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Corporate social responsibility (csr) is a response to stakeholder concerns
and signals organisational legitimacy. We propose csr reporting from a
comprehensive and integrated management control system perspective.
Reporting parameters start with stated people, planet, and profit goals sup-
ported by objectives achieved through legal, ethical/moral, economic, and
giving practices. Objectives are measured, assessed, and reported through
key performance indicators. These objectives are quantified, sufficiently
specific, have a timeline, and identify targeted stakeholder group(s). csr
strategy and its reporting are consistent with organisational mission, val-
ues, and strategy. csr, like most business processes, is a dynamic process
occurring over time and adjusting to circumstances sometimes involving
trade-offs. csr reporting ideally reflects this process through providing
context and visual depictions of goals, practices, and performance eval-
uation that demonstrate not only a single period in time, but also trends
that may present a more complete picture of an organisation’s csr perfor-
mance. csr reporting parameters are proposed.
Key Words: csr disclosure, csr reporting, csr Management Control
System, csr performance evaluation
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Introduction

If a corporate social responsibility (csr)message is to be effective, it must
be viewed as credible. Credibility starts with the message source and then
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extends to the message, eventually developing a bidirectional, transac-
tional relationship of influence between sender and receiver.Whatmakes
a message credible starts with it being believable. And, what makes a be-
lievable source is related to previous and current actions as well as mes-
sage content. In the case of this paper, the source is the organisation and
the message is its csr reporting. We broadly use the term organisation
as representing corporations, companies, firms, non-profits, and govern-
mental entities.
Credibility stems from perceived trust and competence (Vieira 2019),

which are closely related. Both must be present to achieve credibility, and
the exercise of competence lays the groundwork for trust. Trust comes
when promises are delivered and when shortfalls are disclosed in a spirit
of transparency.When communicatingwith key stakeholders about their
concerns, having credibility goes a long way to facilitate and maintain
goodwill and legitimacy with them. Credibility is about stakeholders be-
lieving that csr efforts are responsive to their expectations, sincere, and
effectively contribute to the betterment of humanity in some way.
Our proposed reporting parameters centre on organisations who have

the resources required to develop and implement a comprehensive csr
plan. These types of organisations have management control systems
(mcs) in place to operate, manage, and evaluate various aspects of oper-
ations, including the execution of csr plans. An mcs provides a com-
prehensive and integrated system that offers the opportunity to efficiently
and effectively manage ongoing and dynamic processes in proactive and
reactive ways relevant to environmental conditions (Winkler 2010). An
mcs assures a systematic and effective approach to achieving optimal
and sustainable results.
csr as a major functional contributor to corporate mission faces two

major challenges, partly owing to the lack of mcss and the challenges
of integrating the many stakeholder interests into a unified system that
is part of, and consistent with, the overall business strategy as are other
functional anddivisional areas such as finance, sales,manufacturing, sup-
ply chain management, operations management, information technol-
ogy, human resources, international divisions, and so forth. Their inter-
nal nature places them at the discretion of management. First, csr is a
response to external as well as internal stakeholders’ concerns and ex-
pectations, which can come into conflict with internal as well as exter-
nal parties such as community stakeholders advocating for a company-
supported costly social program that may not yield any direct or imme-
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diate benefits to the organisation. Second, there is the nature and level of
disclosure. csr is presented as an annual report available to the general
public accessible via a website. Stakeholder reactions to the annual csr
reportmakemanagement particularly concerned aboutwhat is presented
and to what degree. Although there has been pressure for csr disclosure
to providemore relevant information (Bonson and Bednarova 2015; Lock
2015), many reports continue to present goals and ‘good deed’ practices,
with little emphasis on the degree to which goals and benchmarked ob-
jectives have been achieved within a given timeline.
We propose a comprehensive, practical, and mcs-based framework

for reporting csr that meets stakeholders’ expectations. Utilising this
framework to report csr presupposes the deployment of mcs in csr
and requires an understanding of csr in the operational context of mcs.
We begin with a review of the literature, focusing on what has been done
with csr-mcs in practice and what has not been researched. We then
describe our proposed csr-mcs reporting framework in sufficient de-
tail including the steps required to implement this system.

