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A levers of control perspective 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
Little is known about the role of management control systems (MCS) in managing the strategic 
processes that underpin Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). To enhance our understanding of 
this phenomenon, this study employs Simons’ (1995) levers of control  framework to explore 
how organizations leverage MCS in different ways in order to drive strategic renewal and trigger 
organizational change while simultaneously supporting society’s broader sustainability agenda. 
Drawing on data gathered from France’s largest listed companies – members of the CAC 40 – we 
provide insights into the structures and processes that companies employ to design, implement 
and monitor their CSR strategy. In doing so, we provide evidence of the way that organisations 
seek to attain their CSR objectives, and of the relationship between the management of CSR and 
other business processes. Of particular interest is the role of the levers of control in enabling 
managers to identify and manage threats and opportunities associated with CSR strategy, thus 
forming risk management processes that support organisations in their attainment of strategic 
objectives. Furthermore, the study provides evidence suggesting the use of MCS has the potential 
to contribute to society’s broader sustainability agenda through processes that enable innovation, 
communication, reporting, and the identification of threats and opportunities. 
 
Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility – CSR Strategy – Levers of Control – Management 
Control Systems – Sustainability 
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1. Introduction 
 
The perceived importance of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has developed in recent 

years in line with a growing recognition that it offers companies the potential to develop a 
competitive advantage (Porter & Kramer, 2006, 2011). CSR consists of a set of social and 
environmental activities that companies implement on a voluntary basis in order to address the 
social and environmental impact of their business and the expectations of their stakeholders 
(European Commission, 2001). In contrast to a stream of accounting literature that regards CSR 
strategy as part of an instrumental plan by corporations to gain legitimacy or manage reputation, 
offering limited capacity to contribute to society’s broader sustainability agenda (cf. Gray, 2010; 
Milne et al., 2006), in this study we adopt a perspective that views CSR strategy as an essential 
element of an organisation’s core business. This approach does not exclude the possibility of 
‘greenwashing’1 as a set of legitimizing actions within this strategy, but advocates that CSR 
strategy is essentially concerned with embedding socially and environmentally responsible actions 
throughout the organisation in order to enhance long-term value (Moon, 2007).  

 
Firms face increasing pressures in relation to their management of CSR. First, if 

improvements in social and environmental performance are to translate into long-term 
shareholder value, firms will need to ensure that associated activities are fully integrated into 
strategic processes (Adams & McNicholas, 2007; Perez et al., 2007). Research is therefore 
required to understand the role of management control systems (MCS) in facilitating the 
management of CSR activities that can in turn support the attainment of organisational objectives 
(Gond et al., 2012; Perez et al., 2007). This also requires a greater understanding of the internal 
processes through which CSR performance is managed and linked to other business processes. 
Second, as stakeholders demand more information about CSR performance, or about the relation 
between economic and CSR performance, firms will need to become more proactive and 
transparent in their management of social and environmental activities (Bartolomeo et al., 2000; 
Burnett & Hansen, 2008; O'Dwyer, 2002, 2005; Perego & Hartmann, 2009). For example, social 
and environmental reporting and auditing processes can enhance corporate transparency and 
accountability by providing a greater visibility of the inner functioning of organizations 
(Hopwood, 2009). Third, increasingly stringent environmental legislation means that firms will 
need to incorporate external costs into their business planning in order to manage the risks 
associated with undertaking or even avoiding CSR activities (Bartolomeo et al., 2000; Porter & 
Kramer, 2006, 2011; Porter & van der Linde, 1995; Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). This implies an 
important role for MCS in helping managers to identify and manage potential threats and 
opportunities. 

 
With these concerns in mind, this paper addresses recent calls in the literature for empirical 

research into the role of MCS in relation to the social and environmental activities undertaken by 
organisations (for example Ferreira et al., 2010; Gond et al., 2012; Henri & Journeaut, 2010; 
Perez et al., 2007) by shedding light on the following research question: How do organizations use 
management control systems to manage CSR strategy? The distinction between the different levers of 
control used by senior managers to control strategy (Simons, 1995) provides the conceptual 
framework for the paper. We employ the LOC framework to explore how managers combine 
two types of processes, diagnostic and interactive, to balance ‘intended’ (i.e. top-down) and 
‘emergent’ (i.e. bottom-up) strategies, while simultaneously identifying opportunities and 
managing risks through the use of two other types of systems, beliefs and boundaries. A balance 
between these different uses of MCS is fundamental to the success of any strategy (Mundy, 2010; 

                                                 
1Greenwashing refers to a form of marketing and promotional activity that is used to promote the 

perception, regardless of the evidence, that an organization is environmentally-friendly.  
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Simons, 1995; Widener, 2007) and therefore appears of primary importance for the successful 
management of CSR strategy.  

 
In seeking to address the above research question, the current study draws on data collected 

via a questionnaire from the CAC 40 group of publicly listed companies in France. Prior research 
in this area has tended to employ in-depth case studies (cf. Crutzen & Herzig, 2012), but is 
limited in its ability to provide a broader picture of practices across a group of organisations. The 
findings from the study demonstrate how organizations use their MCS to facilitate change and 
strategic renewal in CSR. Specifically, by employing the levers of control framework, we show 
how organizations use their MCS to communicate the vision and purpose of CSR; to combine 
intended and emergent strategy; to prescribe acceptable CSR activities, and to manage CSR 
performance. Of particular interest is the use of MCS in enabling managers to identify and 
manage threats and opportunities associated with CSR strategy, thus forming risk management 
processes that support organisations in their attainment of strategic objectives. Furthermore, the 
study provides evidence suggesting that MCS have the potential to support the transformation of 
organisational practices that can contribute to sustainable development through processes that 
facilitate innovation, communication, reporting, and the identification of threats and 
opportunities.   

 
The paper makes several contributions to the literature. First, it addresses recent calls in the 

literature for research into the role of MCS in the transformation of organisational practices that 
contribute to society’s sustainability agenda (Adams & McNicholas, 2007; Gond et al., 2012; 
Perez et al., 2007). By focusing on the management and control of CSR within a group of large 
organisations, the current study provides insights into the structures and processes that 
companies use to manage CSR strategy, and enhances our understanding of the relationship 
between the management of CSR and other business processes. Second, by investigating how 
managers use MCS to identify and manage risks and opportunities associated with CSR, the 
current study addresses recent calls in the literature for more research into risk management 
processes, an important but under-developed area in MCS research (Binder, 2007; Tessier & 
Otley, 2012). Third, this study seeks insights from managers who are directly involved in the 
development of CSR activities, an approach which is being increasingly encouraged, whether 
such research is associated with achieving radical change or simply supporting managers in their 
efforts to undertake CSR activities (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). Fourth, the study provides 
evidence of managers’ use of MCS in managing the subsequent tension between intended (‘top-
down’) and emergent (‘bottom-up’) strategies. The current study thus addresses calls in the 
literature for further insights into the use of the LOC as an analytical tool for understanding the 
management of strategic processes (Gond et al., 2012).    
 

The paper is structured as follows. The following section outlines the LOC framework and 
outlines its relevance and application to the study of the management of CSR strategy. This is 
followed by the research design, including the methods used to conduct the study. The 
subsequent section presents the study’s findings and discussion. The final section provides some 
concluding comments.  

 
2. CSR strategy and the role of MCS 
 

2.1.  The relationship between sustainability, CSR and MCS 
 

Sustainable development (SD) and sustainability are highly complex notions whose various 
definitions are heavily value-laden (Byrch et al., 2007; Moon, 2007). Definitions therefore 
abound: ‘There is clearly no single “sustainability” that can be known and accounted for’ (Gray, 
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2010: 56). Pivotal to this debate is the publication of the Bruntland Report in 1987, in which SD 
was defined as:“[D]evelopment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. It contains within it two key concepts: the 
concept of “needs”, in particular the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding 
priority should be given; and the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social 
organization on the environment’s ability to meet present and future needs.” (World Commission 
for Environment and Development, 1987: 43). In this context of series of major conflicts 
between generations, economies, cultures, and institutions (Milne et al., 2006), sustainability 
appears as a ‘state’ of ‘human-nature relationships’ and SD as ‘a process through which we move 
towards that state’ (Gray, 2010: 53).  

 
Regardless of the motivations behind individual managers’ actions in relation to CSR 

activities, it is generally assumed that firms tend to view SD in terms of its compatibility with 
some modified version of their existing business model (O'Dwyer, 2002). Adopting a ‘business 
case for SD’, proponents of this view argue that business actions towards sustainability will be 
beneficial both for the economy and the environment. This position is often known as the ‘win-
win’ situation (Porter & van der Linde, 1995). In particular, the recent development of the 
concept of ‘shared value’ by Porter and Kramer (2011), understood as ‘creating economic value 
in a way that also creates value for society by addressing its needs and challenges’, has reinforced 
the idea that ‘good’ business can contribute to sustainability. “The corporate sector has the 
finances, the technology and the management to make this happen.” (United Nations quoted by 
Wade, 2005). Consequently, the perceived benefits of CSR are expected to ‘bring incentives for 
corporations to act socially responsibly and this includes contributions to the sustainable 
development agenda’ (Moon, 2007; 296). 

