibilit}^ 
stakeholders’ social and economic development and, by and large, the 
development o f the whole societ)^

In a sim ilar fashion the Commission of the European Communities 
defines CSR as ‘a concept whereby companies integrate social and 
environmental concerns in their business operations and in there 
interactions w itli their stakeholders on a voluntary b a s i s . I n  another 
defimtion by the Commission it has been said that corporate social 
responsibilit)' is essentially a concept whereby a company decides 
voluntarily to contribute to a better society' and a cleaner environment.^'* 
Given the definitions, CSR appears to be a managing element that starts 
at company level by its performance in a socially responsible manner, 
where the tcades-off between the requirements and the needs of the 
various stakeholders are in balance, which is acceptable to aU parties.

Business for Social Responsibility (BSR) also belongs to a consistent view 
that socially responsible business practices strengthen corporate 
accountabilit)^ by respecting ethical values and the interests of aU 
stakeholders including the preservation of environment. These practices 
help to improve the quality and opportunities of the Hfe of people where 
tlie companies operate through economic empowerment. In a report 
published by BSR it has been viewed as a bundle of policies, programmes 
and practices beyond legal compliance that are integrated throughout
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business operations and decision making process so as to participate in 
the sustainabilit)' of tlie development o f the soclet)^

In a recent publication the Australian Parliamentary Jo int Comnxittee on 
Corporations and Financial Sendees instead o f giving any conclusive 
definition o f CSR has looked into the concept of CSR from the 
following stand points:^''

1. It is considering, managing and balancing the economic, social and
environmental impacts of companies' activities;

2. It is companies’ assessing and managing risks, pursuing
opportunities and creating corporate value beyond the traditional 
core business; and

3. It is also about companies taking an ‘enlightened self-interest'
approach to considering tlie legitimate interests of the stakeholders.

Another Australian consulting company has explained CSR as being 
that “a company is responsible for providing more benefits than just 
profits for shareholders. It has a role to play in treating its employees 
well, preser-ving the environment, dev^eloping sound corporate 
governance, supporting philanthropy, fostering human rights, respecting 
cultural differences and helping to promote fair trade, among others.”

Like different business and development organisations, over the last 
decade some academics have also contributed to the broad-based 
defmitions o f CSR focussing on its basic features and dimensions. 
Among them, for examples, Michael Hopkins, Marsden and Andersen 
are prominent. M ichael Hopkins in her final obser^^ation in 2003 wrote:”*'

C JR  is concerned with treating the stakeholders o f  the f im j  ethically o r in a 
responsible manner. "Ethically or responsible ’ means treating stakeholders in a manner 
deem ed acceptable in civiU-:(ed societies. Socia l includes economic responsibility. 
Stakeholders exist both within a firm  and outside.
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Marsden’s obsen^ation as to CSR considers it as behavioural issue 
companies’ core, not an additional option. He says,"

Corporate social responsibility is about the core hehamour o f  companies and the 
responsihility fo r  their total impact on their societies in ivhicb they operate. CSR is not 
an optional add-on nor is it an act o f  philanthropy. A  socially responsible corporation 
is one that runs a profitable business that takes account o f  a ll the positive and negative 
environmental, socia l and  economic effect it has on so cietyy in d ersen ’s  observation 
regardbig CSR is based on broader societal approach including the environmental issue 
as saying,

We define corporate socia l responsibility broadly to be about extending the immediate 
interest fro?n on ese lf to include on e ’s fe llow  citii^ens and the, .mciety one is living in  and  
is a pa rt o f  today, acting with respect f o r  the fu tu re generation and nature.'"

All the aforementioned definitions reveal that there is no conclusive 
definition of CSR, it can have different meaning to different people and 
different organizations as an ever growing multifaceted concept, but it 
may be said that they are inwardly consistent and converge on some 
common characters and similar elements. They can be identified as 
follows:

• CSR is a management element of a company involving internal 
and external Issues;

•  It is a core and strategic behaviour of a company balancing
between needs and requiiements o f stakeholders and its business 
profitabilit)';

• It is a voluntan? and self interest ethical activit}^ undertaken by a
company on long-term basis as distinguished from traditional 
philanthropy;

• It is meant for preserving and respecting die legitimate interests
of aU stakeholders;

• It encompasses economic, social and environmental issues as
major components

• It is about strategic and consistent activities incorporating
employees and then: families, communit)' and societ)^ responding 
to a sustainable development; and

• It is a set of responsibility' issues the corporations should
perform beyond legal requrrements.
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More precisely, if CSR is looked into . from practical and operational 
point of view it comes out that CSR requires a company

to consider the social, environmental and economic impacts of its 
business operations
to be responsive to the needs and expectations of its customers, 
employees, investors, shareholders and the communit)^ or 
communities( otherwise known as stakeholders) in which it 
operates in die context of those impacts.

