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ix

Foreword

This is an important book. As we watch once trusted icons of strength 
and virtue succumb, one after another, to breakdowns in internal gov-
ernance and to implausible but real failures to address clear respon-

sibilities, ISO 26000 could not have come at a better time. Yet the greatest 
strength of this new ISO guidance standard on social responsibility—its 
all-encompassing scope and coverage of numerous social responsibility 
issues deemed important by the 400 multi-disciplinary, global stakeholders 
who developed it—is also intimidating to the potential user.

Bernhart and Maher show how to take the first bite of this apple, and 
the second, with each bite bringing the user a greater degree of comfort that 
their organization’s essential obligations are recognized and on their way to 
being addressed. The standard is voluntary, but an organization’s social 
responsibilities are fundamental to the right of existence. The organization 
can pursue its mission, but it must meet the expectations of civil society. 
Bernhart and Maher point the way for organizations to analyze the expec-
tations that apply specifically to their organization, to map out and imple-
ment programs to address them and, indeed, to leverage them in support of 
their mission.

This book is not a substitute for the standard; it is a tool to bring the 
standard to life within an organization. Because many of those in its most 
likely audience are quality professionals, users are led to obvious link-
ages between quality and social responsibility and the importance of good 
management. Due to the concern of many authors that the standard could 
become a mandatory management system standard in parallel to ISO 9001 
and ISO 14001, the standard was written as guidance. But clearly, ISO 
26000 will be most effectively implemented by a thorough management 
system, one that links governance, quality, environment, safety, risk man-
agement, community relations, and other functions with the social respon-
sibilities of the organization. 
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In particular, this book helps the user deal with the overwhelmingly 
broad scope of the standard. Bernhart and Maher lead the user into social 
responsibility implementation using ISO 26000 through the eyes of Midget 
Widgets, a hypothetical, small manufacturing company, using tools and 
language that will be familiar and comfortable even in the smallest organi-
zation. Yet even large, multinational organizations will find the book useful 
in taking social responsibility from the corporate headquarters to its mul-
titude of facilities.

This book is easy to use and filled with helpful tips, tables, and exam-
ples, yet it will bear re-reading as the user undertakes social responsibil-
ity and begins to appreciate just how much valuable knowledge has been 
packed into so few pages.

—Dorothy P. Bowers
Chair, U.S. Technical Advisory Group  

to ISO 26000 (2006–2009)

x Foreword
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1

1
Introduction and  

Approach

The price of greatness is responsibility.

—Sir Winston Churchill

KEY QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 1 

 1. What is ISO 26000?

 2. Why a book on ISO 26000?

 3. What is the approach used in this book?

1.1 A UNIQUE STANDARD

ISO 26000 is a voluntary guidance standard that attempts what no other 
global standard on social responsibility has: to consolidate in one place 
the fundamental expectations of organizations regarding their responsibil-
ities to society. Because the standard was developed by a global, multi-
stakeholder group—consisting of thousands of contributors and reviewers 
from more than 90 countries—the standard addresses the wide landscape 
of social responsibility and provides valuable context for implementation in 
all types of organizations around the world.

For each of seven core subjects, the standard provides information on 
scope, relationship to social responsibility, related principles and consid-
erations, and related actions and expectations. It also provides guidance 
for integrating social responsibility throughout the organization. This 
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2 Chapter One

integration is fundamentally transformative. It helps us connect the dots 
between social responsibility and quality, procurement, health and safety, 
communications, and many other functions, in turn strengthening each one.

ISO 26000 does this within the broader library of related standards 
that focus on one aspect of social responsibility, such as the Global 
Reporting Initiative Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (for public 
disclosure), AccountAbility 1000 series (for assurance), and ISO 14001 (for 
environmental management), as well as initiatives like the United Nations 
Global Compact, Equator Principles, and Millennium Development Goals, 
which provide far-reaching aspirations but little implementation guidance. 

ISO 26000 closes the gaps in these and other global and geography- and 
sector-specific tools by providing guidance that can be applied by any type 
of organization at any point along the social responsibility journey. For 
these reasons, we believe ISO 26000 can be a catalyst for significant change 
in many organizations. However, it is not a step-by-step guide. Some read-
ers of the standard might find it difficult to know where to start and how to 
use ISO 26000 to implement social responsibility. We hope this book will 
help do that by providing practical strategies, tools, and examples for using 
ISO 26000 to integrate social responsibility into your organization.

1.2 OUR APPROACH

The book is structured to help you navigate ISO 26000 and to provide 
succinct practical information for implementing the guidance provided by 
the standard. The book is akin to a GPS that speaks point-to-point guidance 
to you, the social responsibility driver, as you help your organization set and 
move toward its social responsibility goals based on the broader map that 
ISO 26000 provides.

We want to be very clear that the book should in no way be construed 
as supporting certification to ISO 26000. ISO has emphatically stated that 
ISO 26000 provides guidance only and is not designed for certification—
and reputable certification bodies will comply with that policy. However, 
the book contains terminology that some of you may associate with certifi-
able management systems. The reason for using this terminology is that ISO 
26000 encourages organizations to integrate social responsibility into their 
existing systems, and such management systems are common. However, 
it should also be clear that using a certifiable management system to help 
implement and integrate the guidance provided by ISO 26000 should not be 
used to claim certification to ISO 26000.
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Introduction and Approach 3

We have structured the chapters of this book based on our recommen-
dations for implementing the standard in an organization. The chapters do 
not attempt to mimic the order of the clauses in the standard. 

•	 Chapter 2 focuses on using the social responsibility expectations
and principles in ISO 26000 to develop or enhance social 
responsibility policies and strategy. The chapter also introduces 
many of the topics that are explained in greater detail in  
later chapters.

•	 Chapter 3 provides much of the detailed implementation guidance
on topics that Chapter 2 has outlined. This includes the nuts and 
bolts of stakeholder engagement, how to determine the significance 
of your organization’s social responsibility issues, how your 
organization might conduct a social responsibility gap analysis 
against the standard’s guidance, and other topics.

•	 Chapter 4 discusses how your organization can communicate
about social responsibility, including ongoing communications and 
the practicalities of what is commonly referred to as sustainability 
reporting.

The book also does not attempt to provide a line-by-line interpretation of 
ISO 26000 because the standard’s guidance is mostly clear and we did not 
want to write a 500-page book to interpret a 106-page standard. Nonethe-
less, we do strive to work from what the standard provides by, where practi-
cable, referencing its clauses to begin the discussion of a topic.

The standard is somewhat repetitive on topics such as stakeholder 
engagement, due diligence, social responsibility integration, and the impor-
tance of contributing to sustainable development. There are two good 
reasons for the repetition: the topics are sufficiently important to war-
rant repetition, and they need to be reiterated to provide context or other 
information. 

We use a range of tools in the book that we hope you find useful. One 
of these, the sequence of steps, warrants an introduction. As noted, the stan-
dard is by design not a management system standard; it provides guidance, 
not the prescriptive requirements of a management system standard. There-
fore, we felt that you might benefit from a structured plan for implementing 
the standard’s guidance—the sequence of steps is such a plan. Some of you 
may also find the sequence of steps useful when deciding how to read the 
standard. However, in no way should the sequence of steps be seen as pro-
moting certification to ISO 26000. The sequence of steps is designed solely 
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4 Chapter One

to help you better understand and efficiently take advantage of what ISO 
26000 offers. Table 1.1 lays out the structured plan along with the chapters 
of the book and the clauses of the standard that you may find most useful 
for each step.

