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Theimperative needs of dialogue between CSR
departmentsand PR practitioners

Empirical evidence from Spain

Jsabel ARuiz-M oral‘and Jairo Lugo-Ocando
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Deleted: Abstractf

This chapter examines how corporate social responsitiBR)
engages with public relations (PR) and other forms @figgsional
communication in the context of the digital age in Spain. The
main research question asks why CSR practitioners failed to
understand that political communication and stakeholder
engagement are at the core of what they do? Consequbkatly, t
authors have looked at the top companies listed in the IBEK 3
Spain, which happen to be those that have invested neswarces
in CSR in that country. The research included the triangulafio
the different sets of data by combining semi-structured iietes/
with the analysis of annual reports, communication strategies
digital ethnographic observations of the digital platfer
(websites and social networks). The overall research suggestq
there is scarcity of public relations practitioners respdaéiy the
formulation or communication of CSR policies in major Sphni
companies, both in digital and non-digital spaces. The way wej
interpret these results is that there is an important gagebetthie
awareness of CSR departments in relation to communication
needs and the view they have about the ability of communicatj
professionals to deliver these goals. Consequently, commionicf
strategies become peripheral and performative exercises ieh
organization, rather than being considered a core p&$R.1
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Recent research carried out in Sgad;tuggests that corporate social responsibility (CSR) ’
| Formatted: English (United Kingdom)

departments tend to downplay existing and potential contributions from public relations  Formatted: English (United Kingdom)

professionals. Accordingly, public relations practitioners are not sufficiently invahvine i
conceptualization, designed and implementation of CSR prog%gn’lmis lack of input from

PR professionals, in our view, accounts for some of the most important operatfaiahdies

and accountability deficits of CSR programs. To be sure, public relations practitioners
involvement in CSR has traditionally been limited to assistance in the production ohtred a
report55,6 or just seeking ways of using CSR as a peripheral activity for reputation maeretge
purposes7. This has become bluntly obvious in current tim@gn social media and interactive
technologies are re-configog the relationship and landscape between companies, institutions
and their stakeholders. It is in the face of this scenario of transformational comtionsitiaat
many CSR departments within large, medium and small organizations find thesndeprived

from the necessary expertise to address the challenges of the digital age.
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

Indeed, many of those managing CSR, for example, still see annual repoetsrasrth
tool for transparency and accountability in relation to the performance and thespilitie
companies and organizations for which they W%lkonsequently, not only these reports
continue to be at the core of reputation management in relation to CSR, but thepnélsae to
consume a disproportionate amount of time and resources from the organizatairwiitth
have meant neglecting other areas of public engagement such as dialogue bitiding w
stakeholders in times of increasing digitalization, interconnectivity and atitet. The end
result is that CSR continues to be mostiparformative exercis:eg 10 one that fails to engage
with stakeholders and the public in general in the boarder sense.

Moreover, in this digital era, when stakeholders seem to be more proactivenstahntly
demanding and looking for informati%:rli regarding the organizations performance and wider
impact upon society, some of the most traditional approaches towards CSR have become
outdated or at least insufficient to comply with normative requirements regaraisgarency
and accountability. Indeed, the increasing use by stakeholders, NGOs, activists andiswiali
social media and other interactive communication technologies present importemgesand
opportunities that do not currepdeem to be properly addressed by CSR departments in Spain.

To be sure, digital platforms and all their applications are creating new ways m whic
stakeholders, pressure groups and the public at large are engaging with the orgaaizdtions
companiesflattening traditional hierarchical relations and bringing about a further degree of
complexity. Contrary to the past, an organization cannot decide nowadays to restrantrisish
of communication nor predict with certainty the ultimate outcomes of its engagsiraagy.
Organizations no longer can avoid public criticism of their brands on Fac%gamd people

can share on Twitter or Instagram pictures about the effects of their comraetisities on the
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments anacifopers

environment, upload a video on YouTube of a major corporation that can wipe out #he shar
price value in seconds or create a WhatsApp group to mobilize local people in fagamst a
that organization. All in all, the digital era has brought about a forced realigctit and
complex engagement for all companies and organizations from around thé‘%l«vbmh now
operate in the context of the so-calledk society/.:l‘4