Review of Related Literature
Althoughmost publicly traded corporations voluntarily disclose csr ac-
tivities, the lack of comprehensiveness, consistency, standards, and qual-
ity of reporting has been called into question (Albertini 2019; Bouten et
al. 2011; Font et al. 2012; Lock 2015). Many companies fall far short of
disclosure requirements recommended by third-party organisations like
gri, iso, and others (Escrig-Olmedo, Fernandez-Izquierdo, andMunoz-
Torres 2010; Hickman and Cote 2019).
Research suggests that the lack of comprehensiveness and transparency

reportingmight be owing tomanagement’s undue influence ondisclosure
(Bonson and Bednarova 2015), the perception that stakeholders want or
should be given concrete and straightforward content that is easily pro-
cessed (Arjalies and Mundy 2013; Coombs and Holladay 2009; Crilly, Ni,
and Jiang 2016), the focus on financial and accounting metrics, empha-
sis on prioritised stakeholders (Arvidsson 2010; Costa and Torrecchia
2018; Escrig-Olmedo, Fernandez-Izquierdo, and Munoz-Torres 2010),
and pending legal actions (DeTienne and Lewis 2005).
Additionally, because of trade-offs and decisions involving short-term

(within the csr annual reporting cycle) cost for uncertain long-term
gain, sustainability is a challenge for some csr-related efforts (Feder and
Weibenberger 2019; Hahn et al. 2010). The benefit is often viewed as ab-
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stract and uncertain, unlike the immediacy of short-term gains, which
are concrete, easily presented, and perhaps, in part, why simply reporting
practices and good deeds are appealing and often disclosed (Hopwood
2009).
In addition to the dearth of comprehensive csr disclosure, research in

this area has focused on the benefits of csr reporting, the different lev-
els and nature of practices relevant to stakeholders’ varied expectations,
differences in management’s agenda, the interaction between stakehold-
ers and management, and general descriptions of csr efforts (Gond et
al. 2012; Herremans and Nazari 2016; Laguir, Laguir, and Tchemeni 2019;
Schonher, Findler, and Martinuzzi 2017). Moreover, the research on re-
porting csr from a mcs perspective is virtually non-existent, with em-
phasis on general constructs (Rinawiyanti, Huang, and As-Saber 2020).
Yet, research deploying and integrating csr into control systems, and

reporting their efforts and outcomes is important in an ever increas-
ingly complex world (Battaglia et al. 2016). Consequently, this paper pro-
poses a sufficiently detailed and integrated mcs approach for reporting
csr which offers an opportunity for transparency and for contributing
to the credibility of the reporting organisation in the eyes of its stake-
holders. This framework presupposes the existence of an operating csr
mcs. Without such a system, sufficiently full and transparent csr dis-
close cannot take place. Our framework offers reporting details includ-
ing types of sustainable csr goals available, types of benchmarked ob-
jectives established that serve as the basis for outcome assessment, and
categories of csr practices utilized to attain goals. Reporting these com-
ponents presents a detailed, comprehensive, and transparent picture of
an organisation’s good faith csr efforts.

What is csr?
We start with a conceptual definition. Then, we discuss operational csr
parameters, which are the basis for reporting because they serve as con-
crete evidence of an organisation’s effort and performance at meeting
stakeholders’ expectations.

conceptually, what is csr?
We define csr as: ‘organisational actions that take into account stake-
holders’ expectations concerning economic, social, and environmental
performance’ (Aqueveque, Rodrigo, and Duran 2018, 223). This process
extends from the short-term to sustainable long-term. These expecta-
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tions require controls necessary to reach, maintain, and adjust them ac-
cordingly (Deegan 2002; Hickman and Cote 2019). The process facili-
tates favourable perceptions from relevant stakeholders. To sustain these
efforts and favourable outcomes requires the flexibility to address shift-
ing priorities, the availability of resources, trade-offs such as short-term
cost for long-term benefit situations (Johnstone 2018; Munoz-Torres et
al. 2009), competing and changing stakeholders’ interests, realigning or-
ganisational culture, changing leadership, and a host of other internal and
external conditions (Hooghiemstra 2000; Jahdi and Acikdilli 2009).
csr is an organisation’s response to address stakeholders’ concerns,