Despite the fact that CSR covers a range of common issues in aU 
definidonal constructs based on stakeholder approach in recent years, 
can it be appropriate to be applicable to aU modern corporations which 
are diverse in terms o f size, sectors, stakeholders, structures and 
strategies? More importandy, can the definitions o f CSR as basically 
developed both at conceptual and operational level in developed 
economic world be appropriate for the business enterprises o f least 
developed and developing countries?

Looking into the similarit)' and convergence of the common issues of 
CSR, one can raise a question why these definitions integrate into one. 
The answer may be that the similarit}^ of the definitions does not indicate 
that the organisations are in an effort to go for formulating a single and 
same definition but it rather indicates to the increase o f variables the 
contemporary CSR that inclusively concern environmental management 
and protection, sustainable development and over all the preservation of 
interests of the stakeholders.”

Moreover CSR accepts ever-changing nature with the passage o f the time 
as the corporate activities and their impacts as well as the societal 
expectations do not remain same at all times and all stages. For example, 
once it was not in the mind of the people that company has a duty to 
protect the environment, nor they did Icnow what sustainable 
development is and the companies' participation is needed there.’" 
Likewise the expansion of the companies’ activities and their sphere of 
influences causing the proliferation of its contents and conceptual
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variables and a txend set to continue in the futxire. It does not mean that 
when CSR is so changeable it should not have any pardcular definidon. It 
must have a precise definidon for a pardcular countr)' in the light of its 
social-economic development context so that the countr)' can guide and 
encourage its corporations to perform their duties.’ ’

3. Explaining the different Dimensions o f CSR

There are different views and opinions about the determ iiiing of the 
dimensions of CSR. The European Commission Green Paper 2001 
identifies two t)'pes o f dimension of CSR; internal and external. The 
internal dimension includes human resource management, health and 
safet)' at work, management of environmental impacts and natural 
resources. The external dimensions involve local communities, business 
partners, suppliers, consumers, human rights and global environment.

The analysis of 37 definitions of CSR made by Alexander Dahlgren 
identifies that CSR has altogether five dimensions.’"’ They are voluntary 
dimension, stakeholder dimension, economic dimension, social 
dimension and environmental dimension.’^

The above mentioned dimensions, from fimctional perspective, can be 
classified into two, nature-based dimensions, content and issue-based 
dimension. First two that is voluntariness dimensions and stakeholder 
dimensions are nature-based ones. Other three are issue- based 
dimensions. Nature-based dimensions refer to be something that focuses 
the inherent character and actionable value. Content or issue-based 
dimensions refer to the main concerns and areas of a thing and also 
demarcate the pur^tiew of action. Voluntariness is the basic character of 
the CSR agenda. Stakeholder is the latest and ongoing model of the CSR 
concept that, in fact, brings a fundamental change into character of CSR 
and broadens the scope of action. Economic, social and environmental 
issues are the main areas the principles of CSR deal with and concentrate 
on. The core concept of CSR mainly involves these three issues of a 
company that it should take into considerations in the operation of thek 
business. All these dimensions will be discussed in the following.
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3.1 Nature-based Dimension

3.1.1 Voluntary Dimension o f CSR

Voluntariness o f CSR reflects that the adoption, integration and 
compliance with CSR agenda are voluntat}', non-legal and non-binding 
on the part o f the corporations. The voluntariness o f CSR has been 
reflected in the different definitions by the use of the words and phrases 
such as on a voluntary basis, based on ethical values, voluntarily, to 
behave ethically, ethically or socially responsible, etlucal values, ‘beyond 
legal requirements or obligations’ and so on. ’ The voluntariness suggests 
that CSR principles involve aU those issues which are not within the 
corporations’ legal requirements authoritatively defined by the national 
legislations or international law-making treaties or conventions. They are 
based on ethical or social values that a company should have respect for, 
in the economic interest of the business and welfare of the societ}'. The 
corporate codes of conduct concerning CSR principles having their 
sources from international instruments like OECD Guidelines for 
multinationals, UN Global compact, ILO Tripartite Declarations are 
predominandy voluntar}', self-regulatory or soft-regulations. They are 
otherwise called ‘regulated self- regulations’, which are not mandated.