It is because of this context of increasing interconnectivity and risk that CSR Ias
understood and examined in terms of the larger spectrum of communicative tmxnim]‘?
Despite this, many of those studying, conducting and implementing CSR programaectmtin
display a lack of engagement with areas such as political communication arssipraie
communication. Indeed, CSR tends to be seen and treated from a theoretical perapddaiv
empirical standpoint as an empty concefiiosely based on moral communicatiowhich is
“filled with different meanings16 It is a concept that in practice tends to accommodate to the
strategic priorities of each organization and it is often devoid of wider societadlemigins and
critical thinking.

Moreover, the prevalent meanings given to CSR by practitioners tend to be adiculat
without a proper contextualization within political communication. This is a gap
ourselves have found among practitioners in the case of Spain, as wesdlibergaps between
the communication requirements of modern CSR and its actual engagement with the
organizations own departments of PR and public aﬁgTZsThis, we argue, is not only due to
managerial perception towards what PR is and does (or in that effect what it caC@&Rjdout
also fundamentally a product of a misconception of what CSR is about in this day and age

This all is aggravated by the very naive assumptions around the role of social miedia a

digital technologies in the practices of CSR &Ml These assumptions, we found, tend to
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

embrace a techno-determinist view trgmmetrical communicatio%8 can be achieved by
pure technological means, while downplaying the role of human agency and politicat.conte
According to this premise, the new technologies themselves would facilitate agpobce
dialogue and democratization of corporate communication and enable furthemntabddy of
corporate actions. A view, of course, that tends to ignore issues such historgamdational
prerogatives.

Instead, as we suggest here, the configuration of maalia ecologyfor PR19 has
exacerbated in many cases the fundamental dilemma in CSR; its prevalent functionalisti
assumption that is there to address issues on the periphery of the organizatiohitskdhial
be subordinated to managerial prerogatives, which is something that public relaizicepr
also assumed for years in its own deontological realm, but that many now haveacome
question?o,zj' By doing this, CSR ends up reacting to issues management and reputation
management, rather than using the new technologies to constitute itself as Bispac
stakeholders, the public and the organization to deliberate on equal terms.

It is because of this that we propose to examine how CSR engages with PReand oth
forms of professional communication in the context of the digital age as art neged The
chapter is based on an empirical study investigating, why do CSR preattifail to understand
that political communication and stakeholder engagement are at the core dieyi@dn? In
order to answer this question, we have carried out semi-structured intervievisosit in
charge of CSR in the top Spanish organization and companies. We also included 8ig ahaly
communication strategies, annual reports and most commonly used digital platforms among

these companies.
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

Our overall suggestion is that CSR needs to engage with professional communication i
the same way that natural science organizations and researchers have been eitgaging w
professional communications over the past few dec%%lé’sm us this benchmarking is urgently
needed to enable CSR departments to develop their full potential in an age in whadtawittu
interactive communications foster meta-geographic communities around thezatigas.
However, this engagement cannot be carried out just in the traditional tertosnofiunicative
actiorf,23 that is, as propaganda (or pure dissemination of messages).

To be sure, CSR arRR departments can no longer be fixate with issues of propaganda
and reputation, but instead, they need to advance towards establishing and consolidating
horizontal relational networks that bring about true accountability and dialogue between the
organization and the stakeholders. To do so, CSR departments will have toeepnbfassional
communication and place it, as social practice, at the core of its own act®itlgsn that
manner, we argue, can CSR departments use the new technologies to create spaceefor

hierarchical dialogue between organizations and the rest of society.

Failed mutual engagement

The professional definitions of 3&,25,26 and CSI37,28 are closely related. This is because
accountability to the public is a capital premise for bzogras they are seen as an opportunity for
transparency and accountability in the face of managing relations between theatigaaind

its stakeholders. Otherwise, as some authors point out, CSR and PR efforidaager of
becoming just agreenwashing reputatibexercise?o,?’l This point has been embraced by

several authors. Gonzalez-Herrero, for example, studies this relation frisisa cr
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and ftRpees

communication perspective and argues how responsible companies are in a strongeit@osit
avoid crisis when they are managing the relations with their public in a proactive manner
particularly in relation to issues managem%%t.