which involves reporting efforts and performance outcomes. Stakehold-
ers are individuals, groups, and/or organisations who are affected by the
organisation’s operations and/or who can affect the organisation’s opera-
tions (Freeman 1984; Parmar et al. 2010).
Stakeholders can be classified as primary or secondary (Metcalfe 1998).

Primary stakeholders are those parties without whose continued par-
ticipation the organisation could not survive. Secondary stakeholders
are those parties whose interaction is not required for the organisation
to survive. Additionally, research suggests that not all stakeholders are
equal (Johnstone 2018) and that some are valued more depending on
the industry or sector. In the food, pharmaceutical, and energy indus-
tries, Shnayder and Rijnsoever (2018) found such differences. Gubova
et al. (2017) discovered differences in prioritising stakeholders among
metallurgical/glass building, printing, food business, and machinery in-
dustries. Aqueveque, Rodrigo, and Duran (2018) found that stakeholders
stemming from an organisation’s core business were valued more espe-
cially if this involves some essential aspect of regular operations. Find-
ings of a study by Cooper et al. (2001) suggest that those organisations
that directly interact with individual consumers tend to focus their csr
attention on customer stakeholders. Sweeney and Coughlan’s (2008) csr
reporting research of the financial services, medical pharma, health and
beauty pharma, telecommunications, automobile, oil and gas, and retail
industries discovered references to corporate responsibilities directed at
a variety of stakeholders that varied across sectors.

operationally, what is csr?
How csr moves from an aspirational idea to reality requires an organ-
ised system in place that guides and controls the process and activities,
and provides for continuous feedback so that the implementation of csr
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is adjusted and sustained in accordance with ultimate goals. In other
words, the idea of csr becomes concrete and measurable once it is op-
erationalised.
This system is an mcs. mcss are formal and informal structures, in-

cluding practices and reporting, put in place by a business to compare the
goals and strategy of the organisation against the actual outcomes both
nonfinancial and financial on an ongoing basis. This comparison is then
reviewed and used to drive managerial decisions across multiple levels of
the organisation (Arjalies and Mundy 2013; Cresti 2009).
If csr reporting is to be transparent and legitimate in the eyes of stake-

holders, not only goals and good deeds must be reported, but perfor-
mance outcomes as well. Outcomes that meet expectations as well as
those that fall short must be disclosed. In sum, it is a matter of what the
company intends to do, how it will do it, and whether the company did it-
all critical to comprehensive and transparent csr (Costa and Torrecchia
2018; Johnstone 2018).
Reporting centred on comprehensive and mcs-based csr requires

not only the operation of such a system, but a clear understanding of
it. Therefore, borrowing from mcs principles, the following covers our
proposed reporting framework, including the steps required for report-
ing and an illustration.

• Goals. These are what we hope to attain or achieve and can be
general or fairly specific (Vieira 2019). In principle, csr goals are
reached through ethical operating practices thatmeet sociallymean-
ingful standards and stakeholder expectations in a manner consis-
tent and supportive of the organisationalmission and business strat-
egy. Sustainable csr occurs at the intersection of People, Planet,
and Profit goals (Carroll 1991; 2016; Elkington 1994).

• People. This type of goal involves adding value to individuals’ lives
and contributing to society in different ways. Contributions include
providing jobs and training; offering safe working conditions; pay-
ing taxes used to support society; developing innovations, includ-
ing technologically-based; and offering attractive healthcare bene-
fits, family leave policies, and desirable pension options.

• Planet. Environmental goals involve the maintenance of natural en-
vironmental capital (Goodland 1995) addressing both conservation
and pollution mitigation. Some areas of attention are global warm-
ing, green engineering and chemistry, air and water quality, alterna-
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tives to depleting natural resources, ecosystems, resource integrity,
and addressing pollutants.

