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1. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

“Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis”.

While this definition of CSR by the European Commission in its Green paper is considered as being constitutional within Europe, there are several aspects that diverse actors emphasize differently. While enterprises stress the voluntary nature of CSR, trade unions and civil society organisations emphasize the need of a regulatory framework that establishes minimum standards. Investors on the other hand demand improved disclosure and greater transparency which goes along with consumers’ demands for complete information and transparency. 

Not only is there different stress on various aspects of CSR but it needs also to be considered, that “[w]hat constitutes CSR depends on the particular situation of individual enterprises and on the specific context in which they operate” (EU-Commission Communication 2002). Not every organization lays its main focus on environmental issues as those might not be as relevant to the organization as, for example, human rights. The social responsibility a company bears always depends on the branch of trade and the markets in which the corporation operates.

Despite all these variations of the understanding of CSR, there are three main features that are consented upon. For one, CSR is regarded as a behavior which is voluntary adopted by businesses that goes beyond legal requirements, because businesses see this behavior to be in their long-term interest. The second agreed upon feature of CSR is that CSR is “intrinsically linked to the concept of sustainable development” (EU-Commission Communication 2002). Businesses need to consider and integrate the impact they have on social and environmental conditions and then act accordingly. The third feature constituting CSR is that it cannot be seen as “an optional `add-on´ to business core activities” (EU-Commission Communication 2002). On the contrary, the concept of CSR determines the way in which businesses are structured and managed.

How come, a concept like CSR works, seeing that it is a voluntary option for businesses? Since the additional obligations imposed by CSR also entail additional administrative requirements, they seem to be additional effort and thus counter-productive to the corporate strategy of efficient gain. Certainly, there are “considerations of image and reputation [which] play an increasingly important role in the business competitive environment” (EU-Commission Communication 2006). By practicing CSR, the perception of the corporation in the public will become more positive. There is a competition arising amongst businesses to be regarded as positive in the public opinion. Steinkirchner asserts that it is no longer sufficient to attract business by simply producing functioning products, meeting the buyer’s taste and being adequate in price.
 Thus, in order to win customers, it will be helpful for businesses to make a commitment regarding CSR. This is supported by the “growing perception among enterprises that sustainable business success and shareholder values cannot be achieve[d] solely through maximising short-term profits, but instead through market-oriented yet responsible behaviour” (EU-Commission Communication 2002). However, it is important that CSR does not become a mere marketing strategy of businesses. In order to remain authentic, the businesses should be as transparent as possible and inform the public on their activities.  An additional appeal for businesses to practice CSR and for consumers to perceive businesses CSR practices as authentic could be labelling. Through labelling, a neutral third party verifies that the business operates according to CSR standards and this creates credibility amongst the buyers of products. There already are labels, as for instance the EU-Ecolabel or fair trade labels. Those are only available for a very limited category of products, however. One way to improve the appeal of CSR in the future could be to expand the categories equipped with labels attesting that the businesses operate according to CSR standards.

Other factors that further improve CSR and its appeal in the future according to EU-Commission is the attempt to “enhance the transparency, visibility and credibility of CSR practices” (EU-Commission Communication 2006). This can be achieved through awareness-raising amongst businesses as well as amongst the public. Furthermore a best practice exchange amongst businesses can function as a basis of communication for informing each other on possible CSR practices. They can provide to each other an orientation regarding guidelines and standards for formulating own internal principles and construct the according management systems.
 Furthermore, consumers are to be informed on CSR and the activities businesses conduct in order to comply with CSR standards. This consumer information can be supported by transparency on the side of the businesses. Additionally, it can be improved by educating on CSR in schools as well as in universities and other facilities of education. States can also contribute to better CSR practices in using their instruments in support of CSR practices. This could for example mean favorable taxation of CSR-implementing businesses. By translating these suggestions into practice, the EU-Commission aspires to improve the status of CSR within Europe. On global scale there has been an attempt to put CSR into practice and monitor its progress with help of the United Nations’ Global Compact.

As regarding to the EU-definition CSR means for companies to integrate social issues in their business operations on a voluntary basis (cf. the initial quote), I am interested in the question, whether companies on Cyprus do see peace-building as a social issue and whether they do anything to contribute. During my stay in Nicosia I would like to do exemplary research on this topic, focussing on a number of Nicosian businesses which seem predestined to be involved in peace-building activities as Nicosia is located right on the border between North Cyprus and South Cyprus. 
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