Castillo-Esparcia, on the other hand, has examined this relation from the needue achie
equality among stakeholders, the public and organizations and the necessibgtizeeeach
other. For him &permanent dialogue with the publicsvhere all the stakeholders are
participating in the decision-making process, is crucial in modern g%ESEtang, also follows
a similar approach when she affirms that PR and CSR are closely linked as professional
disciplines as they both are strategic for the organizgtzll(ﬁhe states that PR implies
communication and exchange of ideas to generate a change in the orgaﬁlszaﬁtih: issues
management is related with CSR, because emerging issues normally haaé a soc
background’?6

Moreover, Daugherty considers public relations practitioners astinporate
consciencésuggesting thétpublic relations are the practice of social responsibiﬁtK/This
concept of corporate conscientenay sound moral and seductive, maybe because of the
idealistic role given to PR as a peacemaker, breaking the barriers between orgeréaatio
publics.38 However, as LEtang cautiously reminds us, in reality thésenscience efforteend
up focusing, too often, on protecting the organizaaaputation from external threg?srather
than providing organizational accountability to publics and stakeholders.

Putting LEtangs well-reasoned reservations to one sitlere are nevertheless very
convincing arguments to support the incorporation of public relations professio@8&in
policy planning and executio‘}l(,),‘u particularly in an era in which information and

communication technologies are fostering and extended realm of influencecéald s
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

responsibilities for all organizations. Daugherty, in fact, regrets thietmarticipation of

public relations professionals in the design and implementation of CSR, since itsrfsinctio

are increasingly being placed in the hands of others individuals because many
public relations practitioners are unprepared to handle the responsibilities of
continuously monitoring attitudes and expectations of stakeholders, preparing
executives to develop strong relationships with stakeholders and truly

understanding the relationship between and organization and its many

constituentsdf2

Contrary to this view, Signitzer and Prexl, in their own research about suséain
communication, stated thgbublic relations practitioners do have the necessary expertise and
competence to communicate on issues of corporate sustainability afidT@®&Raccording to
them, happens especially in the area of sustainability issues, Vpihefessional communication
skills are urgently needéé3 In this sense, these authors state that CSR and PR must have a
close relationship in the organization, while advising that CSR and professionalin@ation
managers should work closely together.

This last is even more the case in a scenario in which CSR departments not only need to
communicate what they do but are required to integrate communities and stakeholdresah g
into the process of design and implementation of organizational policy. To do so, oltbastho
whois better placed than communicational professionals? ié/tapable antias sound
expertise in dealing with external and internal publics? Who would be better plaimdtop
the relational platform for CSR department than those who know how to createt @rde
develop social media provisions in ways that are accessible and relevant fanigheof

publics and stakeholders?
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

Having said that, CSR and PR departments have rarely walked hand #ﬂn‘!asnd.
Furthermore, different organizations have different approaches to CSR. Some afthene
that CSR is a unidirectional exercise and they decide when, what and how they cocatenuni
with the public in relation to their own organizational efforts. They practice an approach to CSR
from business—centris#l? one that maintains a relation with the publics from the
economic/profit point of vievf;'.7 These organizations tend to altogether overlook stakeholder
approaches to CSﬁB,,A'g therefore, they do not take into account approaches that perhaps would
allow them to understand their impact upon society and solve more structuraﬁqgsjije,

Overall, as some authors suggest, public relations practitioners lead oradwedrin
CSR efforts, even in those cases in which organizations depart from the staig¢holde
perspective":f2 In the cases in which public relations practitioners are not involved, dialogue
seems to be absent from the communication process relating to CSR, which tends tadbe inste
unidirectional and hierarchical. Therefore, any possibility of fulfilling theepial of social
media and digital technologies to develop a relational platform with the variety aépabtl
stakeholders of the organization is mostly hiededay the inability of both disciplines to talk to

each other.

