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Corporate Social Responsibility 

(Sustainability) is achieving commercial 

success in ways that honor people, 

communities, the environment,  

and ethical values.  

- Business of Social Responsibility (BSR) 

 

Social Media Advances the Sustainability Dialogue 
New Ways to Powerfully Engage Stakeholders 

September 2009 
 

 

Discovering new ways to build relationships with stakeholders has never been more important, with 

“seventy-seven percent (77%) of consumers reporting that they refused to buy products or services from a 

company they distrusted”1.   

 

Much of today’s efforts around communicating corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) by the S&P 500 focus on producing 

reports that comply with standards such as the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI). While publishing a report can be a 

starting place, it’s important for companies to take the next 

step to disseminate that information and turn it into a conversation with stakeholders. 

 

The rise of social media also pressures companies to form new relationships with their stakeholders. Gone 

are the days of one-way communication: today’s stakeholders are increasingly looking for an authentic, 

two-way dialogue.  As highlighted in this graph 

from the 2009 Edelman Trust Barometer, the 

quality of the communication has a dramatic 

impact on a company’s reputation.   

 

This paper shows the natural intersection between 

what is happening with the CSR movement and the 

rise of social media, explores what some 

companies are doing to change how they 

communicate, and shows how companies can use 

their CSR efforts to engage with their stakeholders 

in ways that enhance trust and reputation. 

                                                             
1
 2009 Edelman Trust Barometer, http://www.edelman.com/trust/2009/  

http://www.edelman.com/trust/2009/
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Moving Beyond the Report 

As more companies focus on CSR, there is a need for more effective ways, beyond simple reporting, to 

communicate with stakeholders.  As stated in The J&J 2007 Sustainability report2:  

“There is a strong consensus that sustainability reports are rarely read cover to cover. Instead, 

users typically turn to a sustainability report to find a discreet bit of particular information on an 

as needed basis. As well, readers are seeking more in-depth discussions of a company’s 

priority sustainability issues.”  

 
The CSR report is just the starting place for communicating about a company’s CSR efforts.  In many cases, 

publishing the report is viewed merely as a box to be checked, rather than an opportunity to engage.   

While four out of five (79%) of the world’s largest companies are now issuing a CSR report,  it is far more 

important what companies are doing after that report is finalized3.  In his book, Strategies for the Green 

Economy, Joel Makower discusses the need for more focus on what companies are actually saying4.  

According to Makower, one of the core elements of an effective CSR program is a company’s ability to be 

transparent and to involve its stakeholders.  While a CSR report provides rich information on its own, it 

lacks the ability to create the dialogue that contributes to a win/win. 

 

The Need for Interaction 
 
Social media is a growing phenomenon, and one that should not 

be underestimated in terms of reach and influence.  Forrester 

reports that “More than 4 in 5 US online adults now participate 

socially,” either as Joiners -- people joining social networks -- or as 

Spectators -- viewing user generated content online.  Participation 

has also grown across all age segments with use of social 

networking by people aged 35 to 54 growing 60 percent in the last 

year alone. 5 

The prevalence of social media and increasing importance of CSR 

efforts offers companies a unique opportunity to more effectively 

engage stakeholders.  

  

                                                             
2
 J&J, 2007 Sustainability Report, (www.jnj.com/wps/wcm/connect/b92d59804ae70ee5b), Intro pg., 2007 

3
 KPMG International & SustainAbility, Ltd. Report, The readers’ take on Sustainability Reporting, 2008. 

4
 Joel Makower, Strategies for the Green Economy (McGraw-Hill, 2009) 

5 Forrester Research Report, The Broad Reach Of Social Technologies, August 2009 

Social Media - Internet and mobile-

based tools for people to share and/or 

discuss information using words, 

pictures, videos and/or audio*.  

Examples: 

 Wikipedia (reference) 

 Google/Yahoo Groups (message 

boards)  

 MySpace/Facebook /LinkedIn  

         (social networking)  

 Blogs 

 Twitter (microblogging) 

 YouTube (video sharing)  

 Flickr (photo sharing) 

 Second Life (virtual reality) 

*Wikipedia 

http://www.jnj.com/wps/wcm/connect/b92d59804ae70ee5b
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There is a natural intersection between social media and CSR as both require authenticity, accountability 

and engagement with their audience to be effective. The power and influence possible with social media 

enables companies to advance the CSR dialogue, taking it to a new and higher level of engagement and 

transparency.  

 

 

The Rise of Digital Activism 

At the same time that stakeholders are asking for greater transparency from companies, there are 

organizations that are using social media as a means of raising awareness of issues.  This new phenomena is 

called “digital activism.”  Digital activism is defined as the methods by which citizens use digital tools to 

effect social and political change6.   

For example, in the last couple of years, Greenpeace has used social media to raise awareness of its causes 

and increase its influence on bringing about change.  

 

A recent Greenpeace campaign highlighted Apple’s environmental practices and set a new standard for 

activism through a sophisticated use of the Internet, online advocacy, and social media.7
  The campaign 

urged Apple to reduce its use of toxic chemicals and create greener products.  