• Profit. Economic goals focus on sustainable financial and economic
viability such as profit, maintaining cash flow, paying taxes, raising
capital, providing cost-effective and competitively priced goods and
services, supply chain integrity, and offering attractive owners’ eq-
uity. Profit goals focus on business strategy and mission, integrating
csr (Massung et al. 2013; Parmar et al. 2010). In sum, csr captures
the way business affects and is affected by the social, economic, and
environmental expectations of stakeholders (Coombs and Holladay
2009).

csr Objectives: The Basis for Performance Evaluation
Objectives are the means by which we assess csr goal outcomes (Vieira
2019). They serve two purposes. First, if aligned effectively, they guide
the development of implementation practices designed to reach them,
which in turn lead to goal achievement. Second, they serve as the basis
for measurement and performance evaluation (Ferreira and Otley 2009).
Objectives have four parts. First, an objective must be sufficiently spe-

cific. For example, an objective may be to reduce the release of sulphur
dioxide into the atmosphere. Second, it must be quantifiable. For in-
stance, an objective may be to reduce by 10 metric tonnes the release of
sulphur dioxide into the atmosphere. Alternatively, it might be framed as
to reduce the release of sulphur dioxide by 10 from the previous year.
Third, an objective requires a timeline. For example, during 2021, sulphur
dioxide release into the atmosphere will be reduced by 10 metric tonnes.
Last, if the objective targets specific stakeholders, then the group(s) must
be described along with the objective. In other words, identify the key
stakeholder group(s) who can impact and/or who are impacted by the
csr objective.
Objectives are categorised variously; we focus on the types appropri-

ate for a csr mcs, which are interim and summative. Interim measures
reflect the ongoing nature of the evaluation process because mcs is dy-
namic and adjusts to various conditions. Activities and outcomes are
monitored, diagnosed and assessed, and deviations are corrected (Simons
2006) on an ongoing basis during the course of csr operations. It is im-
portant for those who develop the annual csr report to understand this
type of monitoring because under- or overperformance in a given period
may impact an annual assessment. Thus, interim assessments may serve
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to provide an evidenced-based explication supporting revised planning
moving forward. Second, there are summative objectives, which are the
final measurement of objectives, used to determine whether an annual
goal is achieved. Each goal has at least one corresponding performance
objective. Goals or objectives can be weighted as part of a total evaluation
system based on organisational and stakeholder priorities.
The specific tools deployed to measure performance outcomes are key

performance indicators (kpis). Typically, a number of kpis measure
an objective. Creating kpis for an objective requires an understanding
about what constitutes a specific objective, how to measure it, and what
is required to achieve it.

csr evaluation
The degree to which benchmarked objectives are met can be rated and
reported as outstanding, excellent, very good, good, average, and below
standard. The specific numeric reference points are set by the company.
They are measured deploying kpis. Interim measurement of bench-
marked objectives using kpis are used to monitor and assure that csr
is executed as planned and with desired outcomes to date.
The degree towhich performance objectives and their kpis fall within

an acceptable range is their tolerance (Collier and Evans 2017). They
vary per objective and kpis. All objectives must rest within their tol-
erances to be considered successful. As part of the internal assessment,
the overall plan requires that a specified percentage of kpis assigned
to the objective have outcomes within tolerances, including all of the
prioritized kpis. This holds true for interim and summative measure-
ments as well. If all or a percentage number of kpi reach their own
tolerances, then the objective has been met. If all objectives are met,
then the csr goal has been reached. Although there is no general con-
sensus on a standard method for reporting kpis (Bouten et el. 2011;
Escrig-Olmedo, Fernandez-Izquierdo, and Munoz-Torres 2010), some
third-parties provide reporting systems that measure, capture, and eval-
uate csr outcomes such as gri, iso, Dow Jones, aa 1000, Caux Round
Table Principles, domini 400, eiris, emas, Ethical Trading Initiative,
ftse4 Good Index, and Global Compact (Bonson and Bednarova 2015).

csr implementation practices
To achieve objectives requires the deployment of csr implementation
practices, which include static or ongoing tasks and activities. The follow-
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ing describes the four types of csr practices: economical, legal, ethical,
and philanthropical.