 
Some observers believe, however, that companies exploit sustainability issues solely for the 

purposes of increasing shareholder wealth, with little genuine connection to sustainability 
concerns (cf. Gray, 2010; Milne et al., 2006). Companies driven by such self-interested behaviour 
will necessarily disregard elements of the SD agenda that are not perceived as directly supporting 
their businesses (particularly in the short term) or as sufficiently ‘material’. While conscious of 
these limitations, we do not seek in our study to assess organisations’ motives for engaging in 
CSR, but instead adopt their view of CSR and sustainability as a departure point. Our aim is to 
explore the potential role played by management accounting and control in managing this set of 
activities, in relation to the core-business strategy. The question of how the corporate sector can 
be persuaded or incentivized to contribute to sustainability beyond its own narrow interests is a 
topic for further discussion beyond the scope of this paper. 

 
Given the central role of companies in contributing, even in a narrow and self-interested way, 

to sustainability, managers’ use of MCS can be instrumental in transforming practices that are 
congruent with sustainable development: ‘they can, if used appropriately, push organizations in 
the direction of sustainability’ (Gond et al., 2012: 206). MCS are the ‘formal, information-based 
routines and procedures managers use to maintain or alter patterns in organisational 
activities’(Simons, 1995: 5). They play a significant role in ensuring that environmental and social 
activities are incorporated into an organisation’s strategic plans and objectives (Adams & 
McNicholas, 2007; Gond et al., 2012). MCS provide information to managers for use in decision-
making, regardless of whether the company’s objective in implementing a CSR strategy is 
competitive advantage, legitimacy, reputation management, compliance, industry pressures, 
greenwashing or an attempt to conserve resources (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010).  MCS enable 
managers to make decisions about relevant risks, such as forthcoming legislation, and potential 
opportunities, such as better waste management processes or reduced consumption (Bartolomeo 
et al., 2000; Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). They also support managers by providing information 
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on the use and cost of resources that impact the environment (Bartolomeo et al., 2000) - 
potentially providing a competitive advantage (Burnett & Hansen, 2008) - and by enabling 
managers to identify and involve relevant stakeholders in organisational decisions (O'Dwyer, 
2005).  

 
Environmental management systems (EMS) are an increasingly popular means of 

coordinating, monitoring and managing information that relates to environmental strategy 
(Larrinaga-Gonzales & Bebbington, 2001). EMS incorporate traditional mechanisms, including 
budgeting, performance measurement systems, and risk management processes that are 
commonly used in mainstream business but which are tailored to address the specific issues that 
relate to environmental issues (Henri & Journeaut, 2010). 

 
In summary, the long term focus of CSR strategy means that its activities are increasingly 

treated by organizations as a form of strategic investment. A greater understanding of how MCS 
enable managers to control and monitor CSR strategy is required in order to provide insights into 
the role of MCS in transforming business practices and in managing threats and opportunities 
related to CSR. As we argue above, such research forms a necessary element of understanding 
more about role that the corporate sector can play in contributing to sustainability. The research 
question addressed in this study is therefore: How do organisations use their MCS to manage 
CSR strategy? 

 
2.2. The role of MCS in developing and renewing CSR strategy: a levers of control 

perspective 
 
An enhanced understanding of the role of MCS in managing CSR strategy may be attained by 

investigating the use, rather than the existence, of specific accounting tools and mechanisms. The 
current study thus employs Simons’ (1995) levers of control framework as an analytical tool to 
address the research questions investigated in this study. The use of the LOC framework is 
appropriate in the current study for several reasons. First, it is fundamentally concerned with the 
use of control systems to drive strategic renewal while simultaneously exerting control over how 
strategic objectives are achieved (Abernethy & Brownell, 1999; Bruining et al., 2004; Henri, 2006; 
Kober et al., 2007; Simons, 1995; Tuemola, 2005). Managers use MCS to manage CSR strategy 
and also to support the renewal of mainstream business strategy through the development of 
CSR (Arjaliès & Ponssard, 2010). Second, a central element of the LOC framework is its focus on 
how managers ensure that intended strategies are implemented successfully while also remaining 
open to strategies that emerge from other areas of the business (Abernethy & Brownell, 1999; 
Kober et al., 2007; Simons, 1995; Skærbæk & Tryggestad, 2010). Third, the LOC framework is an 
analytical tool for investigating how managers use MCS to deal with strategic uncertainty 
(Simons, 1995). CSR is accompanied by strategic uncertainty because it introduces into the 
business new sets of risk and opportunities that must be managed (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). 
Gond et al.’s (2012) conceptualization of eight configurations of diagnostic and interactive uses 
of MCS that each produce a different level of integration of sustainability within organizational 
strategy is another illustration of the relevance of the LOC framework to address these questions. 
In contrast to their development of a typology of sustainability integration, our aim in this paper 
is to investigate whether and how companies use MCS in their attempts to achieve strategic 
renewal through CSR. In summary, the focus of the LOC framework on the different uses of 
MCS rather than on other attributes, such as their existence or structure, is designed to shed 
insights into the influence of MCS on strategy. 

 
The LOC framework identifies four key processes – beliefs, boundaries, diagnostic, and 

interactive – as a way of analysing how organizations leverage their MCS in order to implement 
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business strategies. The full potential of the four levers of control is realised when they are 
mobilized together so that they facilitate the implementation and attainment of an organisation’s 
strategic objectives (Bruining et al., 2004; Henri, 2006; Mundy, 2010; Widener, 2007). Belief 
systems consist of an explicit and formal set of organizational statements that managers use in 
order to communicate the organization’s values and provide a coherent strategic agenda (Ahrens 
& Chapman, 2004; Simons, 1995). They are “created and communicated through such 
documents as credos, mission statement, and statements of purpose.” (Simons, 1995; 34) Their 
purpose is to secure the commitment of employees towards common goals while also inspiring 
them to search for organizational opportunities. Belief systems help to foster a sense of stability 
and continuity, but can also enable organizational change when managers use them to introduce 
new priorities or values (Bruining et al., 2004; Simons, 1995). Any MCS that incorporates explicit 
information about the organization’s values and purpose can be leveraged as a beliefs system. 
Within a CSR context, belief systems can be expected to incorporate a broad set of values based 
around an agenda that garners the commitment of an organization’s employees and other 
stakeholders to its long-term sustainability objectives. Belief systems underpin the way that the 
other levers of control operate and are therefore central to the way that all four work together 
(Widener, 2007). 
 

Managers also use MCS to establish boundaries that restrict employees in their search for 
strategic opportunities. The boundary lever of control is represented by an explicit set of 
organizational definitions and parameters, commonly expressed in negative or minimum terms 
that support managers in their attempts to identify risks that must be avoided if the organisation’s 
objectives are to be achieved (Simons, 1995). Risk management processes thus play an important 
role in the attainment of strategic objectives (Binder, 2007; Tessier & Otley, 2012). Managers use 
strategic boundaries to communicate to employees those activities deemed acceptable and those 
considered off-limits so that employees do not waste the organization’s resources. For example, 
environmental threats and the potential liabilities associated with ignoring CSR activities can be 
included in regular internal reports and environmental audits can be used to remind employees 
about major risks to the business (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). A second type of boundary, 
business conduct boundaries, are formed by drawing on external and internal frameworks, such 
as voluntary guidelines, codes of conduct, and legal standards. They are particularly important 
when environmental uncertainty, costs of non-compliance or reputational costs are high because 
they guide and control the behaviour of employees. Companies cannot rely on regulation and 
legislation alone because these are not sufficient to prevent individual employees behaving in 
ways that place an organisation at risk of loss of earnings or even failure (Sarre et al., 2001). 
Careful management of CSR activities is thus crucial to an organisation’s overall management of 
risk because it helps managers to identify risks associated with irresponsible practices (Sarre et al., 
2001). 

 
Diagnostic use of MCS occurs when managers compare performance against targets in order to 

identify critical exceptions and deviations from plans (Abernethy & Brownell, 1999; Simons, 
1995). Progress on strategic initiatives is evaluated against performance measures that incorporate 
a combination of short-term and long-term measures, financial and non-financial objectives, and 
comparative data on competitors (Abernethy & Lillis, 1995; Ittner & Larcker, 2003). Feedback on 
performance enables managers to adjust their actions when results are below expectations. 
Diagnostic processes make tangible and visible the activities that employees must undertake in 
order to achieve the organization’s strategic goals (Bhimani & Langfield-Smith, 2007). 
 

Organizations need to monitor and control costs relating to CSR activities because the ability 
of many firms to identify and internalise the net benefits of CSR is a critical success factor in 
maintaining a competitive advantage (Arjaliès & Ponssard, 2010). Diagnostic processes are crucial 
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to the successful attainment of CSR objectives because CSR activities that are not accompanied 
by measurable outcomes are likely to be overlooked in favour of mainstream business measures 
(Gond et al., 2012). Appropriate compensation schemes are similarly essential if managers are to 
be encouraged to undertake CSR activities that enhance performance, particularly where these 
may conflict with the attainment of financial goals. More broadly, performance measures are used 
to monitor compliance with external regulations and standards; to facilitate environmental 
decision-making by managers; and to provide information about social and environmental 
activities and performance for external stakeholders (cf. Henri & Journeaut, 2010). Companies 
may consult with external stakeholders in order to obtain agreement on appropriate measures and 
indicators for measuring CSR performance (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). 