3.1.2 Stakeholder Dimension o f CSR

The Concept of CSR assumed the stakeholder dimension first in 1984 
when Edward Freeman in his book ‘Strategic Management; A 
stakeholder approach’ brought stake holding into the mainstream CSR 
saying that managers bear a fiduciary relationship to stakeholders.^’’ This 
was a shift from MHton Friedman’s shareholder approach of CSR that 
emphasised on the exclusive fiduciar}' duties of the management towards 
the shareholders.
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In 1990s the idea of stakeholder gained the prominence in business 
practice.’'̂  F'reeman liiinself defined stakeholders as ‘those groups 
without whose support the orgamsation would cease to exist.’’”' l i e  also 
defmed stakeholder as ‘any group or individual who can affect or be 
affected by tlie achievement of the organisation’s objectives’.’’ ' It may 
refer to ‘any person, group or organisation that can place a claim on 
company’s attention, resources or output.^' So the term includes a broad 
range of persons or group. They are shareholders, employees, customers, 
financiers, investors, suppliers, creditors, business partners, communities 
in the localities of companies’ operations, pressure groups or NGOs, 
media and government,"*’

The basic notion of stakeholder dimension is how the corporations 
interact with their different stakeholders or how they treat the 
stakeholders in and outside the corporadons.’'"* I'he mood of interaction 
differs with different stakeholders on the basis o f their diversity of 
contributions to the corporations as well as of interests in the business 
activities.

The stakeholders belong to different types of interest in a company’s 
business. Shareholders belong to equity interest in the company. 
Investors, financier, creditors and the suppliers have tiie financial interest 
in the company as the investors and creditors are the providers of 
financial resources and the suppliers provide raw materials, energy, 
supplies and appliances. ’ Employees contribute theii' work skills and
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knowledge and thus involved in company’s wealth creation/' Customers 
are the persons who pay for the production and services being produced 
by the companies and assist the companies to set in the market place. 
Customers play tlie major role to make consumer choices about 
corporate products detailing various factors in relation to products like 
production practices, environmental and social impacts, prociuct safet)' 
and reliability issues/^ Other stakeholder groups like local communities, 
government, NGOs are directly or indirectly affected by the company’s 
primary activities and decisions.

3.2 Issue-based Dimensions

As mentioned earlier that, except first t^vo dimensions, other three issue- 
based dimensions are economic, social and environment. I'hese three 
issues and areas arc popularly recogmsed and distinguished as 
fundamentals to the CSR agenda.^" Because the activities and the 
operations of the corporations mainly impact econoinic, social issues of 
the people in and outside as well as the natural and human environment. 
Simon Zadek states “corporate citizenship is about business taking 
greater account of its social and environmental — as well as financial 
footprints.” '̂ The concept of sustainable development or sustainabilit)' 
reporting for business developed and operationalised by "Triple Bo//om 
I J n e ’ focuses on three issues, namely, social responsibilit)'' (people), 
environmental responsibility (planet) and economic responsibilit)- 
(profit).^- So a company can be considered simultaneously in terms of 
responsibility variables as an economic institution a social actor and an 
environmental protector.

3.2.1 Economic Dimension

As far as economic dimension of CSR is concerned, a company’s goal 
should be to contribute to the econoinic improvement, presei“ving
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profitability and conducting business operation. Tine best explanation of 
tlnis can be found in Novak’s seven set of econonaic responsibilities. 
W hat these include are^ (1) to satisfy the customers with goods and 
ser-\dces of good quality' and real - '̂alue, (2) earn a fair return of on the 
funds generated by the financiers and investors, (3) create new wealth to 
‘maximize social value' and help the poor for their economic 
emancipation and also optunize efl^icienc)’ by raising wages of the 
employees,(4) create new' jobs, (5) defeat envy through generating 
increased mobility and giving people tlie sense that their economic 
conditions can improve, (6) multiply the economic interests of the 
citizens, and(7) promote innovation.