Social media and dialogue

There are, however, many cases from around the world when organizationsmtiasteken a
distinctive approach, one defined fmpen and interactive communicaﬂo%3 In these cases,
this relation of dialogue with the stakeholders and the public becomes an oppodwunity f

organizations to use CSR programs to create spaces for mutual undegstamtiaccountability.
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and ftRmpees

This model to which Grunig and HuSrﬁ referred to assymmetrical assumes that the public has
some effect upon the organizatismpolicy and actions. In it, stakeholders can be engaged and
take part in shaping and evaluating the agenda of the organjzataying the possibility of
implementing a creative problem-solving proégsm which the public in general and
stakeholders in particular become active actors.

In this sense, social media represents an opportunity to initiate transcendental
organizational changes. By introducing new ways of dialogue these organizatioftster a
relational approach that would help them achieve a two-way symmetrical public relations
model.56 However, it is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss whetherrdadys
happening on the ground yet; moreover, there is already a comprehensive bodytofdithat
has presented a set of criticisms toward some of the assumptions around symmetricadfmodels
communicr:ttiont-?7,58,":’9 As Yang and Kent have highlighted in their own research about social
media use in Fortune 500 corporations, the evidence indicates that socialsnsé@Himostly
used as one-way messaging tools by most organizations, rather than as relationship build
tools.60

Likewise, let us be clear in our own position, it is not the technologies themselves that
have catalyzed dialogue and relational networks in those cases where it haebffeatipened
but the fact that these organizations decided to embraced a model that privileges dialogyie as
consider it‘an efficient and ethical way for organizations to communicate with their publics in
the social network and maintain corporate Iegitin’faec]yThis is not to say that information and
communication technologies have not played any role whatsoever. On theydhisa

precisely because of them that dialogical spaces have become so importatztysowat rather

they have had dacilitating’ role. This because the age of digital and interactive media has
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

incentivized new types of behaviors, both from the publics and the organizatidbbarest,

Bouffard and Zajmovic state,

The listening strategﬁy2 ... assumes that new technologies, and particularly the
Internet, make it possible to invent new ways of sharing knowledge faster. It is
therefore important to listen to the conversations that take place on social

platforms and analyze them in order to stay abreast of public opinion angyhthro

Commented [CE2]: AU: Please provide missing volume numb

. . . s 63
this, to recruit collaborators, or even create partnerships with influencers. | R R

In the digital age, stakeholders are more active in their behavior towards ceshpadi
organizations and organizations are constantly under pressure to maintain theiorepath
strengthen their bran(a‘s1 in away that was not that common in the past. Social media has
changed the way people relate and participate in their communities by allowing thesmit¢o cr
and share content. The new digital media ecology has reinforced the abilityedfadtéers to
express their identity, provoking co-creation, and also facilitating the stakehatiesfication
with the company and with the communﬁ?/.lndeed, this new media ecosystemlso referred
. 66 . _ N Commented [CE3]: AU: Please provide missing publisher

to as newmedia ecology” ' — is creating further demands for transparency, accountability and | 'ocation.
dialogue. The public in general and stakeholders in particular can how manage their own
relations with the organizations while these last can no longer avoid interaction emtgrellic
exposure.

Therefore, what we want to rescue from tisigmmetrical approach is not its techno-
deterministic assumptions but its premise that communication professionals need togagly e
with horizontal platforms to foster dialogue and that fact that the approach assessthe
organization, the stakeholders and the public at large as equals. CSR degartave to face to

the fact that public relations professionals have bedagreasingly important ificreating,
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

cultivating, and managing online brand communities, as well as of establishing and mantainin
the relationships created by active, engaged pL’J’b%something that is becoming increasingly
important.

Indeed, if lilding, maintaining and enhamgj relationships with the stakeholders has
always been a function of public relations professionals, this has now extended to a global
scale68 thanks to the new technologies, which facilitate global interconnectivity and exposure
This can create, neverthelessrisky environmen’t6 | for those companies with CSR programs
that stand away from transparency and a stakeholder approach. Reseaawiriekt of Spain
indicates that CSR organizational programs that are not managed by public relations
professionals tend to present important deficiencies when trying to engage stakehwidies in
process of corporate decision-making (this might be of course a deliberatedbeffit is not a
sensible strateg)z(.)