It is important to note that the sequence of steps is presented to help 
overcome paralysis by analysis—it is designed to get you planning, mov-
ing, and using the standard. The steps that your organization follows may 
be sequenced differently from what we suggest. In practice, many of the 
activities listed occur in parallel, not in series. For example, top manage-
ment (the standard uses the term “senior leadership”) may be reviewing 
social responsibility strategy at a high level while a core team is convening, 

Table 1.1 Suggested steps for implementing ISO 26000.

Most relevant 
Sequence   ISO 26000  PDCA 
of steps Step purpose Chapter clauses cycle

Conduct a To understand Chapter 2 Clauses 4, Plan 
self-assessment what’s working   7.2, 7.3.3 

well, determine the  
destination on the 
social responsibility 
continuum, and 
set objectives 

Identify and To provide for Chapter 2 Not covered 
build the team for ongoing  directly in a 

coordination and   specific clause 
 guidance of social  
 responsibility  
 strategy  
 development and  
 implementation

Begin  To understand their Chapter 2 Clause 5.3 
engaging  social responsibility introduces,  
internal and  interests and and 
external  concerns and begin Chapters 
stakeholders communicating the  3 and 4 
 organization’s  provide 
 social responsibility  more 
 objectives and  detailed 
 strategies  guidance

Continued
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Introduction and Approach 5

Table 1.1 Continued.

Most relevant 
Sequence   ISO 26000  PDCA 
of steps Step purpose Chapter clauses cycle

Determine  To ensure that the Chapter 2 Clauses 5.3.3, 
what is  organization introduces, 6.1 
significant  focuses on the and 
to your  issues that are Chapter 3 
organization significant provides

Set measurable To have a 
more

 Clauses 5, 6, 
targets and disciplined and 

detailed
 7, Annex A 

draft the social measurable 
guidance

 
responsibility approach to social 
plan responsibility 

performance and 
provide a road map  
for implementation  
across the  
organization

Implement the To meet the Chapter 3 Clauses 6, 7 Do 
plan and begin commitments set 
monitoring by the organization 
progress

Communicate  To communicate Chapter 4 Clauses 7.5,  Check 
and report the organization’s   7.6 

commitments,  
performance,  
and progress to  
stakeholders  
through ongoing  
engagement and  
formal disclosures

Repeat the  To assess whether Chapter 4 All clauses Act 
process of self- the policies and 
assessment, plans are 
improvements, appropriate, and 
and ongoing to assess 
communications opportunities  

for continual  
improvement

Note: The inclusion of the PDCA cycle should not be construed to mean that  
organizations can be certified to ISO 26000. It is included to help individuals  
and organizations who use the cycle to orient their systems to ISO 26000 and  
the stepwise guidance that this book provides.
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6 Chapter One

and both groups will likely participate in the self-assessment. Likewise, 
organizations are already engaging stakeholders and communicating; each 
step is therefore also a cue to make those efforts more systematic and better 
informed by the guidance in ISO 26000. Notwithstanding, the sequence of 
steps is arranged based on experience with social responsibility implemen-
tation, the basics of sound project management, and the systems model that 
underpins effective management.

We have a couple of additional thoughts before diving into the details. 
We acknowledge that the book’s examples are biased toward the private 
sector. This should not be seen to undermine the standard’s emphasis in 
clause 3.1 that social responsibility applies to all organizations. Also, we
have included a couple of lighter moments in Chapter 3. These asides should
in no way detract from the importance of social responsibility and the seri-
ous work that needs to be done in pursuit of sustainability. Social respon-
sibility is fundamental to human welfare and to the state of the biosphere.
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7

2
Building the Social 

Responsibility Foundation

Opportunity is missed by most people because it is 
dressed in overalls and looks like work.

—Albert Einstein

KEY QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 2 

 1. Where do you want to go with social 
responsibility?

 2. What kind of organization do you want to 
become?

 3. What will you need to get there?

 4. How can ISO 26000 help?

 5. How do you get started?

Two men and one woman entered the executive conference room at Midget 
Widgets and settled around the polished table. They greeted one another 
warmly, as they did every Monday morning for their usual briefing with 
the CEO. Phil, the executive vice president, reported on his daughter’s soft-
ball game that weekend, noting with pride that the team was headed to the 
playoffs. Suzanne, the chief operating officer, was about to respond when 
she noticed a thick stack of documents in the center of the table. “What’s 
this?” she asked, picking up a neatly bound copy. “International Standard,” 
she read aloud, “ISO 26000, Guidance on Social Responsibility.” “I’ve 
heard of that,” said Phil, reaching for a copy. “They had a speaker from 
Price’s Devices talking about it at the chamber of commerce meeting a 
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8 Chapter Two

couple of months ago. Apparently, Price’s Devices was involved in devel-
oping the standard and plans to use it in a big way.” Mike, the chief mar-
keting officer, quickly turned to the table of contents. He whistled. “Wow. 
And it is big. There’s a lot here.”

“Oh, good,” came a voice at the door. “I see you’ve found our discus-
sion topic for today.” In walked the CEO, David, who explained, “Ted (the 
Environment, Health, and Safety [EHS] director) bought a copy because 
he thought it might have implications for our environmental management, 
and when he looked it over, he called to say I should take a look. Turns out 
it’s a gold mine of information.” 

“Yes, it seems awfully comprehensive,” said Suzanne. “Look at all the 
issues it covers.”

“Right,” said David, “and I’d like us to take a close look at ISO 26000 
to see if it can help us figure out what to do about social responsibility. 
I know we need to pay more attention to it, but I haven’t been sure where 
to start.” 

Mike nodded. “Last month we got questions from some of our biggest 
customers about our social and environmental commitments. And lately 
we’ve been noticing new questions in supplier surveys about the envi-
ronmental impacts of our products. To tell you the truth, they’re hard to 
answer. I’ve been meaning to bring this up.” 

“I heard from Linda [Human Resources director] that a few job can-
didates have asked what our stance on sustainability is and whether we 
give time off for volunteering. It’s a great idea, but volunteering is not built 
into our cost model—that’s for sure. Are we missing out on the best talent 
because we don’t provide opportunities like that?” asked Phil.

“Since we’re discussing this, I have to say I’m getting worried about 
those two new international components contractors. As you know, we 
started contracting with them for components in 2008, and I’m not sure 
our quality audits would pick up on some of the issues I see here in ISO 
26000,” Suzanne volunteered, thumbing through the document. 

The group took a few minutes to browse the standard in silence. Then 
the questions and comments came rapidly.

“We’ve already got environmental and quality policies, a good 
compliance record, and strong core values. How much more would we 
need to do?”

“Cratchett Gadgets has started down this road, but they’re bigger than 
we are. I don’t know what they’ve gotten out of it yet besides some positive 
press, but maybe we should look into it.”

“My top sales rep told me on Thursday he’s worried we’ll lose the 
Fabricators Inc. account to Cratchett. Could this be why?”
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 9

“How would we make social responsibility work with our business 
strategy? I believe in doing the right thing, but we’re not a nonprofit.” 