  

                                                             
6
 DigitActive, A world of Digital Activists  www.digiactive.org/about (April 2009). 

7
 Eva Appelbaum, The Evolution of Digital Activism evaapp.typepad.com/wildfire/2006/11/virtuoso_digita.html (November 2006). 

http://www.greenmyapple.org/
http://www.apple.com/
http://www.digiactive.org/about/
http://evaapp.typepad.com/wildfire/2006/11/virtuoso_digita.html
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Greenpeace reached out to stakeholders via various online social channels (such as social bookmarking, 

YouTube, and blogs), leading people to www.greenmyapple.org to learn more and join the campaign, which 

influenced Apple to shift its policy to develop greener products.  

 

 

(www.mygreenapple.org) 

Another successful use of digital activism by Greenpeace was their campaign around the use of sustainable 

palm oil. In a campaign to raise awareness of Dove’s use of unsustainable palm oil in their soaps, 

Greenpeace created a video called Dove Onslaught(er) based on the successful Dove Campaign for Real 

Beauty. 

 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=odI7pQFyjso) 

http://www.greenmyapple.org/
http://www.mygreenapple.org/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=odI7pQFyjso
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Within weeks of launching the video, Greenpeace had a half a million views on YouTube; within a month 

after the campaign began, it had a story in the Wall Street Journal8.  

 
In each example, if Apple or Unilever had joined or initiated the dialogue at the start instead of later 

defending against the publicity generated, the outcome could have been very different. For example, there 

are Unilever reports dating back to 2002 (Palm Oil: A Sustainable Future (2002) and Sustainable Palm Oil – 

Good Agricultural Practice Guidelines (2003)) wherein the company itself raises the issues surrounding the 

use palm oil in their products. But the mere existence of those reports did not help Unilever in this new 

digital and transparent world. The company failed to use the information to generate a dialogue and reach 

a solution. In the vacuum, Greenpeace successfully took hold of the issue.   

 

These examples highlight again why companies need to constantly assess their ways of communicating and 

finding ways to engage more directly with their stakeholders. A traditional CSR report is still needed, but 

there are other ways for companies to disseminate that information and turn it into a conversation that 

builds trust, solves problems, and increases reputation, all of which contributes to the financial bottom line. 

 

Companies Take First Steps to Engagement 

Examples are emerging daily that demonstrate how companies are changing the way they engage with 

their stakeholders through social media.  But having the means to generate a dialogue is just one piece of 

this new communication puzzle. Companies must also focus on the content of what they are 

communicating: Is their message perceived to be authentic or PR fluff? Are they listening and being 

responsive? Are they addressing societal expectations and environmental concerns?  

 

                                                             
8
 “After Protests, Unilever Does About-Face on Palm Oil”, WSJ, 2 May 2008, (online.wsj.com/article/SB120966732426660143.html) 

WSJ: After Protests, Unilever Does About-Face on Palm Oil  

Unilever built the popularity of its Dove soaps and skin creams with ads encouraging self-esteem in women. In recent weeks, 

Greenpeace used parodies of those ads to accuse the company of destroying Indonesian rain forests for palm oil, a key 

ingredient. 

Thursday, the environmental-activist group claimed a high-profile victory when the consumer-products giant said it would buy 

palm oil only from suppliers who can demonstrate they haven't cut down forests. 

The speed of the campaign marks a big moment for activist groups. One Greenpeace ad has been watched more than 250,000 

times in the week it has been on YouTube.com. Just as the world's biggest marketers have used such Internet sites to get their 

video ads to consumers, pressure groups are now using the technique to cheaply and quickly spread their message. Type 

"Dove" in YouTube's search engine and Greenpeace's ad is the first video to appear. 

It targeted Dove soaps and skin creams because "everyone has heard of those brands," Greenpeace's executive director John 

Sauven said. "They are the public face of the company." 

Dove's image as a caring and accepting brand also played well into Greenpeace's strategy. In an advertising push that has won 

it global attention and industry prizes, Unilever has positioned Dove since 2004 as celebrating women's individuality and 

rejecting model-perfect stereotypes. Greenpeace modeled its ads on Dove's "Campaign for Real Beauty. 

 

http://www.unilever.com/images/Palm%20Oil%20-%20A%20Sustainable%20Future%202002_tcm13-5315.pdf
http://www.unilever.com/images/SustainablepalmoilGoodAgriculturalPracticeGuidelines2003_tcm13-5316.pdf
http://www.unilever.com/images/SustainablepalmoilGoodAgriculturalPracticeGuidelines2003_tcm13-5316.pdf
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB120966732426660143.html
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The following are examples of several companies’ current social media efforts. These are all public 

examples and being used primarily to communicate with external stakeholders.  Although some examples 

show how companies are integrating social media into the overall brand experience, more often than not, 

they are not integrated. Companies are losing a valuable opportunity to enhance their brand. 

 

Company Focused Communities and Blogs 

 MyStarbucksIdea (mystarbucksidea.force.com): Starbucks launched this site, a virtual suggestion 

box, to engage more with its customer base. 

 GM Blogs (fastlane.gmblogs.com ): GM’s first blog which allows leaders to discuss all aspects of 

their vehicles.  