 
Finally, interactive controls are formal processes that managers use to manage strategic 

uncertainties and to identify opportunities. Strategic uncertainties are contingencies that could 
threaten or invalidate the assumptions underlying an organisation’s strategy (Simons, 1995). 
Interactive processes enable managers to identify challenges to their strategic agenda (Schaltegger 
& Burritt, 2010). They enable senior managers to gain a richer understanding of potential 
opportunities and capabilities while simultaneously signalling to junior managers the 
organization’s strategic priorities (Miles et al., 2006; Simons, 1995). Interactive use of a control is 
characterized by three elements: intensive use by superiors, intensive use by subordinates, and 
frequent personal communication between the two groups (Bisbe & Otley, 2004; Tessier & 
Otley, 2012). Senior managers use interactive processes to facilitate debate about the underlying 
action plans that drive an organization’s activities and to obtain access to local knowledge about 
strategic uncertainties that can be used to develop strategic plans (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; 
Binder, 2007; Tessier & Otley, 2012). Interactive processes to support CSR strategy usually 
incorporate the views of a range of external stakeholders, such as NGOs, local communities, and 
investors, so that managers can uncover strategies that have not been previously considered by 
internal groups and receive feedback on current CSR initiatives (cf. Gond et al., 2012). Interactive 
processes thus play a crucial role in stimulating and guiding the emergence of new initiatives that 
provide the impetus for strategic change and renewal (Abernethy & Brownell, 1999; Bisbe & 
Otley, 2004; Ittner & Larcker, 2003; Kober et al., 2007; Simons, 1995). Any MCS that facilitates 
processes of debate around strategic uncertainties, such as formal strategy reviews, budget 
planning meetings, and strategic risk management processes can be used interactively (Abernethy 
& Brownell, 1999; Binder, 2007; Ittner & Larcker, 2003). Finally, interactive processes are critical 
when performance measures are multi-dimensional, such as in CSR strategy, because they enable 
senior managers to support junior managers in their attempts to deal with conflicting goals (Lillis, 
2002). 

 
Managers combine the four levers of control to exert control over the attainment of 

organizational goals while simultaneously enabling employees to search for opportunities and 
solve problems (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Frow et al., 2005; Mundy, 2010; Simons, 1995). 
Controlling features of MCS are activated through diagnostic and boundary processes that 
constrain employees through the use of targets and rules as they attempt to achieve the 
organization’s objectives. In contrast, enabling features are promoted through belief and 
interactive processes that stimulate debate and encourage innovation.  

 
3. Research design  

 
The study responds to recent calls in the literature for greater insights into the role of MCS in 

the integration of CSR into business strategy and into the development of risk management 
processes (cf. Gond et al., 2012; Perez et al., 2007; Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). We address our 
research question by drawing on data collected from questionnaires, triangulated with secondary 
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data where available, and further supported by an interview with the director of an agency 
advising on socially responsible investment. In line with other studies in the MCS literature (cf. 
Abernethy & Brownell, 1999; Bisbe & Otley, 2004; Henri, 2006; Widener, 2007), the choice of a 
questionnaire rather than a longitudinal field study of one or a few companies was driven by our 
intention to provide an overview of the management control practices of one group of 
companies, at a given moment in time. In doing so, we aim to provide a broad picture of the role 
of MCS in managing CSR strategy, as well as a comparison point for future research, a position 
which has been notably lacking in previous literature (Crutzen & Herzig, 2012).   

 
In order to develop insights, we employed both open and closed questions (Blumberg et al., 

2005). Closed questions were used to collect data on factual aspects such as the scale and scope 
of existing structures, systems, and processes associated with CSR strategy, while open questions 
were used to elicit longer responses about the use of such practices. The questionnaire was sent 
to the Head of the CSR Departments of the companies in the CAC 40 index. The CAC 40 is a 
benchmark stock market index that tracks the 40 largest French stocks based on market 
capitalization. A list of the companies included in the CAC 40 is provided in Appendix A. These 
organisations represent an interesting research site because in 2001 France introduced the 
Nouvelles Regulations Economiques (NRE) law with the aim of enforcing a consistent approach 
to social and environmental reporting across all publicly listed French companies. Companies are 
required to report against three types of information: internal social data (training, safety, hygiene, 
etc.); territorial impact of activities on subsidiaries, subcontractors, etc.; and environmental 
aspects (effluent discharge, C02 emissions, etc.). They are free to select their own reporting 
methods, including the scope and choice of indicators. The NRE reporting requirements are not 
aligned with the indicators specified under GRI guidelines with the result that many companies 
report on them separately (Delbard, 2008). Of the wide variety of voluntary CSR reporting 
standards that are globally used, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has become the most 
widely accepted (Samy et al., 2010) although France has adopted this to a lesser extent than other 
countries. The GRI provides guidelines for reporting on the social and environmental impact of 
an organization’s activities. 

 
This study benefited from a close collaboration with the Socially Responsible Investment 

(SRI) Analysis & Research Department of a French asset management company. SRI analysts are 
responsible for analysing the CSR strategies of companies in order to identify those which are the 
most socially responsible and therefore which might be more likely to be profitable in the long 
term.2 The questionnaires were sent out under the name of the French asset management 
company together with a covering letter from the CEO of the company explaining that this 
information was requested both for investment reasons and academic purposes.3 The asset 
management firm’s involvement in the project was for the purposes of informing their overall 
SRI policy, and not for reasons associated with investment in particular organisations. This was 
made clear in the covering letter sent to respondents. The letter also guaranteed that no company 
would be identifiable in the subsequent publicly available report. The questionnaires were 
returned to the researchers, who anonymised the data before sharing it, in the form of a summary 
level report, with the asset management company and the participating companies. This formal 
request for information about each company’s CSR practices was expected to produce a high 
response rate.  

 

                                                 
2 In France, SRI is financially driven: the most ‘socially responsible’ companies are expected to become the 

most profitable in the long term: a relationship which has not yet been borne out by the evidence. 
3 This collaboration was obtained through a doctoral agreement – known as a CIFRE (Industrial Contracts 

for Training through Research) – between the company, the research laboratory and one of the researchers, under 

the control of the French Ministry of Research. 

http://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/cac40.asp
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Efforts to discourage greenwashing were incorporated into the process where possible. First, 
by customising each questionnaire to the practices of the company, we were able to demonstrate 
to the respondents that we were knowledgeable about the activities of their organisation. Second, 
we sought the opinions of the SRI analysts where responses seemed at odds with the secondary 
data or with the researchers’ own in-depth knowledge of the organisations’ CSR activities. In 
these few instances, respondents were contacted for further clarification. Finally, we also 
organized an open meeting with respondents from the firms, during which we presented the 
initial findings and we were able to communicate directly with the attendees, thereby enriching 
our understanding of their activities and observing the exchanges between the representatives of 
the different companies (which confirmed, for instance, that most of them were facing the same 
problems, regardless of the sector).  

 
In investigating the existing practices of the CAC 40 companies, we examined their CSR 

activities in relation to social, environmental, societal and governance concerns. We also added 
the management of stakeholders’ relationships as a dedicated topic because it represents a broad 
concern of these companies in relation to their CSR activities.  

 
3.1. Questionnaire design, data collection, and sources 
 
We framed each questionnaire based on each company’s own understanding and practices of 

CSR, thereby adopting their view of the link to sustainability. The content of the questionnaire 
was based on an in-depth analysis of secondary data gathered from documentary evidence and 
social ratings as follows:  

 
Companies’ reports: An analysis of the companies’ annual CSR reports together with other 

relevant documents4 (65 in total) revealed a range of management control systems, such as 
Environmental Management Systems, incentives, audited indicators, social audits, used by each 
company. Prior to developing the questionnaires, we also conducted one interview lasting two 
hours with the CSR Director of an insurance company in order to confirm our understanding of 
the content of these reports and the information available regarding various MCS.  

 
Social ratings: the analysis of companies’ reports was complemented by a study of the social 

ratings provided by three social rating agencies (French, British and American). A social rating 
agency is paid by an asset management company to evaluate the social, environmental and 
governmental aspects of companies, referred to as ESG criteria. An interview lasting one hour 
was also conducted with the Head of Research of the French social rating agency to gain a better 
understanding on how management control systems were assessed by the agency.   

 
Using the data gathered from secondary sources, both governmental and non-governmental 

organisations, we developed a common framework (cf. Table 1) that was then adapted to each 
company’s known practices. For instance, when it was known that there were CSR managers 
within the business units of a company, further details were asked about their role, their profile 
and the utilization of information they provided. If we did not know whether there were CSR 
managers, we first asked if the role existed. Open questions were used to provide the respondents 
with further opportunities to company to explain their practices.  