“Right, and I’m not a tree hugger, but climate change is a factor. There 
may be some real risks we haven’t considered yet, like higher energy costs. 
We haven’t determined how that might affect our margin.”

“Our facilities are top-notch. I don’t think we have much to worry 
about there.”

“What about in our supply chain? Think about those two companies 
where we’re getting some components. Their quality and price are good, 
but how do we know they’re on top of this?”

“We’re already doing some things with social responsibility. Did 
you hear about the water conservation program someone got going in 
Lexington? It’s making a difference.”

“And Ted and Brian [Quality Management director] got that great 
health and safety program started—the early intervention initiative. 
They’ve seen some impressive results.”

“I’m glad to hear it, but we’re pretty lean, and our employees have 
enough to do already. We can’t ask everyone to take on social responsi-
bility initiatives without some compelling purpose. How would we get 300 
employees on board?”

“If we dive into social responsibility, who’s going to lead this? I’m not 
sure we have the right expertise in-house.”

“I’d definitely like to see the Communications and Marketing depart-
ment involved. I know social responsibility has a lot to do with our engage-
ment and reputation. What other expertise do you think we’d need? EHS 
for sure. Maybe legal?”

“Speaking of communications, Fabricators Inc. published a social 
responsibility report last year. I have a copy in my office. Should we be 
thinking about doing that?” 

“It seems likely we have responsibilities we haven’t yet realized. Most 
companies do. How can we learn what they are?”

“Good point. I’ll bet there are some opportunities, too. I wonder what 
we could we get out of this. How could we—not to mention our employees 
and customers—benefit if we get this social responsibility thing right?”

“Philosophically, social responsibility is appealing, but we run a solid 
operation already. Is there a compelling business case for doing more?”

“There may well be,” David concluded. “The first step is to sit down 
with this standard and do a closer read. When we reconvene next week, 
we’ll compare notes. Come prepared to share your best ideas about  moving 
ahead with social responsibility on a larger scale and how ISO 26000 
might help. I think we’ve hit on something important here.”
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10 Chapter Two

This scenario, though fictional, is grounded in real conversations about 
social responsibility taking place in many organizations. It reflects the level 
of commitment, involvement, and decision making required of each orga-
nization’s senior leadership to implement social responsibility. Often, from 
these initial questions come still more questions that begin the social respon-
sibility implementation and change management process. How do we use 
the ISO 26000 principles and expectations to set strategy? How do we 
create the necessary emotional appeal for change while also providing the 
specific direction? How do we determine where we want to go with social 
responsibility? What is the path to get there? This chapter helps answer 
these questions, drawing from the guidance in ISO 26000 to support you in 
building the necessary foundation for social responsibility implementation. 

2.1 DETERMINING YOUR SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY DESTINATION

In their initial discussion about social responsibility, Midget Widgets’ exec-
utives wondered what their organization’s responsibilities and opportunities 
might be, and how social responsibility implementation could benefit their 
organization. They hadn’t yet determined what had already been done or 
how far they want to go with social responsibility, but they will. 

For Midget Widgets and every organization, social responsibility 
implementation is a challenging journey. See Figure 2.1 for an overview of 

Figure 2.1 The social responsibility continuum: Where do you want to go?
Source: Adapted from IBM Institute for Business Value study “Attaining Sustainable 
Growth through Corporate Social Responsibility.”
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 11

this journey and the typical milestones along the way, and Box 2.1 for clari-
fication on terminology.

Organizations move from one phase of social responsibility imple-
mentation to the next, and may straddle several points at the same time 
because social responsibility performance often reflects a combination of 
these milestones. As the social responsibility change management process 
takes hold and the organization begins practicing sustainable development, 
it advances along the continuum toward a state of sustainability or respon-
sible growth.1

BOX 2.1 SORTING OUT THE TERMINOLOGY

The terms social responsibility, sustainable development, and sustainabil-
ity are often misunderstood and used inconsistently, which is why one of 
the aims of ISO 26000 is to help create uniformity of language.* Clause 
3.3.5 of ISO 26000 describes the relationships between social responsi-
bility and sustainable development:

“Social responsibility has the organization as its focus and concerns 
an organization’s responsibilities to society and the environment. Social 
responsibility is closely linked to sustainable development. Because sus-
tainable development is about the economic, social, and environmen-
tal goals common to all people, it can be used as a way of summing up 
the broader expectations of society that need to be taken into account 
by organizations seeking to act responsibly. Therefore, an overarching 
objective of an organization’s social responsibility should be to contrib-
ute to sustainable development.”

It may also help to think of social responsibility as an organization’s 
responsibility to reach sustainability—an end point, the ultimate destina-
tion on the continuum—while sustainable development is the means of 
getting there. Of course, getting there involves myriad interdependent 
factors, including social responsibility principles, core subjects, and inte-
gration processes, as outlined in ISO 26000.

* Readers interested in the background, objectives, or process for developing ISO 
26000 may want to visit www.iso.org/wgsr for a plethora of documents dating 
to 2005. For more about the standard’s origins and agreed-upon objectives 
specifically, see the New Work Item Proposal—Social Responsibility.

1. We are aware of the debates among ecological economists and others about the 
apparent contradiction between growth and sustainability. Consider, however, 
a company that replaced gasoline-powered vehicles with ones that ran on solar 
power. It could experience growth consistent with sustainability provided the 
vehicle’s other components and life cycle uses were sustainably realized.
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12 Chapter Two

As shown in Figure 2.1, the degree to which the organization is inte-
grating social responsibility correlates with its location on the journey, 
and the greater the degree of integration, the more value the organization 
receives from social responsibility. The implementation journey includes 
five key milestones:

•	 The journey is underpinned by legal compliance, which ISO 26000 
identifies as a fundamental prerequisite.

•	 It also includes risk management, although ISO 26000 points out 
that social responsibility should not be treated only as a form of risk 
management (clause 7.8.2). While risk mitigation is one outcome 
of (and may be one of the initial drivers for) social responsibility 
implementation, effective risk management alone does not 
indicate that an organization has met all of its significant social 
responsibilities.

•	 Most organizations also have in place a set of core values, 
expectations for associated behaviors, and processes to ensure 
accountability to these expectations. Some of these values may 
overlap with the ISO 26000 principles. 

•	 Many organizations have also implemented efficiency initiatives, 
and may maintain systems for continually optimizing operational 
efficiency, although these may not have traditionally focused on 
social responsibility.

•	 The ideal is achieving sustainability or responsible growth, where 
the organization grows by practicing sustainable development, 
meeting its responsibilities and supporting the health and welfare 
of society. In the case of Midget Widgets, sustainable or responsible 
growth could occur when the company’s devices replaced 
unsustainably produced alternatives, or where new products could 
be generated in ways that were sustainable. However, not necessarily 
every organization will want or be able to achieve sustainability 
or responsible growth. Some organizations may be satisfied with 
achieving efficient operations that neutralize or minimize impacts. 

Ideally, senior executives are driving the overall implementation process 
(as is the case at Midget Widgets). ISO 26000 explains that when the orga-
nization’s leadership has “a thorough understanding of the principles, 
core subjects and benefits of social responsibility,” it “will greatly assist 
the integration of social responsibility throughout the organization and its 
sphere of influence” (clause 7.2) and that “commitment and understanding 
should start at the top of the organization” (clause 7.4.1). Determining 
the  organization’s destination on the journey is definitely a job for senior 
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 13

leadership. Whatever the desired end point on the journey, they will need 
to make the case for social responsibility and have a plan for managing 
the change. 