As regards economic responsibilities of company’s CSR agenda, Carroll 
emphasises on its consistent performance for maxirnizing per share 
earnings, commitment to profitability, maintenance of strong competitive 
position, maintenance of high level of operational efficiency, retaining 
consistent p r o f i t a b i l i t y . ‘Triple Bottom Line’ provides fourteen 
economic indicators including , more importantly, (1) direct and Indirect 
economic impact on communities through spending power and 
geograpluc economic impact,(2) economic impact through business 
process, (3) outsourcing, knowledge, innovation, social investments in 
employees and consumers, and (4) taxes, tax incentives, wages, pensions 
and other benefits payed to employees'"’

3.2.2 Social Dimension

The social d.imension of CSR agenda is the key factor to set up the 
relation between business and society^ Its basic objective is that the 
corporations should work for building up a better society and therefore, 
integrate social concerns in therr business operadons and consider the 
full scope of their impacts on communities.^^’ The application of the
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issues covered under this may result in bringing up a better worlting and 
business environment in and outside a company and may assure its ‘good 
citizenship, in the societ)'.

A company as a social actor, being itself a part o f human communit)' 
should pay their attention to serv e ' the purpose o f the internal and 
external human communities. It should realise and accordingl)' go into 
action about the needs, expectadons, rights and demands o f them for the 
wellbeing of their social life. Internal human community includes owners, 
managers and employees. But the social responsibiHt)' concept as 
developed internationally explains basically the needs of the employees as 
internal community.^' External communities mean the local community 
where the corporations operate and also the other stakeholders. From 
practical point of view, social issues mainly concern the local communit)' 
who are impacted in many ways by the companies’ activities in their 
social life and also expects their assistance in improving the qualit\' of 
life.

In the light of above discussion the social contents of a company’s CSR 
agenda covcr a range of issues that may be divided into three clusters: 
labour rights and practices, human rights, other social issues. Labour 
rights and pracriccs include all core labour standards and workplace 
oriented rights as recognised by UN Tripartite Declaration concerning 
Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy and aU other ILO 
Declarations and Recormnendations. They are freedom of association, 
right of collective bargaining, proliibition of forced and compulsory 
labour; abolition of child labours, a guarantee of acceptable working 
co n d itio n s .W o rk in g  conditions include a maximum number o f hours 
per week, a weekly rest period, limits to work by young persons, a 
minimum wages, minimum workplace safet)^ and health standards, 
elimination o f employment discrimination and equal opportunities.^'^
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Right to work meaning protection against unjustified-dism issals and 
technical and vocational guidance and training can be considered as the 
rights of employees/’"

As far as the human rights concerned, the respect for protection and 
compliance with international human rights standards in the jurisdiction 
of companies’ operations are the paramount concern of the corporate 
social behaviour. The UN Global Compact urges the business enterprises 
to support and respect the internationally proclaimed human rights 
within ‘therr sphere of influence’.'’’ The phrase ‘witliin theu- sphere of 
influence’ indicates the inclusion of wide range of people who are either 
in or outside the corporations and linked to or influenced by the business 
operations. It also proclaims that ‘company must ensure that they are not 
complicit to human rights abuse.'’’

In the-light o f these two above mentioned principles corporations have 
responsibilities for the promotion and protection of all relevant civil, 
political , economic, social and cultural rights of those who are within 
‘the sphere o f its influence’. These can be enumerated as fundamental 
labour rights, right to life of the employees, suppliers, customers, right to 
hold opinions, freedom of expression, thought, conscience, religion, right 
to family life, right to privacy, minorit)^ rights to culture, religious 
prac;;dces, language, culture and development rights: right to educadon, 
health, adequate food and farr distribudon of food, clothmg, housing, 
social securit)^, eiijoj'ment of the technological development. “

'Ihe Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human 
Rights in 2003 adopted a set of international human rights draft norms 
applicable to Transnational Corporations and other Business Enterprises. 
These draft norms explains a bundle of rights; the corporations should
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integrate them into their policies and practices. The rights includc equal 
opportunity' and non-discrinainatory treatment (as provided by 
international instruments and national legislations) security' of persons 
(i.e., forced or compulsory labour, engagement in the violation of 
humanitarian law) alJ worlong rights recognised b)" international 
instruments and national legislations, consumer protection as well as 
protection of the envrronment.^’"*

The above discussion about labour and human rights aspects of social 
dimension reflects that the laboiu" and human rights issues are 
overlapping, mutually supportive and inclusive of each other. Moreover 
aU other assessment or performance tools and reporting methods like 
Social AccountabiUt)' 8000, Global reporting Initiatives show a significant 
mix up to much extent between labour and human rights issues.