In the majority of these cases, dialogue is absent and CSR becomes a cynical and futile
performative exercise to preserve reputation and branding at all cost, with subsegkiashba
on the long term. The recent history of CSR is filled with the graveyards of thoskied in
the attempt to reach out by means of unsatisfactory compromises between the corporative
prerogatives and societal demar?&slt is precisely in this context in which we need to raise the
question about why companies are not exploring and incorporating the ability of platlanse
professionals to promote this engagement and why it has become such a missed opportunity,

particularly in the light of the rise of social media and digital technologies?

Resear ch approaches
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

To answer these questions, we have carried out semi-structured interviews to tihasge of
CSR in top Spanish organizatiohcompanies, as well as public relations professionals also
working for them. We also included the examination of communication strategiea| sgpurts
and most commonly used digital platforms among these companies. Irsdoivgywanted to
explore why particular companies and organizations are not making full use obtfilailjties
offered by the new media technologies. The key thesis is that the lack ofiotzation
professional, by which we mean individuals who have studied and prepared tlesnselesign
and implement communication policy within organizations, in CSR departmentsshihdir
ability to appropriate and use the relatively new wave of communication technologies.

To do so, we looked at the top companies listed in the IBEX 35 in Spain, which happen
to be the ones that have invested more resources in CSR in that country. Our sampks, howe
included only 28 companies in total. This because one company (Acerol Mittal) canndbeeally
considered Spanish, while six others declined to take part in the study (Indite>xa B2aj
Madrid-, Amadeus IT Holding, Grifols, EbroFoods, Bolsas y Mercados Esparioles). An¢he ti
of the fieldwork, the companies in our study included, among others, Telefénica, Sgntande
Iberdrola, BBVA, Repsol, Gas Natural, Abertis Infraestructuras, Ferrovial, @@Struccion,
Caixa Bank, Red Eléctrica Corporacion, Banco Popular, Iberia, Banco Sabadell, Acciona,
Mapfre, Enagas, Bankinter, Indra A, FCC, Endesa, Técnicas Reunidas, OHL, Mediaset Espafia,
Acerinox, Abengoa, and Gamesa y Sacyr Vallehermoso.

We triangulated the data to examine a) the relationship between CSR and professional
communication and b) how these companies engage with stakeholders and publicalrbgener
means of digital platforms. In so doing, we were trying to better understand ypothem@xisting

gaps between moral communication, normative claims and CSR practice, but alsenddédn
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

seek ways in which this gap can be addressed. We are fully aware of the limitatidhesha
types of approaches carried out, particularly in relation to the performativesasptfe semi-
structured interviews (that is, between what people say they do and what they acjuaile d
triangulated the different sets of data by combining semi-structured intervidwshevclose
reading of annual reports, communication strategies and digital ethnographic observatiens of

digital platforms (such as websites and social networks).

What the data say

Firstly, we map the professional profile of the CSR departments of these comphaeiear§,
on average, small, as 71% of them have five or less employees. Thége &sparticular
imbalance in terms of gender, despite the fact that 93% of their employees ae,\8afb of
the managers are men. This, however, is not different from the national trends imSyash
similar levels of inequality can be obser\7/(gc73 in other areas of these same organizations.
Secondly, almost a third of all employees in these CSR departments have a lnasikgssund
(32%), followed by environmeal (16%), then information/computing and communicatidout
none in PR- (14%) quality and engineering (9%) and, finally, human resources (6%).
Overall, the semi-structured interviews suggest that part of the activities of CSR
managers in the companies included in the study relate to PR. However, thasewetbr
confirmed that most of these managers do not have any professional training in PR or
background in professional communication. They are, in other words, professionals who lack
adequate training around professional communication, whiclpasadoxically- an area that

they themselves recognize &gy’ part of their own work. Only in one case did we find a person
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

with a communications background. This was, nevertheless, someone with a background in
journalism not in PR.