 
[Insert Table 1 here] 

 

                                                 
4 Websites and institutional documents, such as reference document, thematic reports and NGO audits.  
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Questionnaires were sent out by post. We followed up with individual calls when 
questionnaires were not returned. In total, 36 companies participated in the study. The final 
response rate was high, with 87.5% of the CAC 40 companies responding to the survey.5 All of 
the companies that responded by post provided contact details should any further information be 
required and 8 firms were subsequently contacted for additional information. The individual 
respondents belonged either to the CSR Department or its equivalent (27 or 75% respondents), 
or to the Financial Communication and/or Investor Relations Department (seven or 20%). The 
remaining two respondents indicated that they belonged to both of these Departments. These 
managers were selected because they are directly responsible for ensuring the attainment of their 
companies’ CSR objectives, and so are best placed to respond to questions about the use of 
different process and practices that directly support this. In eleven (30%) of cases, the Head of 
the CSR department reported directly to the Chairman or CEO, in a further seven (21%) of cases 
they reported more generally into the Executive Committee, five (14%) to the Company 
Secretary, and in one case to the Board of Directors. The seniority of our respondents is 
consistent with the importance attached by French organisations to CSR following the 
introduction of the NRE in 2001. 

 
3.2. Data analysis 

 
The data were translated by one of the researchers, a native French speaker. We used an open 
coding system and coded at two levels. First-order codes were used to denote the types of MCS 
in use, such as an EMS (Langley, 1999). Second-order codes were attached to denote the levers 
of control as operationalised in recent MCS studies (cf. Henri, 2006; Mundy, 2010). For instance, 
we aimed to explore how CSR reporting was used in the companies to manage strategic 
uncertainties. The data were independently coded by the researchers and any differences in 
coding were discussed until a consensus was reached. Due to the broad scope of the coding, very 
few differences arose and were readily resolved by referring back to definitions previously 
established in the literature. For example, standard operating procedures are not generally 
regarded as part of the LOC and so were be eliminated from the analysis. 
 

While the research design limits our ability to measure relations between different variables, 
the nature of the study necessitated a method that would enable us to gain a better understanding 
of the existing practices in our sample, while simultaneously ensuring a high response rate and 
collection of a large amount of information at a particular point in time. Although only one 
respondent from each organization completed the survey, reliability and validity of the primary 
data were enhanced by comparison with approximately equivalent information from secondary 
sources where available. 

 
4. Findings 

 
4.1. Overview of CSR strategic processes  

 
The study’s findings indicate that the CAC40 companies readily accept the necessity of CSR 

as an important consideration for their continued success, whether for the purpose of enhancing 
shareholder value or to gain legitimacy. All of the companies in our study have implemented a 
CSR strategy, with some respondents specifically stating their belief that CSR provides a vital 
competitive edge because it plays a key role in driving internal change and helps to focus 

                                                 
5Because the merger of GDF and SUEZ was still recent at the time of the study, the merger of the respective 

CSR departments had not yet been effected. Therefore, it was decided, after discussion with GDF SUEZ, to 

include the responses corresponding to the two former entities, as well as the response of SUEZ 

ENVIRONNEMENT, new arrival in the CAC 40. This increased the population to 41. 
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attention on innovation and communication. In fourteen (39%) of the companies, the process of 
developing CSR strategy also helps to unite employees around shared values in relation to the 
company’s overall strategic direction. Several respondents claimed that employees in their 
respective companies are particularly interested in CSR issues and they are able to exploit this to 
capture interest in overall strategy. Nine (25%) of companies state that their main objective 
behind developing CSR strategy is to ensure compliance with statutory and legal frameworks, 
such as the NRE law, European directives, and the United Nations Global Compact, while a 
further seven claim to be responding directly to stakeholder expectations and requests in their 
focus on developing a strategy for CSR. Many of the respondents in our study also report that 
CSR helps their companies to promote a ‘good’ image of the company to their stakeholders, in 
particular customers and future employees.  

 
Thirty four out of the thirty six CAC 40  companies in our study have established a separate 

department responsible for managing group CSR strategy. For ease of terminology, we give this 
department the generic name of the CSR Department (CSRD). Twenty five (70%) of companies 
have subordinated their CSRD to executive committee or board level, and with a decision-
making role at group level. The CSRD has overall responsibility for formulating, implementing 
and monitoring the CSR strategy within each group and its entities. Its primary objectives are to 
ensure the consistency of CSR strategy in a multi-activity and multi-national group, to gather and 
disseminate good practices throughout the group, and to coordinate CSR reporting at group 
level.  

 
The CSRD suggests and implements CSR strategy within the group…It also helps in 
formulating objectives and monitoring key indicators.  

Service Company 1  
 

Ten (28%) of the companies develop CSR strategy around themes that transcend the 
different activities of the company. The themes chosen correspond most frequently to 
recognisable topics in CSR: environment, social, governance, and society. A further four firms 
develop their CSR strategy around the specific functions or activities represented in the 
organization. Half of the companies choose to combine both approaches, while the remaining 
four companies claim to have a completely decentralized approach in which CSR policy is 
decided in an autonomous manner at Department level.  

 
Thirty two (89%) of the firms re-evaluate their CSR commitments on a regular basis by 

reviewing their action plans. For most of them, this occurs on an annual basis, but others (18%) 
use the 3-5 year cycle of business strategy as the vehicle for also reviewing CSR strategy. Four 
companies have not yet undertaken a review of CSR strategy, preferring to concentrate on the 
actions already underway before considering new issues and commitments. 

 
Typically, administrators from either the CSRD or from operational departments are 

responsible for managing and reporting information on CSR performance. Only three companies 
have retained partial or fragmented systems that existed prior to the implementation of the 
group’s CSR strategy, although the data is collected by the CSRD and reported at group level. As 
a particular example, we examined the extent to which the companies conduct employee 
satisfaction surveys. Almost half of the companies conduct these on a regular basis, usually once 
every few years due to the logistical issues involved. Four of the companies are currently in the 
process of conducting employee satisfaction surveys. However, a further 40% do not have tools 
for measuring employee satisfaction and are not seeking to develop any. 
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We also captured the scope of CSR reporting, measured in terms of the proportion of the 
company that is subject to CSR reporting. Thirty out of the thirty six companies claim a reporting 
scope of 100%. This very high percentage reflects the requirements of the NRE law that applies 
to French publicly listed companies. Four companies claim to have a low scope of CSR 
reporting, either because the headquarters and other administrative offices were excluded from 
their environmental reporting, or because the organization’s boundaries are in a state of flux. 

 
The reliability of CSR data is a major concern for the companies in our study, so the large 

majority (thirty) submit their CSR reporting to an external or internal audit process.  
 

In the future, we want to improve the reliability of our indicators.  
Industrial Company 8 

 
We need a robust consolidation at the level of the group, which is not the case today. 

Industrial Company 5 
 
Statutory auditors are used exclusively in about half of these companies, while a further six 

(17%) rely on an internal control process that is usually conducted by the CSRD rather than by 
the internal audit departments.  

 
Each year, when publishing our Corporate Responsibility Report, we carry out an external 
audit conducted by X to guarantee the validity of data published in the report.  

Industrial Company 4 
 
While five companies use both external and internal processes to check the reliability of their 

CSR data, an equivalent number claim to have no formal control procedures over their CSR 
reporting. 

 
Separate budgets or investments for CSR strategy are assigned at operational level in only half 

of the companies in our study and are usually managed collaboratively between the CSRD and 
operational departments. In those companies where CSR strategy does not have an allocated 
budget, additional funds are allocated to operating departments on a case-by-case basis as 
determined by the CSRD or other group-level authorities.  

 
There is no ‘CSR budget’ as such at the corporate level given the diversity of activities 
(human resources, EMS, CSR products, etc.). The ‘CSR budget’ would not be a relevant 
indicator.  

Service Company 2 
 

Sometimes there is a budget, such as for the ISO 14001 certification.  
Service Company 1 

 
4.2. Communicating values and purpose 

 
Six (17%) of the companies claim that their main goal is to structure and communicate 

existing CSR actions around shared organizational values. Merger and acquisition events were 
mentioned in several cases as specific instances in which the process of amalgamating existing 
CSR activities of previously autonomous companies enabled senior managers to build a set of 
shared values for the newly combined organization.  
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When X and Y merged in 2006, we realized that the two groups had two different 
approaches regarding CSR: X had a ‘Sustainable Development’ approach, which means an 
integrated approach, more focused on health, safety and the environment while Y was more 
community oriented and governance-compliant. With the emergence of the new group, we 
needed to find a mutual denominator, which was made possible by internal and external 
benchmarking and to the new CSR vision.  

Industrial Company 2 
 
Formal communication of the purpose and values surrounding CSR strategy is used by senior 

management to indicate to operational departments how these align with those of the general 
business strategy. In half of the companies, CSR strategic initiatives are communicated primarily 
through existing channels, such as intranet and institutional communication, that are also used to 
communicate general business strategic plans. The remaining half make use of new channels that 
have been especially developed for the purpose of communicating information on agreed CSR 
initiatives to their employees. Examples of communication channels include company-specific 
programmes (14%), one-off or ad hoc training sessions or seminars (17%), and the use of CSRD 
representatives that facilitate the alignment of the values and purpose of CSR and mainstream 
business strategy during their regular and formal dealings with operational teams.  