2.2 BEGINNING THE PARADIGM SHIFT 

Implementing social responsibility is a transformative process that entails, 
among other things, clearly understanding the fundamental expectations 
of society (described throughout clause 6 of ISO 26000) and the organiza-
tion’s particular responsibilities. For most organizations, recognizing these 
responsibilities and achieving the desired social responsibility destination 
involve significant shifts in thinking and strategy. Some businesses, for 
example, may need to cast off the notion that making money and imple-
menting social responsibility are mutually exclusive. In fact, they go hand 
in hand. As ISO 26000 observes in the introduction, “In the long run, all 
organizations’ activities depend on the health of the world’s ecosystems.” 
The concept of shared value,2 an approach that provides benefit for both 
society and an organization’s own competitiveness, aptly describes the 
interdependence of organizations and society. Translating this concept into 
action may well require thinking of your organization in new ways and 
devising new strategies for its operation.

Of course, ISO 26000 is intended “to be useful to all types of orga-
nizations” (Introduction), and organizations in all sectors3 can leverage 
social responsibility for strategic success and responsible growth. While 
ISO 26000 does not provide guidance specifically for setting social respon-
sibility strategy, it does assert that all organizations must be strategic in 
their social responsibility thinking, decision making, and actions, making 
sure social responsibility becomes an integral part of core organizational 
strategy, policy, processes, and activities (clause 3.3.4). It is not an after-
thought, an add-on, or a short-term initiative. The strategic integration of 
social responsibility is about more than launching a few local recycling 
projects or installing a photovoltaic system in one location while continuing 
to run inefficient equipment elsewhere. These improvements may be good 

2. First described by Michael Porter and Mark Kramer (2006). 

3. One point of clarification: if you are part of a government entity, it may be 
easy to misinterpret a note on the ISO 26000 definition of organization 
 regarding the role of government (clause 2). The note intends to clarify that 
nothing in the standard is meant to interfere with government’s ability to 
execute its regular duties. It does not imply that governments should not  
implement social responsibility using ISO 26000; in fact, government  
operations can benefit greatly by doing so.
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14 Chapter Two

early actions, but they do not mean an organization has made the essential 
shift, adopted a new way of thinking, a fresh approach to making decisions, 
or a considerable change in operations.

Most importantly, clause 4 of the standard provides the fundamental 
principles (accountability, transparency, ethical behavior, respect for stake-
holder interests, respect for the rule of law, respect for international norms 
of behavior, and respect for human rights) for use in determining your des-
tination, direction, and strategies. They are central to the necessary para-
digm shift by serving as a beacon to point you in the right direction, inform 
new strategies and objectives, and provide the basis for assessing decisions 
and actions. Clause 6 outlines the expected behaviors and actions that align 
with these principles once you have begun implementing social responsi-
bility. And clause 7.4.2 indicates that an organization should set its direc-
tion by making social responsibility an integral part of its policies, culture, 
strategies, structures, and operations.

At the planning stage, however, the principles help you determine 
where you want to go on the continuum and how you want to get there, 
building the base on which long-term social responsibility implementation 
will occur. The rest of this chapter provides the necessary steps for build-
ing this foundation.

Many good resources are available on change management, so we have 
not covered the details in this book, but we would be remiss if we didn’t at 
least point out that change management requires three basic elements: 1) an 
emotional appeal or case for the change, 2) attention to the specific activi-
ties required to effect the change, and 3) a path for the change. The role of 
senior leadership in each of these is paramount. As we discuss in section 
2.4 of this chapter, senior leadership sets the social responsibility direction, 
makes the case for it (by communicating early, clearly, and frequently), and 
guides overall implementation. 

2.3 PLANNING FOR SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY IMPLEMENTATION: 

THE SELF-ASSESSMENT

Few of us would take a trip without planning, but many organizations stum-
ble into social responsibility implementation haphazardly, undertaking 
improvement projects here and there, and failing to tackle social responsi-
bility cohesively and toward a higher goal. Social responsibility implemen-
tation requires rigor and focus. It requires strategic thinking, assessment, 
planning, targeted actions, monitoring, and ongoing improvement. And it 
requires fundamental change and a system to manage that change. 
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 15

Social responsibility is complex and multifaceted, so the list of issues 
potentially relevant to your organization is long. Before undertaking the 
self-assessment, read through all seven of the ISO 26000 core subjects so 
you are aware of the issues that could be relevant to your organization (you 
have already read and begun considering the ways in which the principles 
will inform your destination and strategy). Note that ISO 26000 says that 
while all the core subjects are relevant to every organization, not all of the 
issues will be relevant. Together, though, they comprise a set of fundamen-
tal expectations that every organization should be alert to at the outset.

As noted, managing the change required to implement social respon-
sibility involves focused exploration and introspection. That’s why self-
assessment is the first important step on the journey to social responsibility. 
It provides the information you need to develop the implementation plan. 
What’s more, the exercise itself can be inspiring and motivating. As with 
all of the foundational steps, the assessment should be done by or in close 
association with the organization’s most senior leaders. The CEO, presi-
dent, or executive director is the organization’s most visible and most pow-
erful social responsibility champion, and the self-assessment phase is the 
time for senior leadership to sell the change, determine the organization’s 
destination and strategies, and begin building momentum. For more about 
assembling the right expertise to guide and implement social responsibility, 
see section 2.4 in this chapter.

As we noted in Chapter 1, although we’ve recommended a sequence of 
steps, you will probably undertake some steps concurrently. While you are 
conducting the self-assessment, for instance, you’ll begin exploring social 
responsibility with internal stakeholders to learn more about their interests 
and concerns (Chapters 3 and 4 cover stakeholder engagement and commu-
nications in detail). This chapter covers the first two steps, which establish 
the foundation for future implementation activities, and introduces several 
others that are covered more fully in Chapter 3.

Most relevant 
Sequence   ISO 26000  PDCA 
of steps Step purpose Chapter clauses cycle

Conduct a To understand Chapter 2 Clauses 4, Plan 
self-assessment what’s working   7.2, 7.3.3 

well, determine the  
destination on the 
social responsibility 
continuum, and 
set objectives
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16 Chapter Two

Clauses 7.2 and 7.3 of ISO 26000 cover parts of the social responsibility 
self-assessment, providing useful guidance for identifying relevant and sig-
nificant responsibilities, risks, and opportunities. We encourage organiza-
tions to review the many helpful considerations listed in clause 7.2 as part 
of self-assessment and strategy setting. We also suggest, however, that this 
step involves more than what is outlined in ISO 26000. The activities com-
prising the self-assessment are shown in Table 2.1.

Full of thought-provoking discussion, debate, and visioning, the self-
assessment sets the stage for the implementation tasks that follow (intro-
duced here and detailed in Chapter 3). As with other key tasks, the 
organization’s most senior leaders are responsible for conducting the assess-
ment. If it must be completed by outside consultants or people lower in the 
organization, the unvarnished results must be shared as soon as possible 
with senior leaders for decision making. 