The data obtained from the semi-structured interviews also highlight the lowrogfiait
CSR managers have of public relations professionals: 64% of them thirfidthapt need any
professional communication expertise in their departriieftgey justify this because 1) their
companies have already a general communication department and 2) comouimdasR is
only for “doing reports so“you can outsour¢ethat task. It is worth highlighting that there were
specific cases in which CSR managers had opted to incorporate temporarily cortiongiica
professionals in their departments. They did so, according to the interviews, foatwo
reasons, 1) to manage relations with stakeholders and 2) to communicate CEBR. polic

Nevertheless, our data shows that there is scarcity of public relations practitioners
responsible for the formulation or communication of CSR policies in major Spaotigbanies.
When we asked about the ideal professional profile for a CSR manager, nosinglaease
were public relations professionals mentioned. Moreover, one of the managers vegrtiout
way to say that hénever would choose a public relations practitioner to fill that’pdstis
reluctance to employ public relations professionals happens, despitetitiafa6% of the staff
in CSR departments seems well aware of the links with communications depadments
‘strategi¢. Moreover, 64% of the interviewees think thiadbmmunicatiofi is “fundamentdl for
CSR programs.

The way we interpret these results is that there is an important gap beteeerateness
of CSR departments in relation to communication needs and the view they have aladiittth
of communication professionals to deliver these goals. These findings coddsgmilar

studies that have also indicated negative perceptions around public relations praz:?ﬁ}o?nser
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

In any case, further research is needed to understand better the bureaucratic arationgdni
barriers imposed to communication professionals in CSR departments.

We do know, however, that this dichotomy is not only about assigning importance to
communication while downplaying the role of professional communicatiorit, biso reflects a
wider paradox between theory and practice within CSR departments. Indeed, when asked about
the need to engage the public in the process of designing CSR polices, 97% responded that it was
in fact“very important. Moreover, many of the same respondents added how digital
technologies had enabled the possibility of ample consultation and dialogue. Homeatethe
responses from the semi-structured interviews were contrasted agamstudledigital records
of the companies, we found that in only a few cases had the organization actuathessed
technologies to open bidirectional channels of communications with its stakehmhdethe
public. Moreover, in most cases in the sample, there was no evidenceytfegdivack had been
incorporated or even taken into account in the design or evaluation of any of the Q&Rnpro
in question. In other words, there is a big disparity between the normative ctaims o
communication engagement and the actual practice on the ground. Rather than inclusive
consultation, the communication provisienboth organizational and digitalare in fact set in a
very traditional hierarchical form by the top managers of the organizations.

The data also suggests that despite normative claims of symmetrical &ppraad the
rise of the interactive and digital technologies, the predominant channels of commuanicatio
continue to be used in very unidirectional ways from the top to the bottom. To be surairthe m
channels used by CSR staff to engage with stakeholders and the public ateegantsa(93%),
traditional corporate website (86%), email (82%) and questionnaires (79%). Other channels used

include discussion fora (64%) and group meetings (86%), but fbiswhat we observed are
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and fiRpees

performed in controlled environments, and none of its contents or outputs seemeatpdnto
CSR policy or actions.

To make matters worse, there seems to be an important gap in the understantiaig of w
dialogue in the digital era means. Indeed, while 57% of the interviewees claim to useokacebo
or LinkedlIn, 32% use blogs and 32% use Twitter as channels to communicate with the public,
our own ethnographic observations found no conversations at all. Instead, whatvebledo
observe were verystandardizedmessages with little or no interaction between the publics and
the organizations. In other words, these technological platforms are mostysusieahnels for
top-to-bottom dissemination rather than as a space for conversation. Thisliogien
dissemination is even more prevalent in the way these organizations understarzchagel m

their annual reports.

