
THE DEATH OF THE CSR: 
New Rules to Engage Your Stakeholders  

and Tell the Story of Your Company



CSRs go by many names: corporate sustainability reports, corporate 
responsibility reports, or simply, sustainability reports. Anyone who’s 
glanced at one most likely read about how a company reduced its 
carbon emissions, started a recycling program, or how much money 
it donated to charity. You might remember images of pristine lakes, 
smiling farmers or ethnically diverse employees deep in collaboration. 

If this is the only content in your company’s sustainability report, 
beware: this style of CSR is on its deathbed.  

Investors want more. Employees, consumers, and policy makers want more. They want a deeper, 
more focused understanding of the companies that impact them. Nonfinancial information on 
environmental, social and corporate governance (ESG) has become increasingly significant in the 
last 20 years. But the current form of sustainability reports—mere appendages to annual reports—
aren’t enough to drive change. 

Harvard Business School Professor Robert Eccles, co-author of One Report: Integrated Reporting 
for a Sustainable Strategy, characterized current sustainability reports as “more window dressing 
than substance.” And for that reason, he told the MIT Sloan Management Review, those reports 
“aren’t very effective at influencing the company’s resource allocation decisions.”1

Also, companies tend to overemphasize public relations and the sponsorship of good deeds rather 
than the central issues of the organizations, according to Derek Abell, Founding President of the 
European School of Management and Technology in Berlin, Germany.2

It’s official: the old CSR is becoming obsolete. 

HISTORY OF THE CSR
The CSR evolved from its earlier version of environmental reporting back in the 1980s. There 
were sporadic efforts to document corporate environmental impacts for multiple reasons: some 
companies were more environmentally progressive; others wanted to be seen as earth-friendly; and 
many others—namely those responsible for industrial waste sites or environmental disasters—
issued the reports due to litigation.3

In the 1990s, the reports expanded to include other forms of societal impacts such as corporate 
philanthropy. It was then that they became known as CSRs. Mike Barry, head of sustainable 
business at Marks & Spencer described the old notion to Marketing Week like this: “Philanthropy 
was just scratching your head at the end of a profitable year and wondering who to write a check to, 
in order to keep the chairman’s wife’s favorite charities happy.”4 

It’s official: 
the old CSR 
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obsolete. 



Since the early 1990s, CSRs have evolved and increased exponentially. Consider this: in 1992, 26 
sustainability reports were issued globally. In 2010, the number had grown to 5,638.5 Today, at least 
95 percent of the 250 largest global companies issue reports on corporate responsibility.6

In the modern age of corporate reporting, sustainability can no longer stay on the sidelines. The 
new currency is transparency, accountability, resilience and engagement. 

THE FUTURE OF CORPORATE REPORTING: INTEGRATION
The new model is the integrated report, which highlights the strategy of a company and how its 
financial and nonfinancial information impact each another now and in the future. The leading 
authority on this new type of reporting, the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), is a 
global coalition of regulators, investors, companies, standard setters, the accounting profession 
and nongovernmental organizations. The IIRC defines the integrated report as “a concise 
communication about how an organization’s strategy, governance, performance and prospects, in 
the context of its external environment, lead to the creation of value over the short, medium and 
long term.”7

In an effort to guide corporations toward integrated reporting, the coalition released the first version 
of an international framework on April 16, 2013. This white paper will explain the ins and outs of 
integrated reporting and how it can benefit your company. In addition, it includes a reference list of 
the newly released principles and specifics on how they differ from the traditional annual report.

REDEFINING SUSTAINABILITY
By its barest definition, sustainability is the capacity to endure.8 Corporate sustainability, as defined 
by the Dow Jones Sustainability Index, is “a business approach that creates long-term shareholder 
value by embracing opportunities and managing risks deriving from economic, environmental and 
social developments.”9 

The mentality behind integrative reporting is that sustainability shouldn’t be considered one more 
area of compliance or one more category to earn brownie points in. That line of thinking would 
position sustainability as a burden. Instead, integrated reporting positions sustainability as central 
to the way in which organizations operate every day and how well they create value over time.