Another aspect of social dimension is corporate social investments and 
philanthropic activities for the communities. It includes poverty-' 
alleviation programmes, sponsoring social and cultural activities of the 
local communities, establishment of academic institutions, funding for 
basic education, training and other sensitization programmes, organising 
skill and capacity building programmes, founding hospitals, medical units 
and arrangement of other health care senaces, funding for curbing 
epidemics like HIV, cancer, undertaking natural disaster management 
programmes, development partnership programme with the government 
and NGO, investment for greengage and fresh water supply and so on. 
In addition, participation in community' programmes, provision of 
employment opportunities, engagement in social security' management, 
involvement o f the local people in the decision-making of corporation 
are considered as social dimension of CSR. The said aspect o f corporate 
responsibility is intended to remove ‘the social welfare deficiency’ and 
enhance and improve the community'^s quality' o f life.̂ '^
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3.2.3 Environmental Dimension

The last content-bascd dimension of CSR is environmental protection 
which is the most significant concern of business enterprises across the 
world today as the operational activities of the corporations have 
immense impact on livmg and non-living natural resources, including 
ecosystems, land, air and water. All major international insti-uments 
providing normative standards of CSR introduce corporate 
responsibilities for environmental protection. . The UN Global Compact 
among its ten principles on the whole, dedicates three as primary 
responsibilides of the corporations. They are ‘adopting a precautionary 
approach to envrronmental cha llenges '”̂’ ‘undertaking initiatives to 
promote greater environmental responsib iU t} ',and  ‘encouraging the 
development and diffusion of environmental friendly technology.’'̂’*' ICC 
Business Charter Sustainable Development introduces sixteen principles 
for environmental management covering ‘inter aUa’ the establishment of 
environmental management on the basis o f priorit)', integrating 
management systems, the efficient use of energy and materials, 
sustainable use of renewable resources, minimisation o f adverse 
environmental impact and waste generation, and the safe and responsible 
disposal of residual waste, adopting precautionary approach, 
development emergency preparedness plans, and so on.'’'̂

OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises in association with 
other corporate responsibilities provides some principles for 
environmental protection. They focus mainly on the assessment and 
consideration by enterprises of foreseeable environmental and 
environment- related health consequences of their activities and their 
impact on indigenous natural resources, assessment o f health risks of 
products as well as from the generation, transport and disposal of 
waste^". In addition, the enterprises should undertake appropriate
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measures in their operations for the mmimisation of the risk of accidents 
and damage to health and the environment and to co-operate in 
mitigating adverse effects.''

It is already indicated that the activities of the corporations may cause the 
different t)'pes of environmental impacts. Global Reporting Initiatives 
Guidelines provide as many as sixteen indicators o f environmental 
impacts.'^ In consideration of aU these impacts, the environmentai 
responsibilities of the business enterprises may extend to energy 
conservation, waste rmniirusation, recycling, and pollution prevention 
(e.g. eiTUssion to au‘ and water, effluent discharges ), protection of bio- 
diversit)', plant-varieties, reducing energy consumption, prevention of 
soil, ground and surface water contamination; animal welfare, use and 
handling o f genetically modified organisms, treatment and reduction of 
waste water, preseiA^ation of eco-efficiency, consumption of raw-material, 
afforestation, expenditures for curbing global warming and other 
environmental programmes.

The international normative standards of CSR developed so far comprise 
of social, economic, and environmental issues. In setting standards more 
attention and considerations are paid to labour rights and industrial 
relations, human rights, environmental protection, combating briben-, 
protection of consumer interests and other business conduct. But it is 
true that the key standards of CSR are related to labour, human rights 
and environment. The social investments, communit}- relations and die 
philanthropic issues are mainly based on companies’ discretion which has 
been developed through practices in order to be a ‘good citizen of the 
society’. However, the international sustainabiht)' reporting and auditing 
frarfteworks as well as management and certification schemes like Global
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Reporting Initiatives, ISO 9000, 14001, Social Accountability 8000, 
Accountabilit)^ 1000 series set norms to consider these issues^’

4. The character o f the notmative standards of CSR

There are numbers of international standards and guidelines developed in 
recent years providing practical rules regarding what constitutes CSR and 
how it can be implemented within business organisations. The prominent 
international standards are OECD Guidelines for Multinational 
Enterprises (2000), UN Global Compact (2000, revised in 2004), UN 
Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational E!,nterprises 
and Social Policy (1977, revised in 2000), UN Norms on the 
Responsibilities of Transnational Corporations and Other Business 
E^nterprises with Regard to Human Rights (2003), UN Principles for 
Social PoIicy^ These instruments provide norms and guiding principles to 
achieve the uniform out of CSR practices.