What CSR reports say

From previous research, we know that companies claim to have different reasonsrfgr issui
CSR reports but that, in practice, those who do so mainly see these refaitsgegood for
business76 Therefore, despite the fact that an annual CSR report should be an instrument to
engage with the general public in general and stakeholders in particular, it is not surpssiag
how in 61% of cases there is a clear focus on internal stakeholder&veiore00% of

companies included employees, and a very large proportion of these reporntietieaged to
shareholders and investors (97%), while 94% of these reports dedicated sections ®rsustom
(94%). In other words, CSR reports have effectively become an instrument for the gampan

talk to itself and to its clients rather than with society at large.
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3.2 The imperative needs of dialogue between CSR departments and #iopess

Indeed, only in 33% of these reports we were able to find referenteth¢d
stakeholders such as foundations, regulators, indigenous communities andTinedientent
analysis found relatively low frequency in the use of words relating to corporsengace,
analysts and experts, opinion leaders and external bloggers. What our contesig aigiilights
is that CSR reports tend to leave aside what Burson-Marstelléegafluential or ‘techno-

influential’ stakeholders,

A new breed of opinion leaders, influential and focused on technology,
seamlessly connecting their work and personal lives while transmitting
. . . 77

information on companies, brands and products.

This again happens despite explicit normative claims made around communication. |Béeed, 8
of the CSR reports provided information about the tools of dialogue and participatiorethat a
used in the organization, both in the area of CSR and in business in generalepbesemake
explicit claims about external communication tools, which are said to be both tiidie¢@nd
unidirectional. These claims seem to be based on the notion that traditional websites and
microblogging are per se interactive and bidirectional and the belief that ifsisliris sufficient
to create spaces for symmetrical dialogue. In 100% of cases, the reports claim tineseasl|
such as corporate websites, emails and online documentation available on themgdg®
with the public, while in 67% of the cases similar claims are made in relation to the use of
specific microsites.

In these reports, the CSR departments claim to use other digital spacesesuch as
conferences and e-meetings (61%), followed loy-fa-face meetings with different

stakeholders (58%). But contrasting this with the semi-structured interviews and the
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observations, it became clear that the use of these spaces was heavilledaritbnot entirely

open. With a lower frequency in their use, we findailbox for suggestions and complaints

(36%), online newsletters (27%), email services (email or mobile message) and ounling, for

with 24% in both cases. In all, 21% turn to blogs and to a lesser degree, corporate publications,
such as corporate magazines (18%) and institutional magazines (15%).

Finally, social networks (15%) and subscription services or RSS (6%) score at the bottom
of our analysis. In this sense, social networks appearing in CSR reports as channels with
stakeholders are Twitter (36%), Facebook (36%) and YouTube (33%). Those thateggpear
prominently are Flirk (21%), LinkedIn (9%), Tuenti (9%) and Slideshare (6%). Other social
networks are appearing, such as Xing (6%), Picassa (3%) and Google+ (3%), partisularly a
these companies expand in other markets. Interestingly, all these forms bfreatizaand
networking scored way below very traditional channels such as the corporate esgdich
are still used in 58% of the cases to deliver the message to the stakeholders ésrtkd pre

channel to communicate with stakeholders.

CSR on PR

The close reading of CSR reports can also help elucidate how those producing thesigbrt

in CSR departmentssee the issues concerning to PR. The results point out different categories.
On afirst instance (Level A), we find that an overwhelming majority @féiports deal with risk
management (85%), relationships with stakeholders (76%), the production itself of CSR reports
(76%), ethical codes (70%), corporate image and reputation (61%), internal communication

management (61%), CSR training (61%), communication channels an{face-contact with
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the public (58%) and external communication management (52%). In other words, CSR staff in
their own annual reports recognized these aremsociated with PRas priorities in their day-
to-day work.

On a second level (which we will call B), we found that 33% of the reports deal with
communication channels online 2.0. These included issues relating to transpsueh@s CSR
redemption accounts (33%), marketing and/or advertising responsible (33%) and research on
CSR (6%). On a third level (called C), we found CSR agendas by countries and topics such as
education, health, productivity and energy efficiency, the resolution of confifotsgh
approved systems, communication and crisis management, code of ethics in advertising and
suppliers, measuring 2.0 environments reputation and credibility. All of these & tisat
demand professional communication expertise. Therefore, the absence of patidicse

professionals in CSR departments is even more striking.

