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I INTRODUCTION 
 

1. Changing attitudes towards the role of business in society, along with concerns about 
the impacts of globalisation, have made corporate social responsibility (CSR) an increasingly 
prominent issue. Trade unions, NGOs, media and the general public as well as business itself 
have developed a growing awareness of and interest in companies’ behaviour on a range of 
social and environmental issues. There is an increasing demand that companies be held 
accountable of any impact their operations may have on environment and society, at national 
as well as at international level. This focus on the various sides of corporate social 
responsibility has led to a call for binding rules or recommendations on many aspects of 
company behaviour.  
 
2. Any society is dependent on profitable and competitive enterprises generating 
employment, creating wealth and contributing to sustaining the societies in which they 
operate. This role is crucial and is at the core of business responsibilities. Following the 
internationalisation and globalisation of business, however, new elements have been brought 
in to broaden the scope.  Emphasis is increasingly put not on the financial results only, but on 
how these results were achieved, focusing on company behaviour as well as on company 
profitability. This awareness is reflected in the activities of a number of international 
enterprises that contribute actively to the societies and communities in which they operate by 
implementing corporate CSR policies and programmes. 
 
 
II THE CONCEPT OF CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY (CSR) 
 
3. The debate on CSR would have benefited from a commonly agreed conceptual 
understanding. However, the concept of corporate social responsibility is interpreted quite 
differently by the various stakeholders. The concept is constantly developing, depending i. a. 
on the type, size and localisation of the businesses concerned.  
 
4. The EFTA Consultative Committee (CSC), comprising the social partners of the four 
EFTA countries, wishes to contribute to the debate with a view to clarifying this rather 
complex picture. It also aims at explaining the division of roles between the main actors.  
 
5. The EFTA Consultative Committee believes that certain elements should be part of 
any CSR company strategy. These are related to: 
 

• the workforce (industrial relations/trade union rights, health and safety, conditions of 
contract etc.) 

• environmental concerns (pollution, waste, use of energy, chemicals etc.) 
• effects on the local community in which it operates (indigenous people etc.) 
• human rights issues 
• customers/consumers (product quality, food additives, marketing etc.) 
• suppliers (controlling suppliers’ behaviour and standards) 
• national or local authorities (respecting laws, influence on political processes etc.) 
• business practices (fair contract terms, competition practices, corruption or other 

improper influences on authorities or business partners) 
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6. These elements sum up to a commitment for companies to contribute to sustainable 
economic development in the countries in which they operate, respecting workers’ rights, the 
rights of trade unions as enshrined in the ILO core conventions, the local community and 
society at large to improve the quality of life. They reflect the challenge of business in a 
globalized economy and clearly illustrate the expectations with which companies are faced 
today. 
 
7. CSR consciousness is relevant for all companies, whether they operate at national or 
international level and irrespective of their size. This universal character of the challenges of 
CSR should be kept in mind even if the public debate mainly focuses on large multinational 
companies, due to their high visibility and world-wide exposure. In response, many of these 
companies have developed internal rules and codes to ensure improvements in CSR and to 
reduce their exposure.  
 
 
III BINDING OR SELF-REGULATORY INSTRUMENTS? 
 
8. CSR is to a large extent about co-operation with governments. Enterprises should be 
viewed as partners of the government in the development and use of both voluntary and 
regulatory approaches to policies affecting them. Both approaches are necessary in order to 
reach common goals. They include national legislation, multilateral instruments and 
company-based codes and practices on social and environmental issues. Indeed, there should 
be no contradiction between the activity of multinational enterprises (MNEs) and sustainable 
development. Linkages between economic, social, and environmental progress is a key 
conceptual element in furthering the goal of sustainable development. However, good 
governance by governments is equally important in order to reach these objectives. 
 
9. An increasing network of non-governmental self-regulatory instruments and actions 
address aspects of corporate behaviour and the relationships between business and society.  
Corporate conduct often has social and environmental implications.  The institution of self-
regulatory practices and management systems by enterprises sensitive to enforcing these goals 
- including sustainable development - is an illustration of this. In turn, developing such 
practices can further build up relationships between enterprises and the societies in which they 
operate. Following from effective self-regulatory practices, as a matter of course enterprises 
are expected to promote employee awareness of company policies.  Safeguards to protect 
legitimate “whistle-blowing” activities are also recommended.  This reflects the importance of 
valid reports from employees to the management on practices that contravene the law. 
 
10. Self-regulation and other initiatives in a similar vein should not unlawfully restrict 
competition, nor should they be considered a substitute for effective regulation by 
governments. MNEs should consider potential trade or investment distorting effects of codes 
and self-regulatory practices when they are being developed.  

 
 

IV EXISTING INSTRUMENTS AND RECENT DEVELOPMENTS ON CSR 
 

11. A number of international instruments addressing the conduct of enterprises exist. The 
UN Universal Declaration on Human Rights, the OECD Guidelines for Multinational 
Enterprises, the ILO Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises 
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and Social Policy, and the core ILO conventions on workers rights are among the most 
prominent of these.  
 
12. At national level, most countries have proper legislation in place corresponding to the 
obligations embodied in these instruments. However, weak enforcement in combination with 
corruption and similar improper behaviour constitutes a major challenge in certain countries. 
These are core issues to be addressed by governments. Without improvement in these fields, 
any efforts by companies would be in vein. 
 