These international instruments seem to constitute a body of non
binding international soft law .'”' They donot belong to the status of 
binding international-law making treaties as they are merely 
recommendations of the governments and also declarations addressed to 
corporations to observe them voluntarily. In International law, the 
declarations and recommendations are not legaUy binding; they can be 
viewed as morally and politically guiding.^^ The compliance or 
obsei-vance relies on the commitment and willingness of the parties. 
These instruments in fact seek to encourage the corporations to 
undertake self-regulation for implementing CSR in their business 
operations.

The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Corporations (MNCs) as an 
instrument setting the normative standards for Multinationals aims to

Ibid
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of International Norms’ in Ivirten John J. and Trebilcock Michael J. (ed. 
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‘encourage the positive contributions tJiat multinational corporations can 
make for economic, environmental and social progress and to minimise 
the difficulties to which their various operations may give rise.’^̂ The 
Guidelines was fli'st adopted in 1977 and then it was updated in 
2000.The Guidelines set out the recommendations jointly addressed by 
the member countries to multinational enterprises operating in their 
constituencies that cover major areas of business conduct, including 
employment and industrial relations, human rights, environmental 
protection, combating briber}^, consumer interests and compedtion/” In 
the updated Guidelines the OECD calls upon the MNCs to act 
consistently with the host state’s implementadon of human rights 
obligadons.

A detailed ‘follow up’ procedure for implementadon including 
consultation, mediadon, conciiiadon as well as clarifications are 
incorporated in the Guidelines which appear to be softer by nature as 
the implementation rests with the will of the governments through their 
National Contact point (NCP).™ NCPs are not obliged to make the 
results o f compliant procedures public, which substantially weakens the 
efficiency o f tJie Guidelines’ implementation. The text itself states that 
‘obsen^ance o f the Guidelines is voluntary and not legally enforceable.’”'

The UN Global compact is actually an effort to seek the support and 
partnership o f the world business community initiated by the former UN 
Secretary General Kofi Annan in order to “safeguard sustainable growth 
within the context o f globalisation by promoting a set o f universal values 
which are fundamental to meeting the socio-economic needs of the 
world people” . I n  the address at World Economic Forum in Davos on 
31 January 1999, Mr. Annan advocated for ‘Global Compact’ called on 
world business leaders to “ embrace and enact” a set of nine principles 
relating to human rights, labour rights and the protection of
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e n v ir o n m e n t .T h e  words “embrace and enact” imply the voluntary 
character of compliance with the principles by the business enterprises.

Moreover, it is argued that prmciples set out by the Global Compact do 
not constitute sufficient basis for designing enforceable standards 
although it has provided relevant indicators of international human rights 
and envu-onmental norms to business.'''’ The Global Compact invites the 
corporations to respect human rights and environmental issues and 
support Its principles through adopting ‘best practices.’ and therefore 
Kerstin Sahlin-Andersson views it as a soft regulatory framework, which 
is voluntary and has no legal sanction applied to those who fail to 
comply.'"'*’ He remarks "it is an initiative built on a menu of written 
principles based on international declarations and agreements for 
members of the Global Compact to follow and it is formulated in general 
terms so that it provides considerable freedom for those interpreting the 
regulations to translate them into practice in a way that fits their 
cuxumstances and expectations.’*̂̂