As CEO of Hermes Equity Ownership Services Colin Melvin put it in a 2012 IIRC report, “In the long 
run, companies that behave well, do well.”10

In order to get to the core of integrated reporting, we start with the premise that the wealth of a 
company is not solely defined by its bottom line. Every organization relies on different forms of 
capital to operate. The IIRC’s framework defines those multiple capitals as the following:

  financial capital: money

  manufactured capital: assets such as buildings and equipment

  intellectual capital: the brains behind the operation, including intellectual 

property

  human capital: people who make up the organization, their skills, experience, 

loyalty and motivation

  social and relationship capital: connections among stakeholders and with 

other communities, and the health of those relationships

  natural capital: environmental resources including air, water, land, forests, etc.
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The intention behind integrated reporting is not to grade how companies are doing in each of the 
following areas. A report card mentality of high marks and low marks separated for each category 
would be overly simplistic and create a seemingly impossible goal for straight A’s. In the new model 
of reporting, integration comes through illustrating the significant interdependencies and tradeoffs 
that impact the company’s value over time. 

Therefore, the purpose of the integrated report is to give all 
stakeholders—including investors, employees, customers, 
suppliers, business partners, local communities, legislators, 
regulators and policy makers—the information to evaluate how 
well the company will create value over time. 

“Value is created over different time horizons and for different 
stakeholders through different capitals, and is unlikely to 
be created through the maximization of one capital while 
disregarding the others,” according to the framework. 

So, for example, let’s say a big retailer decides to invest in solar panels to install in 300 locations 
throughout the southern U.S. The purchase negatively impacts their financial capital in the 
short term, but the tradeoff is greater energy efficiency (a plus for natural capital), new assets 
(manufactured capital), and most likely, an enhanced reputation in the retail industry (social and 
relationship capital). In the medium and long term, the solar panels will decrease electricity bills in 
those 300 locations and eventually benefit the company’s financial capital.

BENEFITS OF INTEGRATED REPORTING
We’ve all heard the business adage “Do well by doing good.” The phrase was coined by Bruce Burtch, 
who led the first “cause marketing” campaigns in the late 1970s, a partnership between Marriott and 
March of Dimes. In a recent blog post, Burtch tells the story of how the phrase came to be:

I remember well my The Graduate moment when after making a fundraising presentation 
for the United States Olympic Committee in 1977 to the president of a large Los Angeles-
based foundation, the gentleman came from behind his humongous desk, and in his 
best imitation of Mr. McGuire (or so it seemed), put his arm around my shoulders and 
said, “Bruce, What you want to do with your life?” I responded, “I want to do well by 
doing good.” He stepped back, gave a slight chuckle and said, “You know, I’ve never seen 
anybody do that.”11

These days, it’s not uncommon for corporate executives to publicly use that line to describe their 
intentions or corporate values. The notion is certainly admirable, but from a business perspective, 
the phrase tends to oversimplify the intricate inner workings of a company. The reality is that the 
“doing good” part does not impact all the stakeholders uniformly at a given time. 

The integrated report allows stakeholders to understand how the company creates value in the short, 
medium and long term. The core benefit of integrated reporting is the integrated thinking behind it.

The process of producing an integrated report leads to more cohesion and 
efficiency throughout the organization.
In a big corporation, it’s not uncommon for the head of human resources to have never met the 
director of customer service, or for the chief finance officer to have never met the vice president 
of marketing. Given the daily demands all managers face, it’s easy to run a department without 
considering the company as a whole. The multiple capitals and their influence on one another can 
easily go unnoticed from within the organization. 

Typically, the board members are the ones who hold the big picture perspective, according to Paul 
Druckman, CEO of the IIRC. “Integrated reporting is actually helping that integrated thinking and 
strategy to be pushed right down in the business,” Druckman said in a Deloitte video. “Everybody 
has to work together.”12

Integrated reporting is actually 
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In other words, if done right, the reporting process can actually drive future sustainability strategies 
as opposed to merely reflecting what the company has done in the past.

Integrated thinking leads to greater clarity.
Belinda Williams, an executive at the South African telecom company Vodacom, gave an example 
of this in a 2012 episode of Summit TV, South Africa’s business channel. In the previous year, 
Vodacom’s customer goal was to add 10 million new customers. After collaborating with other 
departments through the integrated reporting process, the team changed the goal into a more 
qualitative measure based on the question “Would your customers recommend you to a friend or 
family member?” 

That question, which honed in on the real goal of keeping and acquiring happy customers, then became 
a key measure of success for the company, including how bonuses were calculated for employees.13

Greater clarity helps zoom in on opportunities and risks, which in turn, leads to 
more informed decisions.
Williams, who heads Vodacom’s Investor Relations and Stakeholder Reporting, gave another 
example on Summit TV. Through integrated thinking about sustainability efforts, Vodacom 
executives went beyond considering how to reduce the company’s carbon footprint. (She explained 
that the company had actually produced a relatively low carbon footprint.) 