 
These values are commonly expressed in a mission statement for CSR strategy and 

communicated through a variety of means within each company, including strategic planning 
documents, organizational-wide conferences, company intranet, and physical artefacts such as 
posters.  

 
The CSR strategy was formally communicated by the board to the local managers through 
different means, notably: communication of the minutes of the board’s meeting on this topic, 
a requirement for self-evaluation of the local strengths and weaknesses regarding the new 
strategy, a requirement for local action plans in line with this new strategy, various internal 
communications through the usual corporate communication channels (intranet, e-mails, 
booklets, etc.).  

Service Company 2 
 
4.3. Risks to be avoided 

 
Half of the respondents claim that the process of developing CSR strategy highlights high 

risk areas such as governance, security, health and safety, and reputation and thus contributes to 
risk management processes. In fact, some CSR managers choose to frame CSR concerns in terms 
of risk because prior experience has shown them that this approach is more likely to attract a 
positive response from senior managers. Although CSR is largely perceived in terms of cost, the 
heads of the CSRDs anticipate that effective CSR management will play an important role in 
supporting a wide range of objectives. The respondents claimed that the companies view their 
development of CSR strategy less as a set of standards imposed externally than as a means to give 
the company a competitive edge. 

 
Our objectives are numerous but our main motivations relate to the management of risks, to 
the increase of performance due to the development of new markets, to customer satisfaction, 
to reputational stakes and public image and to employee motivation. The managing of costs 
is not an end as such due to the nature of our activities. 

Service Company 2 
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We believe that the CSR is a tool to better manage our risks and thereby create more value 
for the company…We invite business units to calculate the ‘business case’ for CSR that can 
easily be evaluated with some earnings indicators.  

Industrial Company 2  
 
In fact, legal or voluntary standards, such as the NRE or GRI, were mentioned by almost two 

thirds (twenty two) of the respondents as the starting point for identifying key aspects of CSR 
strategy, such as a reduction in CO2 emissions, indicating the centrality of risk mitigation in the 
overall process. 

 
Our company formulated its commitments in terms of CSR vis-à-vis its different 
stakeholders and international organizations, notably: Global Compact, United Nations – 
Principles for Responsible Investment, Carbon Disclosure Project,Climatewise, European 
Partners for Environment and Observatoire de la ResponsabilitéSociale de l’Entreprise. 

Service Company 2  
 

The same number of companies also regard information exchange with other companies as a 
means to identify approaches to managing risks. A major concern is the potentially unethical 
behaviour of their employees such as, for example, fraud or corruption in the purchasing 
department. To deter such behaviours, ethical codes and whistle blowing processes are common. 
Such approaches help the companies to restrict employees’ activities with respect to CSR plans 
and to define appropriate or inappropriate behaviours. 

 
We also ask other companies, such as Y, about specific topics such as whistle blowing. 

Industrial Company 3 
 

Our Company’s confidential ‘X Book’, outlining our Group common guidelines, procedures 
and policies that govern our fundamental operations, is updated twice a year. Our code of 
ethics, environmental policies and ethical purchasing policies are part of our ‘Book’.   

Service Company 3 
 
Of the twenty two firms that engage in ISO certification processes for quality management, 

eight (22%) employ a case-by-case approach to the certification of subsidiaries or activities while 
the remaining fourteen (39%) have adopted a more global perspective at the corporate level.6 The 
fourteen companies that do not engage in certification (mainly service companies) provide several 
explanations for their choice. Some claim that they conform to ISO 14001 requirements but 
regard certification as an unnecessary additional expense. Others do not regard ISO 14001 as a 
priority in their CSR strategy. A further explanation was provided by companies that were waiting 
to gauge the impact of the new ISO 26000. 

 
Thirty (83%) of the companies in our study carry out a systematic examination of their 

suppliers in order to collect information about their social, ethical, and environmental activities. 
A range of methods is employed, such as questionnaires that incorporate specific CSR concerns, 
the inclusion of criteria in invitations to bid, and voluntary or contractual commitments. One 
third of these firms (i.e. 9) additionally use supplier audits that they conduct either alone or in 
partnership with other companies also using the same supplier, or via an independent 
organization.  

 

                                                 
6International Organization for Certification 
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We want 60% of our suppliers to sign the Global Compact. We want to improve adherence 
to this approach through risk mapping, by determining which suppliers are the riskiest, by 
auditing them and by possibly undertaking some partnerships.  

Industrial Company 3 
 
The remaining six companies not implemented a systematic control process to evaluate CSR 

aspects of their suppliers. Stated reasons for this include the complexities involved in attempting 
to monitor CSR indicators with a large number of suppliers spread globally, and also the 
difficulties involved in translating CSR values into different cultural backgrounds. 

 
Nearly three quarters of the companies have implemented formal processes for exchanging 

‘good practices’ across the group. This is a way of standardising CSR activities, potentially 
reducing the likelihood of employees undertaking unacceptable activities. Ten (28%) rely mainly 
on a computerised process, often in the form of a company intranet, that provide consultable 
databases that all members of the same practice community, such as purchasers of a particular 
good or service, are expected to use in making decisions.  

 
Good practices are essential for the company. Each year, we launch a ‘good practices 
campaign’ involving all sites and organizations. We promote these good practices via several 
media: internal newsletters, intranet, C[orporate] R[esponsbility] Report, etc. We are 
developing an online tool with the objective of creating a community where members will 
share good practice, and have access to a template to document good practices in an 
homogenous way, permitting us to replicate them at worldwide level, consolidate them in one 
single tool to promote them better, and finally publish them online, available to each 
employee.  

Industrial Company 4 
 
Thirteen (36)% companies rely primarily on the CSRDs to transfer information between 

lower and higher levels of management. In these instances, the CSRDs are responsible for 
identifying good practices and for communicating them throughout the group. For a further 
thirteen, the primary means for identifying good practices is the group audit process. For 
example, several companies reported that comparative performance studies between sites or 
production units helps to identify key productivity factors relating to CSR strategy. 

 
Several respondents openly discussed their concerns about any controversy that could 

threaten their licence to operate or the reputation of their brands, potentially resulting in a fall in 
share price. For example, they referred to past problems involving toys, medicines or pet or baby 
food that were linked to health or safety concerns. All the companies in our study are concerned 
about increasing the visibility of their CSR behaviour to key external and internal stakeholders. 
Some respondents stated that their companies also actively engage in dialogue with certain key 
stakeholders in an attempt to defray potential criticisms. 

 
The smooth functioning of the company relies on the quality of the dialogue with the 
stakeholders in order to establish a confidence building approach, reconcile everyone’s 
expectations, share the expertise of its partners, and create some value for everyone. That is 
the reason why our company has created several occasions during which it can engage with 
its stakeholders. 

Industrial Company 1 
 

In June 2008, we implemented a panel of stakeholders (NGOs and social rating agencies) 
to obtain their feedback on the quality of our work.  
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Service Company 4 
 
Finally, we did not find any evidence that perceived discrimination against various groups in 

society is a major concern. This relative lack of importance is notably explained by the illegality of 
asking employees about their ethnic origins, in contrast to the UK or the US, for instance. 
Promotional prospects at senior management levels for women (i.e. the glass ceiling problem) 
were not mentioned as a concern either. 

 
4.4. Strategic uncertainties and opportunities 

 
All companies report the use of consultations between senior managers and/or the CSRD 

and operational departments during the annual reporting process or in periodic meetings as a 
means of identifying strategic uncertainties and opportunities and developing ideas about CSR 
based on the input from different areas of the organization.  

 
The business units are responsible for their own objectives and results. The CSRD helps 
them in their identification of the processes, advises them on their decisions and makes sure 
that these decisions are coherent with the politics and recommendations of the company.  

Industrial Company 4 
 
Eight (22%) companies employ a rigid top-down approach in which CSR strategy is 

developed at board level, involving various combinations of managing directors, executive 
committees, and non-executive directors. Once the strategic direction has been agreed, 
operational departments are expected to follow it.  

 
Our company is very top-down. Our actions take the form of large corporate programmes 
which are imposed on the whole company. The coherence of the strategy is managed at the 
central level.  

Industrial Company 3 
 
In contrast, fourteen (39%) claim that CSR strategy is formulated by involving operational 

departments in the process. In these cases, the intended plans of senior management and the 
emergent ideas of employees are discussed and negotiated with employees at different levels of 
the organization.  

 
In the remaining fourteen companies, CSR strategy is mostly decided at senior levels of the 

organization, but operational departments are consulted on an occasional basis, thus allowing 
some scope for new ideas to emerge from lower levels. Interestingly, just over half of the 
companies do not permit local particularities or ideas to influence their overall CSR strategy, as a 
means of ensuring that CSR objectives remain identical for all parts of the company. 

 
Each country must follow the CSR strategy as articulated at group level. 

Industrial Company 1 
 
Furthermore, 90% of respondents claim that their companies incorporate into their plans 

advice and guidance from specialised external stakeholders such as non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and social rating agencies obtained via ad hoc consultations or regular 
panel meetings with SDDs and operational managers. Information obtained from these external 
sources provides additional input to company processes around the identification and 
management of strategic uncertainties. 
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Finally, thirteen (36%) of the companies in our study actively and systematically draw on 
information from their historical reports to identify new CSR opportunities that can be 
incorporated into CSR strategy.  