Activity 1. Understand the general context 
within which the organization should  
consider social responsibility and set strategy

ISO 26000, 
clauses 4 
and 7.2

As you consider the context within which your organization operates, look 
to the ISO 26000 principles in clause 4 and the actions and expectations in 
clause 6 for guidance. For example, how could increased transparency sup-
port your journey toward social responsibility (clause 4.3)? How can you 
make sure respect for international norms of behavior is embedded in your 
value chain (clause 4.7)? If you sell products to consumers, how might the 
principle of consumer education help you improve social responsibility per-
formance (clause 6.7.2.1)? If you are a nonprofit, how could partnerships 
move you closer to your social responsibility destination (clause 6.8.2.1)? 

The standard’s guidance for determining how your organization’s 
characteristics relate to social responsibility in clause 7.2 is also useful. As 
recommended, you will want to review your mission, vision, values, princi-
ples, code of conduct, or other documents outlining expectations and guid-
ing concepts in comparison with the ISO 26000 principles and draw from 
them to develop or revise your organization’s mission, vision, strategy, and 
policy(ies) as appropriate. Guidance for establishing policies is provided as 
part of Activity 5 in this chapter.

Additional useful guidance on understanding and articulating your 
organization’s characteristics in the context of social responsibility can be 
found in the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Sustainability Reporting 
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 17

Guidelines, commonly referred to as the GRI G3 (see Part 2, Standard 
Disclosures, of the GRI G3). You will want to consult with others in your 
organization to address some of the points outlined in clause 7.2. You may 
want to capture the output of the exercise in a chart or table like that shown 
in Table 2.2 for Midget Widgets.

Table 2.1 Self-assessment activities.

Guidance in ISO 26000  
Self-assessment activities or this book

1. Understand the general context within which ISO 26000, clauses 4 
the organization should consider social and 7.2 
responsibility and set strategy

2. Understand and articulate the organization’s Page 20 of this chapter 
 culture to support decision making about  
social responsibility implementation  
strategies and processes

3. Help to define the organization’s sphere of Clause 7.3.3 
 influence as well as the ability and willingness  
to exercise that influence

4. Identify social responsibility actions to date, Page 26 of this chapter 
 especially any successes that can be  
replicated

5. Locate your organization’s current place on Page 28 of this chapter 
 the social responsibility continuum and  
determine how far you want your organization  
to go

6. Begin integrating social responsibility into Clauses 6.3.3.2, 6.4.1.1, 
policy  6.4.5.1, 6.4.6.2, 6.4.7.1,  
 page 32 of this chapter

7. Provide information for identifying  Clauses 7.2 and 7.3 
 responsibilities, as well as potential risks,  
opportunities, and areas for action associated  
with social responsibility 

8. Provide information to determine which of  Clause 7.3.2 
 the core subjects and issues are relevant  
and significant to the organization and  
its stakeholders

9. Provide information to prioritize the issues,  Clause 7.3.4, page 34 
establish objectives, and set targetsa of this chapter

a  In ISO 26000 and throughout this book, target means a quantifiable aim (for 
 example, reduce energy use 35% by 2011). Objective and goal indicate a broader  
aim (for example, become environmentally neutral) that is achieved by setting and 
meeting targets.
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18 Chapter Two

Table 2.2 Social responsibility context and characteristics (Midget Widgets).

ISO 26000 Known or potential 
consideration   responsibilities, 
(clause 7.2) Our organization risks, opportunities

Organization  Widget manufacturing, Widgets made of 
characteristics, 300 employees,  metals, plastics, and 
locations, workforce,  $15 million in revenues,  other environmentally- 
profile no outsourcing of  intensive materials

 
product assembly, but 

 Some components from 
 

some materials and 
 locations that may pose 

 
components come from 

 risks associated with 
 

high-risk countries
 human rights and labor  

  practices

Operating locations,  Two regions in North Closely regulated 
including legal framework  America industry (product safety, 
and characteristics of   quality, transportation, 
the operations  use, disposal)

   No company-owned  
assembly operations 
in countries at high risk 
for ethical, legal, or 
human rights violations, 
although some 
components provided 
by suppliers in high-risk 
locations 

Previous social  Generally strong Opportunity to expand 
responsibility  health and safety early symptom 
performance performance since  intervention program 
 implementing early  and energy efficiency 
 symptom intervention  projects to other 
 program at one facility facilities

 Energy efficiency  
 projects (that is,  
 lighting) at one facility  
 yielded positive results  
 and $ savings

Workplace, employees  Full-time = 94% Only one female in a 
(for example, percent  

Part-time = 4%
 key leadership position 

full-time, percent   and high percentage 
contract labor, percent  Contract = 2%  of females in 
union/trade, percent  

Union = 0
 administrative or clerical 

male/female, percent   positions (90%) 
minority) Male = 73%

 Female = 27%

Continued
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 19

Table 2.2 Continued.

ISO 26000 Known or potential 
consideration   responsibilities, 
(clause 7.2) Our organization risks, opportunities

Sector organizations,  International Widget Codes for product 
including social  Makers Association quality, safety, and 
responsibility activities   performance
and sector codes

   No other codes or 
standards related to 
social responsibility

Mission, vision, values, Mission and vision do  Social responsibility not 
principles, code of  not mention social integrated into mission, 
conduct responsibility principles  vision, or values 
 or commitments 

Code of conduct is
 Code of conduct  basic, does not outline 
 exists; employees  expectations for social 
 must complete  responsibility core 
 annual training and  subjects 
 certification 

No supplier guidelines
 EHS and quality  with respect to social 
 policies in place responsibility principles  
  or expectations

   Opportunity to leverage 
quality and/or EHS 
management programs 
for social responsibility 
implementation

Concerns/interests of  Internal—health and New health and safety 
stakeholders, both  safety, job security, program in one facility 
internal and external volunteering  (can be replicated in 
 opportunities others), no layoffs in 
 

External—product 
 history of company 

 
responsibility, end-

 and strong employee 
 

of-life management, 
 loyalty, opportunities 

 
life cycle analysis

 for additional company  
  support of volunteering

   Difficulties influencing 
suppliers, opportunities 
for more innovative 
widget installation and 
product take-back

Continued
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20 Chapter Two

Activity 2. Understand and articulate the 
organization’s culture to support decision 
making about social responsibility  
implementation strategies and processes

Not in  
ISO 26000

As we’ve already noted, ISO 26000 emphasizes that social responsibil-
ity implementation be strategic and well integrated (see clause 7.4). Less 
emphasized in the standard, but no less important, is this: the social 
responsibility implementation process must also fit the organization’s cul-
ture, including factors like degree of risk tolerance, presence or absence of 

Table 2.2 Continued.

ISO 26000 Known or potential 
consideration   responsibilities, 
(clause 7.2) Our organization risks, opportunities

Decision-making  Limited to senior Based on market 
process leadership  analysis, benchmarking, 

and other research, but 
no process for inviting 
input on decision 
making or strategy 
setting

Value chain, including  Employees, raw Loyal workforce 
entities upstream and  material and (engagement rate 
downstream, as well as  component suppliers, of 85%), long-term 
peers, regulators, others transportation  relationships with raw 
 contractor, customers,  material suppliers 
 state environmental  and shipping company, 
 protection divisions,  reputation for excellent 
 International Widget  customer service, 
 Makers Association strong compliance  
  record, CEO formerly  
  held leadership role in  
  widgets association

   Potential risk from 
component suppliers, 
unknown environmental 
and labor practices 
among raw material 
suppliers (although 
not believed to pose 
significant risks)
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 21

entrepreneurial spirit among its leaders, governance approach, and busi-
ness model. Your social responsibility implementation efforts may involve 
changing this culture, but for now, you’re working within it.