So they looked at their big corporate clients who did produce a significant amount of carbon and 
asked, “How can we change that while helping our corporate clients run their businesses more 
efficiently?” The new goal then became based on selling mobile-to-mobile solutions to the top 
South African companies to help them reduce their carbon footprint. 

Therefore, Vodacom was able to kickstart a new initiative focused on sustainability, which also 
happened to be an opportunity to create innovative services and products and generate revenue for 
the company—not to mention potential bonuses for employees.14

More informed decision-making leads to improved credibility with stakeholders.
Companies that have already implemented integrated reporting are using the reports to show 
investors the different ways they demonstrate leadership. The report is one way for companies to 
show their understanding of the drivers to their long-term success. And those drivers, as Jessica 
Fries, director in the corporate reporting team at Pricewaterhouse Coopers, explained in a PwC 
video, are broader than they were in the past. 

These days, those drivers include innovation, access to scarce resources, relationships with 
key communities, and how that is giving them an advantage in the future.15 Fries uses the 
megacorporation Unilever as an example. The integrated report allows Unilever to show 
stakeholders how they are balancing their growth strategy and the increasing scarcity of resources. 



NEW PRINCIPLES

The IIRC framework offers six guiding principles in the making of the integrated report. 

PRINCIPLE DETAILS

Strategic focus and  Define strategy and how it creates value in the future.  
future orientation Traditional annual reports do the opposite by documenting  
 what happened in the past year and focusing mainly on  
 financial capital.

Connectivity of information Break down the old ways of isolated thinking and illustrate  
 how material factors influence one another.

Stakeholder responsiveness  Describe quality of relationships with key stakeholders by  
 reporting how the company addresses the needs and  
 interests of each group.

Materiality and conciseness Traditional annual reports can run several hundred pages.  
 There is no page limit for integrated reports, but many  
 companies have been able to get them down to 30-50 pages.  
 Abridged financials are sufficient. Some companies like  
 Nedbank feature their detailed reports online and leave the  
 specifics out of the integrated report in order to make the  
 latter more concise and readable.

Reliability and completeness Include both positive and negative data that is considered  
 material to the business. Accuracy, trust and transparency  
 are key.

Consistency and comparability Make it easy to compare data from one period to another.  
 Try using benchmark data, ratios or other quantitative  
 indicators.

MORE THAN A TREND

So far, corporate reporting on environmental, social and corporate governance issues remain largely 
voluntarily. However, that may change in the future. In 2010, South Africa became the first country 
to require integrated reporting. 

The shift to integrated reporting continues to gain momentum. The IIRC launched a pilot program 
in October 2011 to guide businesses publishing integrated reports for the first time. One year later, 
the number of companies in the pilot program doubled from 50 to more than 100 organizations.16

Coca Cola, NovoNordisk, Volvo, Puma, HSBC, and Microsoft are among the giants that have 
transitioned into the new model of reporting.

The emergence of integrated reporting does not equate to the end of detailed sustainability 
reporting. In fact, the new model places an even higher priority on sustainability. The major shift is 
in integrative thinking.

“If you’re running the company correctly in the first place, this is what you should be doing 
already,” said Bertie Loots, head of Deloitte’s integrated reporting team, on Summit TV. “This is 
an opportunity for you to tell the story of your company, to tell what actually happens around the 
boardroom table and to try get a competitive advantage that way. In our increasingly connected 
world, that’s the way the world is moving.”17



TAKE YOUR COMPANY TO THE FUTURE  
OF CORPORATE REPORTING 
Visit www.LapidaryCopy.com today and receive a free subscription to Millie Lapidario’s monthly 
newsletter “Sustainability Secrets of Successful Companies.” In each issue, you’ll learn how the 
leading corporations are driving sustainability and how you can do the same for your business.

About Millie Lapidario

Millie Lapidario has been a published writer since 2001, starting as a newspaper reporter, then 
communications specialist, and now, freelance copywriter at Lapidary Copy for sustainability-
focused companies. Through her skilled use of language, she engages the target audiences of her 
B2B and B2C clients from multiple industries. Every company has a story to tell, and Millie thrives 
on telling those stories. Millie’s writing reflects her ability to understand her clients’ needs and 
translate their message in the style that defines Lapidary Copy: elegant and precise.

To contact Millie,  
call (310) 920-9118  

or e-mail 
millie@lapidarycopy.com
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