 
We believe that the CSR is a tool to stimulate innovation, via the relationships with our 
stakeholders, whoever they are.  

Industrial Company 2  
 
Companies in sectors, such as the automobile industry, that are facing economic difficulties 

are doubtful about their ability to develop new markets in the short term that are congruent with 
their CSR strategy, although longer-term possibilities exist in areas such as the development of 
hybrid cars. However, companies in other sectors, such as chemicals or food, where new business 
models such as green chemicals or ‘bottom of the pyramid’ (BOP) projects are being developed, 
are more optimistic about their prospects for developing new markets.7 From a general 
perspective, respondents also indicated that, by taking into consideration the CSR aspect of its 
activities, their companies are better placed to deal with complexity, can innovate and facilitate 
communication between their different entities, and thus improve their overall management 
processes. However, few of them report large-scale profitable innovations as a result of CSR 
management, raising concerns about companies’ long-term commitment to CSR activities that do 
not demonstrably enhance shareholder value. 

 
4.5. Critical performance variables 

 
Measurement of CSR activities is a crucial element for all the companies in our study, not 

least because it helps to increase the visibility of their CSR behaviour to their main stakeholders. 
Two thirds of the companies have developed a specific group reporting system for CSR 
indicators that is separate from mainstream financial reporting processes. These include all CSR 
indicators used by the company. The initial indicators are usually selected with the purpose of 
conforming to external requirements, such as the NRE law and the GRI. Nearly half of the 
companies base their indicators on the existing standards proposed under these frameworks, with 
ten of this group using the indicators without modification or addition. A quarter of the 
companies in our study use information from statutory and legal frameworks, such as the NRE 
law and the Global Compact, to ensure compliance with externally imposed directives.  

 
We have based our indicators on the NRE law and the GRI. At present, our logic is very 
‘compliance’ oriented. We will adopt other indicators when we have managed these ones. 

Industrial Company 5 
 
Six companies (17%) add indicators that reflect CSR activities not included in these 

frameworks. In a further six, CSR indicators are selected either by the CSRD or in partnership 
with external stakeholders. Only one company in the study claims to use sector benchmarking to 
establish its CSR indicators. This is explained in part by the limited number of companies in the 
CAC 40 representing each sector and also by the leadership of these same companies in their 
respective industries. 

 
While some respondents advocate the integration of performance against CSR performance 

into the mainstream reporting process, others state a preference for specific tools that are more 
appropriate for CSR reporting. One third of the companies have therefore chosen to integrate 

                                                 
7 ‘Bottom of the pyramid’ refers to the 2.5 billion people who live on less than US$2.50 per day. The BOP 

projects are new models of doing business that deliberately target this poorest socio-economic group. 
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information on CSR performance against pre-set targets into fully integrated systems, usually 
enterprise resource planning systems (ERPs).  

 
We have implemented a dedicated reporting system, which relies on the X solution.8 This 
tool is used to collect, consolidate and manage data and indicators. 

Industrial Company 6 
 

Some companies report that the process of selecting CSR indicators has a re-structuring 
impact throughout the organization because the integration of external stakeholders’ 
requirements in the selection of indicators demands a customised response that extends beyond 
CSR activities. This is evident in the 60% of companies that have implemented an EMS that is 
ISO 14001 certified for all or part of their sites. This figure rises to 100% for companies in the 
industrial sector within our sample. 

 
One third of the companies claim to have included CSR criteria into their compensation 

programmes for managers. However, these criteria are not extensive, incorporating only a small 
element of CSR strategy and not covering all managers in the company. Only those CSR criteria 
that are deemed to directly impact in a financial way the activities of the relevant departments 
tend to be included. Inevitably, this affects managers in manufacturing departments more than 
those in support teams. The data show that the principle indicators used to reward managers 
include accident rates, energy consumption, and ‘responsible’ purchasing. Few details on 
incentive amounts or the number of managers included were made available to us. The two 
thirds of companies that do not include CSR criteria in their compensation plans provide two 
main reasons for this: either it reflects their (lower) prioritisation of CSR strategy in relation to 
mainstream business strategy, or they believe that CSR commitments are implicitly integrated in 
financial performance. 

 
It depends… Foremen have objectives in relation to safety, but computer scientists have less 
obvious stakes…Top management has a variable dimension of their salary that depends on 
CSR performance.  

Service Company 1 
 

Incentives have been implemented regarding certain criteria. Safety is part of the bonus for 
all the management executives, at all levels, and represents 25% on average. But, of course, 
depending on the responsibilities, criteria change. For instance, in R&D, bonuses are given 
for ecologically-friendly solutions.  

Industrial Company 7 
 
Several respondents noted their concerns about the relevance of CSR indicators, particularly 

where industry standards had not been adapted to the company’s specific situation.  
 

The ISO 14001 certification is a difficult topic. In practice, more than 85% of our activity 
is compliant with the standard, including our EMS, but in theory, very few entities 
obtained the certification. The relevance of this certification is at the origin of many debates 
within the company. 

Industrial Company 8 
 
Half of the companies integrate CSR indicators into the operating reports used by senior 

management. These indicators typically fall into three categories: security (accident rates), quality, 

                                                 
8The name of this organisation’s ERP system. 
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and CO2 emissions. A further seven (19%) do not integrate CSR indicators into senior 
management operating reports, but instead utilise processes through which the operational 
departments report upwards.  

 
Some CSR indicators (e.g. employees’ commitment and client satisfaction) are integrated in 
the global scorecards. But the environmental and social KPIs benefit from a much more 
detailed reporting. The CSR Department manages the environmental indicators; the HR 
department, the HR indicators; and the Legal Department or even the secretary of the 
steering committee, the governance indicators.  

Service Company 2  
 
However, according to our respondents, a surprisingly large proportion (29%) of the 

companies do not integrate CSR indicators into other reporting processes, and admit that CSR 
reporting has no formalised follow-up procedure.  

 
Regarding the amount of CSR data which are effectively used by the top management… It 
is difficult to know: a bit of all and a bit of nothing. I am sure that there is a committee 
that analyses the data regarding the safety and the emissions of C02 emissions every two 
weeks. But for the rest of the data, I must admit that I don’t know…  

Industrial Company 1 
 
Several respondents noted the difficulties involved in measuring the financial benefits of 

CSR. This, coupled with the lack of operational level CSR budgets, causes operational 
departments to focus their efforts primarily on those activities that are directly measurable, such 
as cost reduction actions, rather than on longer-term investment opportunities. Those variables 
that are critical to performance may thus be overlooked in favour of those that are more easily 
captured but not necessarily of critical importance. 

 
In summary, the findings indicate that the companies in our study manage CSR strategy 

through a variety of MCS including extensive internal and external communication processes, 
EMS, CSR reporting systems, and processes for reporting best practices. Table 2 below 
summarizes these findings. The companies report a variety of motivations for undertaking CSR 
strategy, and these go some way to explaining the different approaches to activities such as 
dedicated budgets, performance measures, and compensation. In the next section, we explore in 
greater detail some of the issues revealed by the findings as they relate to the specific aim of this 
study. 

 
[Insert Table 2 here] 

 
5. Discussion 

 
5.1. The role of the levers of control in managing CSR strategy 

 
The data indicate that the companies in our study mobilize the levers of control through a 

variety of MCS, such as EMS, codes of conduct, and formal meetings that are used to discuss 
CSR activities in relation to the attainment of strategic objectives. Explicit statements of intention 
with respect to the organization’s mission for CSR and associated values demonstrate the use of 
belief systems to convey purpose and to inspire employees to search for opportunities. Some of 
the companies in our study use MCS to establish a shared vision of CSR and to unite employees 
around a set of organizational values. They employ a range of MCS to mobilize their belief 
systems because this helps to reinforce the key messages about CSR strategy as well as ensuring 



21 

 

that they communicate to as many employees as possible. CSR documentation, such as reports 
and plans, enables the companies to set out their values and purpose, as well as communicate to 
their employees the alignment of CSR strategy with external interests and to build a coherent 
agenda for their CSR strategy.  

 
Communication to employees is an essential element of CSR strategy for a variety of reasons. 

By increasing awareness of the impact of CSR on business activities, each company’s 
communication policy aims to connect the strategic orientations at group level with operational 
activities. Belief systems are thus used to establish commitment to agreed CSR plans and to 
motivate employees in their implementation of CSR initiatives. Belief systems are mobilized 
through the communication of plans that, by linking specific initiatives to overarching CSR 
themes, aim to guide employees as they implement operational plans. 

 
The results indicate that the role and influence of external stakeholders in setting strategic 

direction and establishing key objectives against which to measure performance is an important 
feature of the management of CSR strategy for the firms in our study. This has implications for 
the way that companies mobilize the levers of control. For example, belief systems are intended 
to motivate and inspire employees, but must also incorporate the values, some of which may be 
conflicting, of a wide range of external groups.. 