The UN Tripartite Declaration of Principles Concerning Multinational 
Enterprises and Social Policy”'̂’ can be said to be providing guidance for 
how corporations implement the fundamental ITO conventions. The 
Conventions o f ITO are: Forced Labour Convention(No.29); Freedom 
of Association and Protection of Right to Organise Convention (No.87); 
Right to organize and Collective Bargaining Convention (No.98); Equal 
Remuneration Convention (No.100); Abolition of Forced Labour 
Convention (No. 105); Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 
Convention (N o .I l l) ;  Minimum Age Convention(No. 138), Worst Form 
of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No.182), ILO Tripartite Declaration 
on Fundamental Principles of Rights at work'*\
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'Fhese Conventions are legally binding on the states which have ratified 
them, not on the corporations directly. But the concerned states can bind 
the corporations for the enforcement of these principles at national 
levels through incorporation into domestic laws. However, according to 
these Declaration MNEs governments, employers’ organisations and 
workers’ organisations are recommended ‘to observe on a voluntary 
basis’ the guidelines of the Declaration which primarily addresses the 
labour rights.

The UN Norms on the Responsibilities of Transnational Corporations 
and other Business Enterprises with Regard to Human Rights is a draft 
code adopted by the UN Sub-Commission on the Promotion and 
Protection of Human Rights. The Norms encompass a wide range of 
human rights, labour, humanitarian, envu'onmental, consumer 
protection, and anti-corruption legal principles. But it looks to be more 
comprehensive and focussed on human rights principles than any other 
international voluntar)^ instruments adopted by ILO, the OECD, the 
European Parliament, and the UN Global Compact and so on. The 
distinguished character of this draft code is that it represents a significant 
international instrument that imposes obligations on TNSs as well as all 
other business enterprises. In addition, unlike other international 
instruments, tlie norms are addressed directly to the business enterprises 
without reducing the obligations to promote, to secure the fulfilment of, 
respect, ensure respect for, or protect human rights.*̂ '̂

The intensit}^ of the obligations of the corporations and goals of the 
Norms as stated by this instrument go furtlier than a mere teaditional 
voluntar)' instrument. This is why some scholars have evaluated them 
differently. It has been obsen^ed that although the Norms are not 
adopted as treat)% its wider scope and implementation provisions 
demonstrate that it is not like other t)'pical voluntary code of conduct.'"'
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The argument is that Norms ‘use the term “shall” instead “should” 
signifies the intention and purpose of the Norms to play more role than 
a t)'pical soft law instruments.'^' But it was not finally decided to be 
representing obligator}' standards on the transnational and other business 
enterprises’ conduct. Because it stiU lacks enough detailed 
implementation mechanism and it is also not specific enough in 
describing the reparation in case of business’ non-compliance.'^^ More 
importantly, the Norms are not adopted in the form of treat)' creating 
legal obligation upon the parties.'^’

Likewise, David Weissbrodt & Muria Kruger said “the Norms as 
adopted are not voluntary' initiative of corporate social responsibility''. 
Many implementation provisions show that they amount to more than 
inspirational statements of desired conduct. The voluntan' nature of the 
Norms goes beyond the voluntary guidelines found in the UN Global 
Compact, ILO Tripartite Declaration, and the OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational E n te rp r is e s .T h e  legal authorit)' of the Norms piincipally 
is derived from treaties and international customary' law, as a re
affirmation and restatement of international legal principles applicable to 
companies. Nevertheless, it can not be considered as treat)' having 
binding force on the parties as the creation of the treat)' requires high 
degree of consensus among the countries. Although, the Norms have 
gained the support of few countries, but as yet it is not apparent that 
there exists an international consensus on the place of business and other 
non-state actors in the international legal order.

Moreover, the decision can rely on the distinction of international ‘hard 
law ’ such as treaties and ‘soft law ’ such as recommendations. 
International hard law refers to a regime that creates legally binding force 
from the outset. Soft law begins in the form of recommendations and for 
a certain range of the time may act as interpreting treaties and customs or
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may serve as basis for next drafting rreaties. So it is safer to say that the 
Norms have started it tnission as ‘soft law ’ like other international 
recommendations which may be codified later in the form of treat)' with 
gaining the required consensus.

There are also some most famous international instruments on human 
rights and the environment which, diough not intended for corporations 
as a whole, have implications for corporate practices. They are, for 
instance, the Universal Declarations of Human Rights (1948), the 
Declaration o f United nadons Conference on the Human Environment 
(Stocholm,1972), and the Rio Declaration on the Environment and 
Development. These Declarations are non-binding, not legally 
enforceable, although, they are authoritative and comprehensive in 
nature.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) direcdy applies to 
the corporations. In its preamble the corporations as an "organ o f the 
societ)'’'̂ '’ are called upon to promote, respect and secure the recognition 
o f the rights which are direcdy applicable to the business. These rights 
are enumerated as right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, 
freedom of peaceful assembly and association, the right to just and 
favourable conditions of work and right to an adequate standard of 
living. While the UDHR itself, as a declaration does not create any legal 
obligations, other three documents produced by UN codifying the 
UDHR that is, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Optional Protocol to 
Civil and Political Rights, create legal obligations upon the states parties 
to them,'^*’ not upon the cornpanies direcdy.