Because we are immersed in our organizations’ cultures every day, we 
don’t always recognize their attributes. In this stage of the self-assessment, 
it is useful to step back and ask the following questions about your organi-
zational culture:

1. Business model. Is the organization’s core business or mission 
based on a cost model or a differentiation model? That is, are 
you known for low prices (for example, Wal-Mart) or for superior 
service and quality (for example, Nordstrom)? These different 
orientations will naturally result in different approaches to social 
responsibility implementation. Organizations oriented toward 
service and quality may develop strategies that position social 
responsibility as an impetus for innovation, while those focused 
mostly on cost may find it more appropriate to begin with 
efficiency strategies that minimize initial expenses and create 
shorter-term return on investment. 

2. Strategic planning. What is the organization’s strategic planning 
process—is it collaborative and inclusive, seeking input and ideas 
from a great many individuals or groups, or is it focused and 
limited? What level of ambition is encouraged in goal setting? Are 
goals aspirational, aggressive, or conservative? Note that if your 
organization is not accustomed to seeking and acting on external 
input for strategic decision making, the degree of stakeholder 
engagement advocated by ISO 26000 will be challenging, and 
your ability to discern the significant social responsibility issues 
for your organization may be limited.

3. Discovery and innovation. From where do new ideas come? Are 
they actively sought? How are they rewarded? Are managers 
empowered to act on good ideas? If your organization does not 
have a system in place to develop, nurture, and implement ideas, 
the social responsibility change management process will be even 
more difficult.

4. Quality. How is quality viewed in your organization? Is it 
a defining principle by which you operate? How is quality 
measured? What incentives are in place? Is the quality 
management process collaborative? When discovered, how are 
quality issues addressed? Quality can be both a result of and a 
driver for social responsibility because correcting deficiencies 
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22 Chapter Two

or implementing improvements in one area often leads to 
improvements in the other (for example, a company that recalls 
products or improves quality because of the products’ potential to 
harm consumers has acted on its responsibility to consumers).

5. Values. What does your organization truly value? To determine 
this, take a close look at the factors on which you and others are 
measured. Are most or all of the performance metrics related to 
financial management, sales, revenue, and profit and loss? How 
many measures are subjective, touching on topics like employee 
engagement or productivity, customer satisfaction, innovation, 
initiative, or leadership ability? Ideally, your organization values 
both the quantitative and the qualitative, as both of these are 
essential to social responsibility implementation. However, if 
one outweighs the other, as is often the case, or if the stated core 
values are out of sync with the measures on which employees are 
rewarded, it is helpful to recognize this before getting too far into 
social responsibility change management. 

6. Accountability. Compare your organization’s definition of 
accountability to that in ISO 26000 (clause 2). Also compare your 
approach (clause 4.2). What does accountability mean in your 
organization? To whom is your organization accountable? What 
are the consequences of not being accountable? Implementing 
social responsibility requires organization-wide commitments to 
accountability and instituting systems for monitoring it. 

7. Change. Is change embraced? Does the organization change 
regularly (for example, through restructuring, acquisition, 
divestiture)? Does the organization pride itself on being ahead 
of the curve or somewhere in the middle? In organizations that 
shy away from change, social responsibility implementation may 
require even more initial communications from senior leadership, 
more early successes, and a carefully planned sequence of 
manageable events. These are valuable for any organization, but 
the pace may be slower in a change-resistant environment. 

8. Governance and principles. Which of the ISO 26000 principles 
in clause 4 are aligned with your organization’s culture? Does 
your organization have a strong code of ethics and compliance 
program (the ethical behavior principle)? Is employee input 
actively sought (principle of respect for stakeholder interests)? Are 
human rights clauses included in your supplier contracts (human 
rights principle)? Which principles are not embedded into your 
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 23

organization’s culture? If your organization already embodies 
some (or all) of these principles, it is natural to use them as the 
foundation for continued social responsibility implementation.  
If your organization has no such principles in place, they will  
need to be incorporated into strategy setting.

Once you’ve identified your culture’s central characteristics, give some 
thought to how they help—or hinder—social responsibility implementa-
tion. Consider what, if anything, you need to change about the culture. The 
characteristics of the Midget Widgets culture and their implications for 
implementing social responsibility are shown in Table 2.3.

Table 2.3 Assessing the implications of organizational culture on social 
responsibility implementation (Midget Widgets).

Cultural 
characteristic Implication for social responsibility

Business model  Midget Widgets’ costs are competitive, but service is a 
more important differentiator. Because of this orientation, 
the company has developed a strategy that positions 
social responsibility as a driver for outstanding service and 
service innovation.

Strategic  The leadership was not accustomed to seeking input for 
planning   strategic decision making beyond the directors of its two 

regions. Senior leaders agreed to try a more inclusive 
approach by involving a stakeholder advisory panel 
(discussed in section 2.4 of this chapter).

Discovery and  Midget Widgets provides reliable widgets based on a 
innovation  tried-and-true design. Innovation is minimal. Senior 

leadership provided resources for the product development 
team to engage a consultant in finding ways to leverage 
social responsibility for greater product and service 
innovation. 

Quality  Midget Widgets has experienced one product recall due 
to a toxic material. Since then, the company’s quality 
management system has been strengthened and now 
includes local worker–management quality teams, 
among other features. Other ideas have begun emerging 
from these teams as well—related to health and safety 
improvements and work hours—that could be addressed 
as part of Midget Widgets’ broader commitment to social 
responsibility.

Continued
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24 Chapter Two

Table 2.3 Continued.

Cultural 
characteristic Implication for social responsibility

Core values  The official core values are quality, service, and teamwork, 
and the company is clearly committed to quality and 
service, but the unwritten rules valued individual 
contributions more than teamwork. Human Resources was 
tasked with finding ways to reward teams for implementing 
social responsibility. Their first initiative was a friendly 
energy conservation challenge between facilities. 

Accountability  Midget Widgets is a privately held company. Its senior 
leaders are accountable to the company’s owners 
(managers and executives whose benefits include stock 
options) for financial health, to regulatory agencies 
for compliance, and to customers for product quality 
and service. Senior leadership is also proud that the 
company has never instituted layoffs, and though job 
security is not guaranteed, they feel accountable to 
employees for operating the company responsibly. As 
part of the self-assessment, leadership reviewed existing 
accountability systems (monthly reports on product orders, 
manufacturing, shipments, and sales; employee appraisals; 
supplier and quality audits; and others) to identify the 
pressure points for accountability on social responsibility 
performance and compare current practices to the 
guidance in ISO 26000 clauses 6.2, 6.6, and others.

Change  Company structure and leadership have been in place 
for 10 years. Midget Widgets prides itself on its business 
stability. David and the other executives understand that 
they must bring managers and employees on board, and 
have committed to working with the communications 
department to implement a comprehensive communi-
ca tions and engagement strategy in which they (the 
executives) play a central role. 

Governance  Midgets Widgets leadership recognized the value of 
and principles  implementing social responsibility and reviewed existing 

governance practices against the ISO 26000 principles and 
guidance on good governance (clause 6.2).