 JNJ By the Way (www.jnjbtw.com): The overview states, “Everyone else is talking about our 

company, so why can’t we? There are more than 120,000 people who work for Johnson & Johnson 

and its operating companies. We're some of them, and through JNJ BTW, we will try to find a voice 

that often gets lost in formal communications.”  

 Wal-Mart (checkoutblog.com): Check Out is written by a group of expert Wal-Mart Associates 

about the latest in gadgets, sustainability, gaming, and more. 

Customer Service Oriented 

 Get Satisfaction (www.getsatisfaction.com) is a third-party site provides a vehicle for customer 

service across companies.  

 

 
 

  

http://mystarbucksidea.force.com/
http://fastlane.gmblogs.com/
http://www.jnjbtw.com/
http://checkoutblog.com/
http://www.getsatisfaction.com/
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 @comcastcares: A Twitter customer service effort by Comcast employees that is changing the 

perception of customer support for Comcast after negative publicity generated by a YouTube video 

of the Comcast technician asleep while waiting on hold with his own company. 

 
 

 

Company Sponsored Networks on the Topic of Sustainability and/or Environment 

 Timberland on JustMeans (www.timberland.justmeans.com/): This site is a social network where 

people can talk to companies about their social and environmental impact. Under Timberland’s CSR 

section of its website, there is a link for stakeholders to join the discussion on JustMeans.  

 Waste Management’s Greenopolis (greenopolis.com):  Waste Management sponsored the creation 

of the site to encourage individuals, communities, non-profits, and businesses to communicate 

about green practices to give users a tool to share ideas and to encourage people to make positive, 

incremental changes in their daily lives. 

 Interface’s newly launched social network Mission Zero (www.missionzero.org): Mission Zero 

strives to enlist the support and energy of millions of people who can help correct the world's 

environmental course.  

 Dell’s ReGeneration Movement (www.regeneration.org): The intent of this site is to be a place to 

foster a group of people committed to sustaining the world’s natural environment. 

  

  

http://www.timberland.justmeans.com/
http://greenopolis.com/
http://www.missionzero.org/
http://www.regeneration.org/
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Ultimately, these companies need to determine the goal of these new initiatives – are they part of a 

comprehensive business strategy, a response to a problem, or simply a ‘nice to do’?  In most cases, the 

discussion is hard to find and awareness of the websites is low. Forrester argues in Groundswell that before 

one enters the social media space the following should be addressed:9  

 Understand what your customer’s social activities are.  

 Decide what you want to accomplish in engaging. 

 Have a plan for how your relationships with customers will 
change.  

 Then, decide what social technologies to use. 

The most important part of the framework is being clear on why a company is entering the social media 

space. Companies should then determine if social media could be used as a starting point for furthering the 

CSR dialogue and what the best methods are to support that.  It is important for companies to ensure their 

strategy matches the stakeholders groups they are trying to reach. 

Reaping the Digital Benefits 

The worth of a good customer relationship can never be underestimated. In Join the Conversation, Joseph 

Jaffe argues that companies must engage with their stakeholders because they are already out there 

speaking about the company10. The type of feedback that Stonyfield Yogurt received recently in its 

community highlights the potential of social media in engaging stakeholders.  

 

                                                             
9
 Charlene Li & Josh Bernoff, Forrester Research, Groundswell (Harvard Business Press, 2008). 

10
 Joseph Jaffe, Join the Conversation (John Wiley & Sons, Inc, 2007). 

 

The most important part of the 

framework is being clear on why 

a company is entering the social 

media space. 
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With more open dialogue comes greater accountability. Is your company ready to have those 

conversations? If so, who is best equipped to be the company’s voice? Should the owners of social media 

be Corporate Communications, Marketing, Customer Service, CSR, or should it be a team approach 

involving all of those functions?  

 

Social media is but another channel to more fully engage with stakeholders. Its rise and the increased 

interest in sustainability is breaking down barriers between managers and stakeholders, forcing a more 

transparent conversation. While not all these conversations will happen in the digital realm, time will show 

social media to be a catalyst for changing how companies engage their multiple stakeholders and nurture 

long-standing relationships.  

 

Ultimately, CSR efforts and social media need to be integrated into the company’s strategic communication 

plan to have the most impact on the development of credible stakeholder relationships. 
 

Social media offers a real opportunity for companies to use CSR to pioneer new ways of communicating 

with stakeholders. It cannot only advance a company’s CSR agenda, it can open the way to more 

meaningful conversations in many areas, resulting in multiple wins and creating joint solutions.  

 

 

Contact Information 

For questions about the paper, contact Beth Bengtson at beth@sdialogue.com or 866.210.1183.  Other 

options are to connect with her on LinkedIn or follow her on Twitter @b2engt. 

About the Company   

SDialogue (www.sdialogue.com), formerly SRB Marketing, is an award-winning, full-service sustainability 

strategy & communications firm. Founded in 2003, well before the recent green marketing craze brought 

everyone on the bandwagon, SDialogue has helped clients that have included Ben & Jerry’s, National 

Geographic, Working Assets and Yale University, among dozens of others. 
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