 
5.2. Identifying and exploiting opportunities 

 
Interactive processes play an important role in those companies that develop CSR strategy 

through a combination of intended and emergent plans. Formal discussions about CSR strategy 
with operational departments provide senior managers with ideas for CSR strategy from other 
areas of the business, while regular consultations with operational managers enable them to test 
the validity of the assumptions underlying their strategic plans. We also see evidence of the active 
involvement of external stakeholders in formal discussions about CSR strategy, whether these are 
for the purposes of competitive advantage through innovation or for legitimacy and reputational 
reasons. The participation of interested parties outside the organization provides an alternative 
source of information about the direction of CSR strategy, thus providing additional input to the 
discussions between senior managers and other employees. 

 
The data indicate that formal processes for sharing good practices throughout the 

organization are a key means through which interactive processes are activated. By facilitating the 
exchange of ideas between employees in different parts of the business, senior managers are able 
to identify innovations and strategic uncertainties. In addition, regular meetings between CSRDs 
(or senior managers) and operational staff are used by the companies to provide opportunities to 
debate the assumptions underpinning the companies’ implementation plans, and also the choice 
of targets and measures. Interactive processes are similarly evident in the use of communication 
processes that enable senior managers, employees, and external stakeholders, such as suppliers, to 
share information and ideas. 

 
The companies in our study use diagnostic processes to compare departmental and company-

level performance against both internally- and externally-derived targets. However, in some 
companies a limited range of CSR indicators are integrated into senior management reports, 
while in others there are no formal feedback processes for reporting on the outcomes of CSR 
activities. While this potentially inhibits interactive processes, it may be appropriate or desirable 
for those organisations whose motivation for implementing CSR strategy is more for legitimacy 
or reputational purposes. The ability of senior managers to validate their assumptions and choice 
of measures and targets relating to CSR activities at lower levels of the organization is thus 
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restricted in those companies in which operational managers have limited opportunities to 
challenge CSR strategy. The involvement of external stakeholders and the need to comply in part 
with externally imposed standards and to disclose publicly information about CSR activities place 
a high level of importance on the selection of appropriate measures and targets that can promote 
debate around ways to manage strategic uncertainties. 

 
5.3. Identifying and managing threats 

 
The data indicate that boundary processes are used to establish the strategic and operational 

limits within which employees are permitted to engage in CSR activities in an attempt to ensure 
that their behaviour is aligned with the organisation’s objectives. Legal and voluntary frameworks 
play an important role in establishing the strategic boundaries that establish and delineate CSR 
initiatives. By providing employees with explicit guidance on acceptable and unacceptable CSR 
activities, boundaries help to set limits around employees’ identification of opportunities related 
to CSR strategy. The specific detail contained in these external frameworks provides the 
operational boundaries that are used to help ensure compliance with statutory and legal 
standards, such as the NRE law, European directives, and the Global Compact. In the context of 
CSR strategy, they provide the firms with externally-imposed guidelines and thus help to inform 
their strategic priorities by highlighting potential threats to their current business plans. The 
boundary systems are formally communicated via various internal processes, such as the intranet 
or training programmes, and in various forms, such as codes of conduct, to remind employees of 
their responsibilities and to provide limits around the belief systems that inspire them to innovate 
and seek opportunities.  

 
Several dimensions of risk management associated with CSR concerns appear throughout the 

data. First, the companies try to shield themselves from risks throughout the supply chain – such 
as those associated with child labour or pollution – by trying to control their suppliers, for 
example, through audits or ethics codes. It remains unclear whether their main aim is to change 
their suppliers’ behaviours or to provide some ‘evidence’ of their attempt to take into account 
these dimensions in case of problems, thereby attempting to transferring their responsibilities to 
other stakeholders. In the same vein, an increasing number of companies ask for an audit of their 
non-financial reporting processes in order to obtain another form of assurance.   

 
Second, companies increasingly take into account in their MCS externalities such as water 

pollution or carbon emissions. The anticipation of stringent regulation with regard to carbon 
emissions and the need to reduce pollution, together with the fear of class actions, explain to a 
large extent why these potential threats have now become part of the risk management processes 
of most companies. Previous problems, in particular regarding the health and safety of 
consumers, also explain this approach to managing risks. Being mostly business to client (as 
opposed to business to business) organisations, it is essential that the CAC 40 companies avoid a 
quality problem that could require them to recall their products and therefore endanger their 
brand.  

 
 While the above risks mainly concern external stakeholders – suppliers, consumers and the 

environment – the data also indicate how MCS are also used to manage internal risks, such as 
those associated with unethical behaviour, by formalizing and communicating standards, for 
example in the form of codes of conduct.  

 
From a general perspective, risk approaches towards CSR appear to manifest in two main 

ways. On the one hand, companies are cognisant of the legal and reputational consequences of 
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their CSR policies and activities, but this can also inhibit innovation. On the other hand, CSR 
managers also use these risk arguments to trigger change that contributes to sustainability.  

 
5.4. Transforming organizational practices 

 
CSR is largely considered by the companies in our study to be a strategic element of their 

overall business model. It has become an essential thematic for these companies in order to 
develop a competitive advantage but also to manage legitimacy and reputational concerns. For 
instance, the increasing requirements in terms of legal standards and the rising importance of 
CSR criteria in preparing invitations to bid are gradually transforming CSR into a necessary pre-
requisite for doing business with these companies. Thus, regardless of organisations’ initial 
motivations for engaging in CSR activities, the management and control processes associated 
with CSR appear to be facilitating the transformation of business practices and effecting strategic 
renewal.  

 
We found evidence of the role of MCS in the transformation of organisational practices, for 

example, in the selection and management of CSR indicators, in processes that aim to encourage 
innovative behaviours, and in the management of risks and opportunities. However, the findings 
from the current study indicate that transformation of organisational practices is not a 
straightforward process. The large, complex organizations in our study display an uneven 
approach to group CSR strategy across different entities, with the result that CSR activities are 
not managed in a uniform manner at operational level. While the CSRDs provide a central focus 
for the development and implementation of CSR strategy, their presence can inhibit the direct 
flow of information between senior executives and junior managers, as well as potentially diluting 
the responsibility of operational departments for these activities. The inclusion of external groups 
also complicates companies’ use of MCS because the views of a greater number of interested 
parties must be incorporated into their processes and plans. This can result in the companies 
giving priority to the views of the most powerful and influential stakeholders, at the expense of 
others. 

 
Consequently, the integration of CSR in the organization and the tools used to manage it are 

uneven and often incomplete. For instance, the involvement of General Management and/or the 
Chairman, the CSRD and the Operational Departments in the different phases of CSR strategy is 
irregular. Local adaptation of each company’s CSR strategy and its subsequent consideration in 
operational practices are also not fully attained and the quality and pertinence of CSR reporting 
remains a weak point. Part of the problem resides in the difficulty involved in measuring future 
economic benefits, which results partly from the risk approach adopted by most companies, with 
its strong focus on strategic uncertainties and threats. These processes, inadequate as they may 
seem, might serve the purposes of those organisations whose interest in CSR strategy is primarily 
for legitimacy or reputational purposes. However, this raises questions about the extent to which 
the corporate sector can indeed contribute to society’s broader sustainability agenda. 

 
Similarly, while diagnostic processes play a critical role in the management of CSR strategy, 

evident in the high proportion of companies that have implemented a formal and separate system 
for reporting on CSR activities and performance, several other aspects indicate that diagnostic 
processes for CSR are not fully embedded in many of the organizations in our study. The 
relatively low proportion of companies that have implemented operational-level budgets for CSR 
and have incorporated CSR measures into their compensation programmes suggest that 
diagnostic processes for CSR strategy do not have equal priority to those for mainstream 
business strategy. Again, this challenges the view of the corporate sector as a major driver behind 
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the sustainability agenda as long as their interests are not fully aligned with those of the broader 
community. 

 
The findings also demonstrate the problems faced by organizations in reconciling the long-

term aspects of CSR strategy with short-term financial imperatives. The established difficulties in 
measuring return on CSR investments may be one reason for the absence of dedicated CSR 
budgets in some companies, but it can also be explained by a lack of interest in CSR strategy 
beyond that required for legitimacy or reputational purposes. With the limited selection of CSR 
indicators, these two factors undermine organizational attempts to build an innovative CSR 
strategy. The incompleteness of diagnostic processes then prevents organizations from 
incorporating CSR performance into the compensation programmes of individual managers. 
However, this absence can also be interpreted positively, showing that managers view CSR 
activities as a normal element of organizational activities, and that offering financial rewards for 
CSR may in fact impact managers’ performance in other areas of the business. 

 
Nevertheless, most companies in our study aim to mitigate some of the difficulties associated 

with balancing CSR strategy against short-term financial performance by ensuring that, where 
appropriate, the requirements and interests of a wide range of stakeholders are captured in their 
interactive processes. One of their main triggers is the perception of CSR as a future opportunity 
for business. Most companies hope that CSR will help them to create new markets, a view close 
to the win-win situation described by Porter and Kramer (2006). The interactive use of MCS is 
likely to increase the visibility of new opportunities, such as the development of green chemicals 
or hybrid cars.  

 
In summary, the findings show how the companies in our study adopt a ‘risks and 

opportunities’ approach to their management of CSR, using their MCS to provide formal 
processes that guide and support employees in their efforts to achieve the organisation’s 
objectives, regardless of the reasons underlying their interest in CSR strategy. 