  Among the issues they identified was the absence of a 
system for reviewing suppliers based on human and labor 
rights practices. They began developing a strategy to 
address this issue.
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 25

ISO 26000 cautions, “Creating a culture of social responsibility within 
an organization may take a substantial period of time, but proceeding 
systematically and working from existing values and cultures have been 
effective in many organizations” (clause 7.4.1). This kind of cultural change 
will be necessary in most organizations, not just Midget Widgets.

Activity 3. Help to define the organization’s 
sphere of influence as well as the ability and 
willingness to exercise that influence

Clause 
7.3.3

Understanding your organization’s sphere of influence is a prerequisite to 
self-assessment activities 4 through 9. In fact, determining your organiza-
tion’s sphere of influence is so fundamental to social responsibility that it 
first appears in the ISO 26000 Introduction: “. . . an organization should 
consider two fundamental practices of social responsibility: recogniz-
ing its social responsibility within its sphere of influence, and identifying 
and engaging with its stakeholders.” Your organization’s sphere of influ-
ence (clause 7.3.3 of the standard) is intimately connected to your position 
and desired destination on the continuum, and you can not determine that 
destination without first understanding the extent of your influence with 
employees, suppliers, and others in the value chain, as well as your willing-
ness to exercise that influence (clause 5.2.3). 

Factors to begin considering now include:

•	 The boundaries of your influence and whether they are sufficient
to achieve your ultimate social responsibility destination

•	 Your organization’s willingness to exercise influence, even if it
means getting tough with suppliers who do not meet your new 
social responsibility criteria, or severing ties with donors who do 
not share your organization’s commitment to social responsibility

•	 Any risks associated with exerting influence or control more
rigorously in the value chain

•	 The extent to which your organization may want to support the
positive actions of others in the value chain by sharing knowledge 
and best practices with suppliers, customers, peers, or competitors, 
encouraging use of ISO 26000 and other standards, or partnering 
on larger initiatives (for example, fair trade initiatives, product  
take-back/recycling programs) 
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26 Chapter Two

Midget Widgets has a high degree of control over what happens in its own 
facilities, but limited influence on suppliers because of its smaller purchas-
ing power compared to other companies. Leadership did not identify signif-
icant risks associated with exercising more influence, however, so they have 
directed the procurement and quality management departments to identify 
ways the company can work with suppliers on more sustainable resources 
and make these expectations part of quality management. Notably, Midget 
Widgets also determined that it has a significant opportunity to support 
customer social responsibility through its services, and began developing 
strategies to pursue this. 

Activity 4. Identify social responsibility 
actions to date, especially any successes that 
can be replicated

Not in  
ISO 26000

Once you have captured your organization’s culture, including its advan-
tages and challenges with respect to social responsibility implementation, 
you’re ready to do some self-assessment detective work within your organi-
zation. You may also undertake it to help build the case for social responsi-
bility implementation. In addition, it supports early internal engagement by 
getting people and teams thinking about their social responsibility efforts, 
successes, and shortcomings. ISO 26000 (clause 7.4) notes that “Some 
employees and some parts of an organization will be more interested and 
receptive to taking action on social responsibility than others. An organi-
zation may find it useful to focus initial efforts on such receptive areas to 
demonstrate what social responsibility means in practice.”

To find these receptive areas and any existing social responsibility suc-
cesses, reach out to office leaders, facility managers, environment/health 
and safety managers, supply clerks, communications managers, and oth-
ers. Ask about what’s working, looking deeply for successes that can be 
replicated, or bright spots,4 and explore them. These could be volunteering 
initiatives, an ingenious solution for reusing process water, or a new boiler 
technology that reduces energy consumption at one facility. 

Bright spots can provide an initial action plan for integrating social 
responsibility. They also contribute to a performance baseline, even if only 
for certain locations, operations, or units. Importantly, when communicated 
widely and with appropriate recognition for employee contributions, bright 

4. The concept and term bright spots come from Heath and Heath (2010).
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 27

spots can further employee engagement. Be aware, though, that human 
nature sometimes leads us to view successes with skepticism. Avoid focus-
ing on the problems, at least initially, even if problem solving is central to 
your organization’s culture. The problem-oriented approach to implement-
ing social responsibility could become overwhelming.

The output of this exercise is a list or spreadsheet of successful social 
responsibility projects already completed or under way throughout the 
organization (see Table 2.4 for the Midget Widgets example of this output). 

Be sure to note:

•	 Exactly what was done, listing any specific engineering solutions,
technologies, and actions taken

Table 2.4 Social responsibility actions and accomplishments to date 
(Midget Widgets).

Activity or  
project Results Costs Contact

Health and  10% decrease in $3000 for EHS Ted McCrae, 
safety early  illnesses and injuries manager aware- EHS Director 
symptom  that result in lost ness and training, 
intervention work days limited ongoing 

Brian Spector,
 

program  administration 
Quality 

  costs, estimated 
Management

 
  medical savings 

Director
  

  = $150,000/year  
  or more

Lexington,  Various water-saving $9500, estimated Ann Dixon, 
Kentucky  projects, including savings = $1500 Office 
green team installation of a water- to $2000/year Administrator 
  saving dishwasher,  

motion-sensing  
faucets, and  
waterless urinals

Social  Enhanced ability to $500 Julia Lopez, 
responsibility- talk about social  Human 
focused FAQs  responsibility–related  Resources 
for recruiters  interests and  Director 
and hiring  concerns with 
managers  potential new hires  
  and to recruit people  

who are familiar with  
social responsibility  
topics
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28 Chapter Two

•	 The results, quantified if possible (for example, kilowatt hours
and costs saved, metric tons of greenhouse gas emissions reduced, 
number by which employee training hours increased)

•	 Any capital costs (so that return on investment can be calculated)

•	 Who the contacts are, including who might be able to help replicate
the success elsewhere

PRACTICAL HINT 

During your quest for bright spots, people may tell you about 
the social responsibility challenges they’re facing (for example, 
missed health and safety targets, inability to recycle materials 
on-site, lack of employees willing to volunteer). Don’t allow the 
conversation to be taken over by these, and don’t feel pres-
sured to solve them right away, but do make note of them. 
These will prove useful when you’re identifying the issues that 
are significant to your organization (discussed in Chapter 3).

Activity 5. Locate your organization’s  
current place on the social responsibility  
continuum and determine how far you want 
your organization to go

Not in  
ISO 26000

In the first self-assessment activity (guided largely by the standard’s clause 
7.2), you considered your organization’s mission, vision, values, principles, 
and code of conduct in the context of social responsibility. Now is the time 
to consider your specific social responsibility destination and how it will 
be integrated into and supported by the broader mission and vision. The 
clause 4 principles, as well as clauses 5 and 7.4.2, provide guidance for this 
integration.

The starting point and destination may be different for each organi-
zation, but many of the steps to getting there are similar. They begin with 
determining where your organization stands right now. And remember, it’s 
okay to start small. It’s fine to start at the base of the continuum with noth-
ing more than a track record of legal compliance to your name, but you 
don’t want to stay there indefinitely. Chances are, though, you’re already 
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 29

doing some of the other things on the continuum as well. You may be 
thinking about social responsibility implementation as a way to assess and 
manage risk. You probably have nice communications about your organi-
zation’s values, and you may have helped employees understand how those 
translate into desired actions. You almost certainly have various efficiency 
projects ongoing, albeit not always directly related to social responsibility. 
See Box 2.2 for additional tips on determining your current social respon-
sibility location.