The Declaration of United Nations Conference on Human Envkonment 
and the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development are the key 
international instruments concerning environment and development that 
influence all other subsequent mter-governmental instruments with 
inputs in framing provisions applicable to corporations on envrronment. 
These two documents provide a comprehensive guideline for states to
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preserve and control the natviral environment with an emphasis of 
international co-operations. Agenda 21 which was developed in support 
of Rio-declaration acknowledges the corporate responsibilit)' for 
proactive envixonmental stewardsliip and adopting self regulatory 
c o d e s .T h e  guidance is also available in the Monterrey Consensus (on 
financing for development, 2002)'̂ *̂  and UN Millennium Goals for 
Development (2000) which is developed recently on a global consensus 
of the states. These instruments prescribe the responsibilities of the 
corporations for the protection of envrronment and human rights in 
more aspijcational way than obligatory.

Apart from above mentioned major international instxuments there are 
some Multi-stakeholders’ codes of conduct that provide voluntary 
international frameworks for management and certification schemes for 
particular normative standards as well as international reporting 
standards of social responsibilit);' of the corporations. These instruments 
are used, generally, by the external auditing companies or organisation to 
examine the eligibilit)' o f obtaining certificates on particular issues like 
employment relations and core labour rights, envu'onment and so on. 
They are International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 14001, 
Social 7\ccountabilit5r 8000(Sy\ 8000), Accountabilit);' 1000 (AAIOOO) and 
Global Reporting Initiative (2002).

All these mternational norms setting instxuments according to the basic 
principles o f international law are considered to be non-binding, soft law 
as they lack the requirements to be binding.

The above discussion makes the point clear that the standard setting 
instruments in international law are not in the position of hard law as 
having the sanctions, if violated, and theix compliance is voluntary. But 
the question is, is it absolutely soft as it means technically? The general 
principle ensuing from the practical point of view is that whenever any 
soft law IS respected, then it looks hard and is treated as similar to hard 
law, because of apparent commitment and acceptance. For example, 
endorsement of Global Compact is voluntar-)', but whenever some 
busmess organisation endorses Global Compact, it has to take pledges to
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publicly advocate the Compact in their mission statements, annual 
reports and other public statements. ' So, although by nature, the CSR 
standards are soft and voluntar-y they are not just soft or voluntary or just 
hard, more than soft and similar to hard in practice.

5. Conclusion

The above discussions lead us to arrive at some conclusions as to the 
definitions of CSR, its different dimensions and the character of 
international standards of CSR. Although there is no all agreed definition 
of CSR at global level, the concept of CSR has been settled and 
recognised as long term business strategy balancing corporate rights with 
obligations towards its stakeholders which is ever- growing in nature. It 
requires a company to consider the social, environmental and economic 
impacts o f its business, operations. In addition, it suggests a company to 
address the needs and expectations o f its customers, employees, 
shareholders and communities.

As far as the dimensions of CSR are concerned, the CSR agenda involves 
economic, social and environmental responsibilities as the activities of 
the corporations implicate these three matters largely in human life. The 
majorit)^ o f the international standards focus on labour, human rights, 
envitonment and consumer protection related issues as the core contents 
and dynamics o f CSR. The social investment, communit)' relations, 
stakeholder engagement and philanthropic activities also fall within the 
purview of companies’ responsibility. These are mainly based on 
companies’ discretion developed by the individual self-regulatory 
guidelines.

The review of different international intergovernmental and multi
stakeholder codes of conduct establishes a fact that the basic character of 
the standards of CSR is non-binding soft law. As they are developed 
through self-regulatory mechanism, the enforcement and implementation 
are more value-based, depend upon the commitment, tr-ust and sense of 
responsibilit)' of the actors themselves. Moreover, the standard setting 
declarations and guidelines articulate the w^eight of responsibilit)' the 
corporation should shoulder on.
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