• Economic. In order to be economically viable and sustainable over
the long-term, corporations earn profits through economic activi-
ties. Their financial performance can enhance or diminish their ca-
pacity to maintain cash-flow, meet shareholder expectations, raise
capital for expansion, institute upgrades, conduct research and de-
velopment, and support other activities or capabilities necessary to
be competitive and thrive.

• Legal. Society expects and the law requires businesses to pursue
profitable activities lawfully. Think of these legal expectations as
codified ethics. Violations of laws,whether civil or criminal, whether
intentional or not, damage not only corporate image, but the trust
stakeholders place in an organisation.

• Ethical. These practices in business start by discerning what is good
or right (contributing to human flourishing), as opposed to that
which is bad or wrong (contributing to human impoverishment).
Ethics is what guides the conduct of professional activities informed
by normative moral values and beliefs consistent with an organi-
sation’s mission and values statements (Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen
2010; Vieira 2019). Ethics can fill the gap not addressed by laws.

• Philanthropic. Giving practices include all types of giving such as
monetary, scholarships, grants, fundraising, products and services
in kind, volunteerism by employees, sponsorship of prosocial cause
events, and many more types of discretionary giving. ibm’s On
Demand Community Initiative, Microsoft and the Gates Founda-
tion, Gilead Sciences, andWalmart have robust giving programmes.
Some philanthropy relates to a corporation’s core business while
other forms of giving do not (Quelch 2004).

A Proposed csr Reporting System
The annual corporate csr report’s audiences are stakeholders and the
general public. Details of what is presented can be explored in specialty
and more comprehensive reports geared toward different aspects of csr
and specific stakeholders such as third-party reporting agencies, the an-
nual report, environmental disclosures, and sec filings.
We propose a format that is both sufficiently comprehensive and prag-

matic that includes csr goals, highlighted key practices to reach goals,
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and performance evaluation including summative objectives, tolerances,
and ratings. Because of the sustainable nature of csr, relevant economic
data should be presented in the report to demonstrate financial viability
over the longer term.
Disclosure of the previous year’s csr efforts would include the follow-

ing steps:

1. Present the csr goals.
2. Highlight key practices deployed to achieve the csr goal.
3. Report the performance objectives required to assess the goal, which
might relate to

4. Employ more than one type of assessment such as financial impact.
Evaluation may be addressed along with the outcomes as noted in
the next one or two steps.

5. Indicate the quantitative outcomes for the targeted timeframe.
6. If informative and adds value, present the corresponding bench-

marked tolerances.
7. Cite kpis if they are exemplars of practices that achieve goals.
8. Provide an assessment term, which may be presented in the narra-

tive such as ‘Excellent’ or ‘Poor’ outcome.
9. If appropriate, reference the primary stakeholders for the presented

csr initiative.

These steps provide a systematic guide. Individual situationsmay vary;
however, effectively responding to stakeholder expectations in a credible
and transparentmanner is critical. For efficacious communication, a clear
understanding of the target audience and their expectations is required.
Framing the required information in an engaging manner is also part art
and part craft.
The example in table 1 illustrates how the components are interrelated

and is meant to serve as an internal document designed to capture the
information required for csr disclosure. The reporting format can vary
because of organisational circumstances, whether it is presented in a ta-
ble, infographic, and/or narrative; however, for the most part, the same
information would be disclosed. This approach provides a level of com-
prehension so that the reader understandswhat the organisation did, how
it did it, and whether it met its goal (Lydenberg, Rogers, andWood 2020).
In this example, the year reported is 2020. The goal is to convert 25 of

the corporate fleet to fuel efficient vehicles over a five-year period start-
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figure 1 Years 2017–2021 Trendline to Convert 25 of 37,000 Fleet to All-Electric
and Hybrid Vehicles