Once you’ve pinpointed it, you’re ready for the challenging part of this 
exercise: deciding what social responsibility means for your organization 
and how far it will go. 

Helpful information for determining the social responsibility destina-
tion (and associated strategies) comes from:

•	 The self-assessment activities completed so far.

•	 Your existing strategic plan, mission, vision, and challenges.
(Ask: How can social responsibility improvements help address 

BOX 2.2 FINDING YOUR LOCATION  
ON THE CONTINUUM

If you need prompting to determine your location on the continuum, 
consider these questions:

•	 How	do	your	social	responsibility	performance	and	leveraged	
opportunities compare to your competitors or peers? 

•	 Where	does	social	responsibility	rank	among	your	leadership’s	
considerations? 

•	 Do	you	need	guidance	to	deal	with	customer	or	supplier	 
guidelines or requirements? 

•	 If	your	customers,	donors,	members,	investors,	or	other	 
stakeholders asked for a full accounting of your social  
responsibility history and performance, how well would  
you fare? 

•	 What	level	of	social	responsibility	performance	do	you	believe	 
is appropriate for your organization and your stakeholders?

•	 Do	you	already	have	a	solid	understanding	of	your	sphere	 
of influence?
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30 Chapter Two

some of the challenges in our strategic plan? Where are the 
intersections between social responsibility and our organization’s 
challenges? Which of our strategies and objectives can be 
supported by social responsibility?)

•	 Benchmarking against competitors or peers of similar size and
scale. (Hint: use the ISO 26000 core subjects as the basis for 
the benchmarking exercise and see how your organization’s 
commitments and performance compare on the seven subjects to 
those of five or six peers.)

•	 Your organization’s sphere of influence. (See Activity 3 in this
chapter and additional information in Chapter 3.)

•	 The ISO 26000 principles, core subjects, and issues, and the
significance of each to your organization and your stakeholders.

•	 Stakeholder input. (You probably received some when you
looked for the bright spots, and you’ll want to continue collecting 
stakeholder input everywhere you encounter it; see Chapter 4 for 
more on engaging stakeholders.)

Let’s consider how Midget Widgets’ leadership arrived at its decision about 
the right social responsibility destination for the company:

•	 It was not hard for leadership to locate the company on the
continuum. It maintained a strong compliance record and managed 
most risks pretty conservatively. A few years earlier, Midget 
Widgets had launched a process efficiency initiative as part of a 
larger quality management program, but the efficiency initiative 
was forgotten when quality issues were uncovered in one product 
line. Midget Widgets was clearly in the risk management stage 
of social responsibility implementation—and the assessment had 
identified newer risks, such as climate change and supply chain 
concerns, that the company had not begun to address.

•	 The company was getting pressure from its larger customers to 
improve social responsibility. 

•	 Senior leadership knew the company lacked product 
differentiation. Its widgets were of excellent quality (now that a 
previous problem had been addressed) but not significantly better 
(or cheaper) than those of its top competitors. Instead, the company 
had tried to focus on superior customer service and was slowly 
earning a reputation as a service leader. 
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Building the Social Responsibility Foundation 31

•	 The self-assessment confirmed that Midget Widgets had limited 
influence on suppliers due to its modest size, and might face cost 
and other challenges in sourcing more responsible components.

•	 Early stakeholder input raised questions about the life cycle impacts
of the widgets themselves and concerns about components from 
countries with poor human rights records. 

•	 Employees felt loyal to the company but expressed mild
dissatisfaction at the lack of meaning and reward associated with 
merely making widgets.

•	 A benchmarking study compared Midget Widgets’ social
responsibility commitments and performance to five competitors, 
revealing that none of its peers were providing products or  
services that supported their customers’ social responsibility 
objectives. 

•	 Company leaders recognized the absence of a social responsibility
leader in their sector as a significant business opportunity and 
discussed the matter with the heads of the company’s two regions, 
who were optimistic about devising ways to reduce product 
environmental and social impacts through modified installation 
approaches, take-back programs, and possibly components sourced 
from suppliers determined to be responsible. 

•	 Based on all this information and the company’s strategic plan,
senior Midget Widgets leadership decided to drive toward an 
ultimate goal of responsible growth, including social responsibility 
leadership in its sector within 12 years. The strategies to get there 
would focus on the necessary social responsibility improvements 
to internal operations as well as innovative, high-value service that 
would strengthen customer social responsibility. The targets would 
address both internal improvements (energy and water use, for 
example) as well as customer-focused initiatives (such as product 
installation, use, and end-of-life management improvements).

The information gathered during the Midget Widgets self-assessment pro-
vided confidence that the ultimate destination was not only feasible but 
compelling because it directly supported the company’s business goals. 
Note that the destination does not reach decades into the future because 
setting the destination too far out can sometimes derail progress. The trick 
is to set your sights on a destination that is reasonable but also inspiring, and 
revisit that objective as necessary. 
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Once you know where you are and where you want to go, you’ll want to 
begin articulating in a few words what social responsibility means for your 
organization. This could be something like, “At Midget Widgets, social 
responsibility is a key driver for delivering new services, becoming the 
top supplier to our customers, attracting and retaining the best talent, and 
achieving our 2015 growth goals.” You’ve probably noticed that this state-
ment looks somewhat like a business case, and it can certainly function as 
one. It doesn’t include quantifiable targets, however, nor does it specify the 
behaviors or steps needed to reach the destination. That comes a little later. 
(See Chapter 4 for tips on developing key messages and using other com-
munication tactics to support the business case and objectives.) 

Activity 6. Begin integrating social 
 responsibility into policy 

Clauses 6.3.3.2, 
6.4.1.1, 6.4.5.1, 
6.4.6.2, 6.4.7.1

Do you need a social responsibility policy? This will depend on the content, 
strength, and use of your organization’s existing policies as well as their 
sufficiency to guide full social responsibility implementation and support 
your objectives. Although ISO 26000 recommends developing and imple-
menting policies for key social responsibility subjects and issues, such as 
human rights, labor rights, and health and safety, the standard does not 
recommend creating a single social responsibility policy (it does, however, 
suggest incorporating social responsibility into the existing vision, mission, 
and policies). This is because social responsibility must be integrated into 
the organization, and by extension, into existing policies and vision state-
ments. It also must be embedded in any new policies established for the 
core subjects or key issues. Setting it off to the side with its own policy 
could undercut efforts to integrate social responsibility behavior changes 
and activities throughout the organization. And if your organization’s cul-
ture and systems are not set up to regularly use a policy as a compass to stay 
on course, then it’s not likely to be of much use. 

Fortunately, you can avoid this pitfall. You might choose to develop a 
comprehensive social responsibility policy that encompasses and is inte-
grated with the social responsibility core subjects, or you could create a 
number of smaller ones (for example, EHS, human rights, labor practices). 
Either way, you need to make sure the policy (or policies) is (or are) well 
understood, routinely used, and integrated with the operation and other pol-
icies. They should embody the ISO 26000 principles and your organiza-
tion’s core values, and serve as a yardstick for assessing performance. Note 
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