13. The most comprehensive international instrument is the OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises. In 2000 they were substantially revised, leading to a strengthening 
of implementation and monitoring procedures. Addressed to companies, the Guidelines set out 
recommendations for good corporate conduct across a wide range of issues – including disclosure of 
information, competition, employment and industrial relations, environment, and taxation.  The 
Guidelines are a non-binding, voluntary instrument with tripartite support from OECD governments, 
the Business and Industry Advisory Committee to the OECD (BIAC), and the Trade Union Advisory 
Committee to the OECD (TUAC).  
 
14. The ILO declaration from 1998 defines the core ILO conventions to cover the 
following: The right to organise and to negotiate collective agreements, prohibition of child 
labour, prohibition of slave labour and forced labour, prohibition of discrimination based on 
gender, race, ethnic group or religion. 
 
15. In 1999, the UN Secretary General launched his Global Compact initiative, 
formulating nine principles to which he wished companies to adhere. These are now, with the 
active support of business organisations and NGOs world-wide, being implemented in a 
growing number of enterprises.  
 
16. In the European Union, various initiatives have been taken, including proposals from 
members of the European Parliament. The Commission will publish its Green Paper on CSR 
later this year.  
 
17. In recent years, various voluntary initiatives in the field of company standard setting, 
as well as monitoring mechanisms, have been introduced. The SA 8000, AccountAbility 1000 
and the Global Reporting Initiative are well-known examples.  
 
18. A number of companies have issued wide-ranging company codes, many of them 
implementing a set of corporate standards applicable wherever operations take place. The 
formulation and implementation of these codes normally involve the local trade unions and 
contribute to a holistic company approach.  
 
19. Several multinational companies have negotiated agreements with the International 
Trade Secretariats about world-wide consultation mechanisms between the companies and the 
trade unions concerned. Such agreements may contribute to improved relations internally 
between the workers and the employers in the companies and should therefore be stimulated. 
 
20. Company behaviour is of course influenced by all these factors. It seems, however, 
that the market forces, strengthened by the IT revolution and increasing NGO and consumer 
power, may exert even greater influence. Losing customers’ confidence may have more 
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detrimental effects on a company than any legal action. “Reputation Management” has 
become a serious concern to multinational enterprises, and may have a greater impact on their 
behaviour than legal considerations. The rapidly increasing business support for the Triple 
Bottom Line concept proves the point. This development should be taken into account when 
new binding mechanisms to ensure companies’ adherence to basic CSR obligations are 
considered. 
 
 
V DIVISION OF ROLES 
 
21. The EFTA Consultative Committee holds the view that a successful approach to CSR 
issues presupposes the acceptance of different roles for governments, for companies and for 
trade unions.  
 
22. Taking into account that sound economic development is the key to social 
development, the prime objective of governments should be the establishment of favourable 
conditions for business activities. In the international context, respecting the principles of 
national treatment and other investment regulations is of prime importance, including notably 
the principles of transparency and non-discrimination. 
 
23. With regard to the more specific issues discussed under the heading of CSR, it is the 
responsibility of governments to promote democracy and human rights in their own country 
as well as in foreign countries as appropriate. Influencing political regimes or politicians or 
taking action against foreign states are for governments only. Such actions shall not unduly 
distort competition and competitiveness of companies.  
 
24. The role of companies is primarily to do business wherever conditions are found 
favourable. This being said, companies must respect the legal obligations wherever they 
operate and follow decent and socially acceptable business practices. These practices shall be 
in line with internationally acknowledged instruments related to environmental and social 
standards, recommendations and non-binding guidelines issued by international organisations.  
 
25. In this respect, the Committee holds the view that companies should develop corporate 
codes of conduct and implement them wherever they operate - even if they exceed the 
requirements of national legislation in the host country concerned. The Committee 
considers this to be in line with good CSR behaviour. It notes with satisfaction that a number 
of leading multinationals have introduced this principle of “beyond compliance” as their 
corporate policy.  
 
26. It is the view of the EFTA Consultative Committee that the role of the trade unions is 
to ensure that companies and employers show corporate responsibility and respect workers’ 
and trade union rights as enshrined in different UN conventions and in the ILO Declaration on 
fundamental rights and principles at work. It is a fundamental right of trade unions to organise 
workers and to enter into collective agreements at company level. 
 
27. It is the responsibility of trade unions to give priority to the issue of achieving decent 
and equal wages for both male and female workers. To secure a conducive relationship 
between workers and employers at company level, the trade unions should emphasize the 
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need for establishing formal structures for information and consultation procedures at 
company level. 
 
 
VI THE ROLE OF THE BOARD AND TOP MANAGEMENT 
 
28. Corporate policies on CSR and codes of conduct should be anchored at the highest 
level, and communicated clearly to the entire workforce. Hence, CSR issues should form an 
integral part of the agenda of boards and top management of companies. The cost of non-
compliance with basic CSR principles should not be underestimated in a globalized and 
increasingly transparent business climate.  

 
 
VII CONCLUSION 

 
29. The EFTA Consultative Committee takes the view that the debate on corporate social 
responsibility has just started. The concept of CSR will be developed further in the years to 
come, in a dialogue with all relevant stakeholders. The Committee wishes to conclude its 
opinion by drawing attention to the words of Kofi Annan as he addressed the World 
Economic Forum in Davos on 28 January 2001:  
 
30. “These broader social roles, of partner and advocate, may be relatively novel for the 
corporate world, but they can no longer be separated cleanly from the standard business 
model, nor can they be reduced to a question of philanthropy. Companies are learning that as 
markets have gone global, so too must the concept and practice of corporate social 
responsibility. And they are discovering that doing the right thing, at the end of the day, is 
actually good for business”.    
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