 
6. Concluding comments 

 
This study sought to understand the role of MCS in managing CSR strategy. The findings 

provide insights into the MCS used by companies to manage CSR strategy and into how 
companies use these MCS in order to meet their external requirements, manage their risks and 
exploit strategic opportunities generated by CSR activities. This supports prior research indicating 
that companies rely on more than traditional feedback processes to drive their CSR activities (cf. 
Arjaliès & Ponssard, 2010; Gond et al., 2012). 

 
The study contributes to extant research in several ways. First, the study provides insights 

into the structures and processes through which a group of prominent and publicly listed 
companies manage their CSR strategy and into the potentially transformational impact of this on 
other aspects of their business. The findings suggest that the management of CSR has the 
potential to facilitate organizational change through processes that enable innovation, 
communication, reporting, and the identification of threats and opportunities. Our findings 
support prior research suggesting that even those companies which are engaged in CSR for 
compliance or legitimacy purposes can also experience changes in their organizational practices, 
either as a result of attempts to comply with external standards or an inevitable consequence of 
demands from stakeholders for evidence of effort and process, and not simply outcomes (Adams 
& McNicholas, 2007). Second, the study sheds light on the role of MCS in risk management 
processes, a nascent area of research that has much potential to enhance understanding of 
organizational practices that enable managers to identify and manage threats (Binder, 2007; 
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Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). In particular, our use of the LOC framework has provided insights 
into the use of MCS by organisations as a means to identify and manage both threats and 
opportunities. Third, the study highlights the importance of drawing on data collected from 
senior managers who are directly involved in the management of CSR strategy as well as the 
challenges involved in using such data to extend knowledge in the area of SD. While the active 
participation of corporations in sustainability is essential to its acceptance and further 
development within society (Moon, 2007), their self-interested focus in relation to CSR activities 
necessarily restricts the scope of their involvement beyond that which is of direct or obvious 
benefit for their investors. 

 
Finally, the findings of the current study extend prior knowledge by providing insights into 

the ways in which organizations use their MCS to achieve strategic change and renewal and to 
support the attainment of strategic objectives. These findings may encourage managers to give 
greater consideration to the MCS that they use to drive CSR strategy. Indeed, while a positive 
correlation between CSR and financial performance is assumed in some quarters (Porter & 
Kramer, 2006), there exists little empirical research to uncover the factors that influence this 
relation. Future research could consider the relation between a firm’s motivation for engaging in 
CSR strategy and its use of controls to implement that strategy. 

 
In addition to those limitations already mentioned, the study contains several others that 

suggest caution should be exercised in relying on these results without conducting further 
research. First, while the use of a questionnaire is an extremely useful way to identify and explore 
the role of MCS in CSR strategy across a group of organisations, our design necessarily precludes 
a detailed understanding of the practices in any individual company, potentially overlooking some 
of the intricacies and tensions that inevitably accompany organizational practices. Second, we 
have drawn on data about the formal uses of MCS gathered from a single respondent who is 
directly and closely involved in CSR strategy in his or her respective company. In doing so, we 
have excluded both the views of other individuals as well as informal processes that may also 
impact the management of CSR strategy. For example, the central role of CSRDs in 
implementing CSR strategy in most of the companies, combined with centralized budgets, 
incomplete measures, and lack of compensation, has the potential to marginalise operational 
departments and inhibit successful performance in the area of CSR, favouring instead a use of 
CSR for legitimacy concerns. A fruitful avenue for further research would therefore be to 
consider the relation between the use of formal and informal controls in CSR strategy. Along the 
same lines, the specificities of French law as applied to CSR suggest that different results might 
be obtained in different countries. For example, where legal requirements are less stringent 
external stakeholders may have a reduced input to CSR strategy. Consequently, a greater number 
of companies might exclude the input from these groups in their interactive processes. With this 
in mind, it would be interesting to conduct the same type of study in different countries, different 
sectors and among different companies such as small and medium enterprises. 
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APPENDIX A – LIST OF COMPANIES BELONGING TO THE CAC 40 
 

COMPANY ACTIVITY SECTOR 

ACCOR 
Hotels 

AIR FRANCE –KLM Airlines 

AIR LIQUIDE Commodity Chemicals 

ALCATEL-LUCENT Telecommunications Equipment 

ALSTOM Industrial Machinery 

ARCELORMITTAL Iron & Steel 

AXA Full Line Insurance 

BNP PARIBAS ACT.A Banks 

BOUYGUES Heavy Construction 

CAP GEMINI Computer Services 

CARREFOUR Food Retailers & Wholesalers 

CREDIT AGRICOLE Banks 

DANONE Food Products 

DEXIA Banks 

EADS Aerospace 

EDF Conventional Electricity 

ESSILOR 
INTERNATIONAL. Medical Supplies 

FRANCE TELECOM Fixed Line Telecommunications 

GDF SUEZ Multi-utilities 

L'OREAL Personal Products 

LAFARGE Building Materials & Fixtures 

LAGARDERE S.C.A. Publishing 

LVMH Clothing & Accessories 

MICHELIN Tires 

PERNOD RICARD Distillers & Vintners 

PEUGEOT Automobiles 

PPR General Retailer 

RENAULT Automobiles 

SAINT GOBAIN Building Materials & Fixtures 

SANOFI-AVENTIS Pharmaceuticals 

SCHNEIDER ELECTRIC 
Electrical Components & 
Equipment 
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SOCIETE GENERALE Banks 

STMICROELECTRONICS Semiconductors 

SUEZ ENVIRONNEMENT Waste & Disposal Services 

TOTAL Integrated Oil & Gas 

UNIBAIL-RODAMCO Retails 

VALLOUREC Industrial Machinery 

VEOLIA 
ENVIRONNEMENT Water  

VINCI Heavy Construction 

VIVENDI Broadcasting & Entertainment 
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Table 1 – Questionnaire Framework 
 

EXTERNAL FACTORS RELATING TO THE IMPLEMENTATION OF CSR 

STRATEGY  

 

 Trigger for the implementation of a CSR policy 

 Originating authority 

 Subordination of Sustainable Development Departments 

 Identification process of CSR issues 

 Integration of Operational Departments in the definition of CSR commitments  

 Involved external parties consulted for the definitions of CSR commitments 

 Type of external consultation 

 

INTERNAL PROCESSES THAT SUPPORT CSR STRATEGY 

 

 Suggestion and orientation of the CSR policy 

 Validation of the group CSR policy 

 Choice of CSR reporting indicators 

 CSR budgeting 

 Communication of the CSR policy to Managers 

 Financial incentives for Managers 

 Methods of deployment 

 Local adaptation 

 Feedback procedure of good practices 

 

REPORTING OF CSR PERFORMANCE 

 

 Tools for relaying CSR data 

 Perimeter of CSR reporting 

 Control of CSR reporting 

 Integration of CSR indicators in management charts 

 Upward flow of CSR data to General Management 

 Frequency of reevaluation of CSR commitments 
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Table 2 – How the CAC 40 group of companies mobilize the levers of control in order to manage CSR strategy 

Diagnostic processes to 
manage critical 
performance variables  

Interactive processes to manage 
strategic uncertainties and 
opportunities  

Belief systems to communicate 
core values   

Boundary processes to manage 
risks  

Purpose: to define and measure 
key performance indicators 
for CSR strategy against 
internal and external targets; 
to identify the gaps between 
achievements to date and past 
plans   
 

How leveraged: senior managers 
/CSRDs use reports to 
manage the activities of 
operational departments in 
relation to the performance of 
critical CSR activities  
 

Examples of MCS used to provide 
information on performance: EMS, 
standardized CSR reporting 
processes (GRI, Global 
Compact); competitive 
benchmarking  

Purpose: to reveal and debate emergent 
strategies and identify opportunities 
for innovation in relation to CSR 
activities 

 

How leveraged: through regular and 
formal discussions between 
CSRD/senior managers and 
operational managers  
 

Examples of MCS used interactively: 
regular meetings between CSRD and 
operational managers; intranet 
systems for communities of 
practitioners; exchange of best 
practices to share innovations 

Purpose: to establish a shared vision 
of CSR; to unite employees around a 
set of organizational values; to 
inspire employees to seek 
opportunities  

 

How leveraged: formal and explicit 
statements of intentions with respect 
to CSR mission and values 
 

Examples of MCS used to communicate 
values and purpose: CSR strategic plans; 
organizational-wide conferences; 
‘Values’ Chart’, mission statements; 
training sessions; communication 
tools such as intranet  

Purpose: to set strategic limits and 
business conduct boundaries around 
CSR plans and activities 

 

How leveraged: formal and explicit 
statements of appropriate and 
inappropriate areas for consideration 
in CSR strategy and of acceptable 
and proscribed behaviours 
 

Examples of MCS used to provide 
boundaries: external documentation 
on legal and voluntary regulations, 
eg. NRE, GRI that help to identify 
key strategic priorities (e.g. reduction 
in C02 emissions); guidelines on 
approved activities; ethics guides, 
codes of conduct, anti-bribery 
guidelines; guidelines on best or 
recommended practices; job 
descriptions (e.g. purchasers); 
communities of best practice 
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