Conclusion

The case remains that many CSR departments underperform in relation torextreectiill
potential of professional communication approaches in general, and in particyldajltire

taking advantage of the wide set of possibilities offered by new digital and interanttlia
technologies. We can only speculate as to why these departments are sa telectgage in a
more comprehensive manner wiRR as a professional discipline and as to why public relations
practitioners tend to seem systematically excluded from CSR. Moreover, wheerfeistlg

clear to us that by developing these bridges between CSR departments and public relations

professionals they could become‘ambudsmeh78 for both stakeholders and the public at large
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and therefore fulfill their potential as a space for transparency and accbiynifalai complex
and challenging era in which social media and digital technologies are creatingd aeset o
demands7.9

Examining the interviews responses to this lack of recognition of and coopevétion
PR, it is clear that professional boundaries and protectitgudéls seem to play an important
part in creating barriers against these professionals. Not only because dieningviewees
and their CSR report said, but also because of what they did not say. That is, a lack of reasonable
justification as to why they are reluctant to employ more public relations professibnede
silences perhaps also help explain, in part, the gender imbalances at théhéomahagerial
scale, which no doubt are a key component in these attitudes towards PR.

Indeed, being small departments within large organizations, people might becgme ver
protective of their working space and jobs. In these cases, managers tend to adioaisa Pre
Guard for vested interests and traditional organizational arrangements. diptheshas
tremendous organizational and ethical implications as the incorporation of pldiimnse
professionals into CSR departments could also help close the gender gap. Afteraalinitjise
professional area overwhelmingly pursued by women who tend to occupislepdend
managerial roles, something desperately needed in CSR depal%(r)]ents.

Our data, at least in the case of Spain, challenge in part the findings of other muthors
relation to how in European companies CSR and communication departments segoetulire
engage and cooperate in the continent. According to these authors, referring toatiiées in
Europe, these are the two departments that tend to more frequently cooperate ane kkelynor
to have formalized their cooperatiggi.This regrettably does not seem to be the case of Spain,

where instead the biggest compahi@SR and communication departments appear to be living
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in almost parallel universes. Nevertheless, against this seemly distinctiveSgssrolet us not
forget— and warn-that the variety of studies around CSR departments in Europe and the United
States have been mostly based on perceptions derived from interviews, thensfiostetbby
normative claims rather than by empirical observations.

If anything, by triangulating different approaches and research strategies, our findings
show the lack of professionalization for communication in CSR on an empirical level. This
applies well in Spain and perhaps also in other countries. It would advisable for resseafch
these societies to examine factual empirical evidence beyond the normathserokde in semi-
structured interviews. Moreover, as Russo and Pgrzrihave stated, when we have seen
globally how“large firms still lack the ability to integrate the management of these specific
relationships into their corporate stratégy

If this gap is to be filled, then CSR departments ought to consider the inconpafatio
professional communication practitioners at the core of their strategy, soméitiag the
moment is not happening. Perhaps, in all justice to the CSR departments, theréodeeim
generalized distrust against PR, not because of their professional capacity bdthastese
communication departments are generally perceived tallgmed to the strategic management
of the organization, whereas this is not always the case for the CSR'rdzma’n?s In other
words, it is not so much the professional capacities of those individuals which aretiomues
but the ethical reservations around their ability to detach themselves stffifiem the core
objectives of the organization. Public relations professionals are in fact Seemaso
‘contaminateor ‘hinder the ability of CSR departments to communicate effectively and
transparently with the stakeholders given these ethical reservations. Sadly, in tagstheas

tradition of PR is seen as tomtter and too’compromisedby many.84
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This presents an important paradox, given the need of organizations to improve dialogue
with stakeholders and to show how companies are genuinely interested in working with the
community to mitigate, if not eliminate, negative societal impacts. In tedhgital era, these
companies have to demonstrate how they are working to introduce the stakshmaerof
view in their agenda. They need to prove how committed they are with CSR and society and,
top of that, be able to communicate this message effectively, particulahly light of
unfulfilled promises and mistakes made in the past. But how to do this without a close
collaboration and engagement with professional communication? Particuladhtioflithe
emergence of a multiplicity of 2.0 tools, which sofas we have seen herdave been mostly
sub-utilized. These questions, in our sample of companies, remain wide open and in need of

further research. Nevertheless, these are issues, which urgently need to be addressed.
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