ing 1 January 2020. The bold numbers represent the year-end figures.
This will be achieved through two benchmarked performance objectives:
converting 3 of the fleet to electric vehicles and 2 of the fleet to hy-
brid vehicles by the end of 2020 with acceptable ranges or tolerances be-
ing 2.50–3.00 and 1.75–2.00 respectively by the year’s end. The actual
outcomes were 2.75 and 2.00, respectively. These outcomes are rated
‘Very Good’ and ‘Excellent,’ respectively.
Although the goal focuses on the replacement of fossil fuel powered ve-

hicles with electric/hybrid vehicles, it is relevant to the environment and
thus includes impact data. The financial component speaks to sustain-
ability. As we can see, carbon dioxide emissions were reduced by 2021.13
metric tonnes by the end of the first year. Cost savings were $935,000 for
the same period. Of course, the ultimate longer-term goal is to reduce air
pollution in a cost-efficient manner. Last, a list of primary stakeholders is
included.
Although reporting focuses on annual plans and outcomes, much of

the effort can be understoodmore clearly over time relevant to long-term
goals, which can be subject to business, market, social, and economic
cycles that impact social, environmental and financial roi (McLymont
2018; Nayak and Patjoshi 2020). For this reason, sometimes trendline de-
pictions convey a clearer longer-term picture of csr performance. As
seen in figure 1, visuals trending positively can be represented through
the presentation of graphs and charts. As the adage goes, ‘A picture is
worth a thousand words’ (Speziale and Kloviene 2014).
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There are a number of other considerations worth mentioning. First,
although the above approach provides a common set of general param-
eters for inclusion in an annual csr report, each organisation within an
industry has a set of unique conditions to various degrees that may re-
quire a different component to csr reporting. Second, outcomes can be
measured in financial, and often in other csr related, metrics. These
mixes vary. For instance, financial metrics can be standardised to some
measure of roi, contribution to the bottom line, sales, or some combi-
nation of performance measures (McLymont 2018; Nayak and Patjoshi
2020). Nonfinancial measures can be reported as specific reduction of
pollutants, educating workforce rates, unit or percentage changes, per-
centages of a diverse workforce, and so forth. Third, the fourth com-
ponent of an objective is the identification of the impacted stakeholder
group(s). This is essentially an internal consideration and any mention
of them in the official annual csr report would be arbitrary. Last, some
organisations have elected to report goals and their assessment in terms
of kpis that are relatable to readers, which would contribute to trans-
parency providing that they are a true representation of outcome evalua-
tion and understandable in terms of the csr goal.

Conclusion
Stakeholders, both internal and external, want to know about csr efforts
(Arjalies and Mundy 2013). Unless interested parties are aware of the or-
ganisation’s response to their concerns, the company’s credibility, legiti-
macy, commitment, and level of stakeholder engagement may be called
into question (Arjalies andMundy 2013; Bacinello, Tontini, and Alberton
2020; Stojanovic et al. 2020). Communicating csr goals, practices, and
outcomes can affect a company’s productivity and bottom-line through
such influences as the auto-communication effect (Hagen 2008; Spence
2009) where an organisation’s messaging about csr initiatives encour-
ages employees and other internally-related stakeholders such as vendors
and suppliers to engage with the organisation, and reinforce a culture of
ethical and social responsibility. In sum, effective csr reporting not only
informs, but serves to inspire.
Yet, few large corporations comprehensively deploy mcs for csr. In

reality, planning components are often disjointed and staggered at best
(O’Riordan 2010). Scholars acknowledge the importance of a dynamic
and integrated approach to csr that includes business strategy and con-
sistent csr practices in collaboration with stakeholders in an environ-
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ment that requires adjustment over time owing to trade-offs (Winkler
2010). This can make performance evaluation a moving target (Morsing
and Schultz 2006) and may be a significant reason why many organisa-
tions with limited resources struggle with the reporting process, resulting
largely in the disclosure of aspirational and select good deeds (Hopwood
2009). Understanding this process will aid organisations in their journey
toward reporting csr that is transparent and comprehensive.
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