
 

 

 

  

Dear Reader 
 
ISO 26000 – The Certification Debate Continues 
 
The mission of the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) is to create 
voluntary international standards.  So in 2004, when ISO was considering getting 
into the area of social responsibility (SR), the debate centered on the question of 
whether social responsibility could be “standardized”.  Is there a single, “best” 
approach to social responsibility for all organizations in all circumstances that 
could be captured in an ISO standard and applied globally? 
 
The clear answer was no.  First, social responsibility is a highly complex field that is 
constantly evolving based on shifting social attitudes and norms.  Second, the 
“best” approach will depend entirely on the specific context and situation: the 
right answer in one situation may very well be the wrong answer in another.  And 
third, much of social responsibility involves prioritizing actions in order to balance 
competing objectives, which explains why so much of SR is comprised of political 
issues that need to be addressed through governmental processes. 
 
As a result, ISO decided not to try to “standardize” social responsibility, but rather 
to develop a guidance document – basically an educational tool that could 
explain the principles, subject and issues of SR.  The result was ISO 26000, a 
voluntary guidance standard that attempts to explain social responsibility for all 
organizations regardless of type, size, activity or location.  It provides advice and 
recommendations on SR but does not attempt to define a single, best (i.e. 
standard) approach to SR. 
 
Importantly, ISO 26000 states explicitly that it “is not a management system 
standard. It is not intended or appropriate for certification purposes or regulatory 
or contractual use. Any offer to certify, or claims to be certified, to ISO 26000 
would be a misrepresentation of the intent and purpose and a misuse” of the 
document. 
 
The guidance on SR contained in ISO 2600 has a number of strengths: 
 

• It is based on a broad international consensus of the issues; 
• It is a good starting point for organizations looking to better understand 

SR; 
• It serves as a good basis for stakeholder dialogue; and 
• It is very flexible – organizations can determine which issues are relevant 

for them and focus on those. 
 
But unfortunately, ISO 26000 also has a number of key weaknesses: 
 

• Unlike nearly every other international SR initiative (UN Guiding Principles, 
OECD Guidelines, UN Global Compact, GRI, etc.), ISO 26000 is not freely 
available and must be purchased from ISO or one of its national 
standards bodies at a price ranging from €50 - €160, which essentially 
puts it out of reach for most small and medium-sized organizations. 

 
• With over 100 pages, the guidance is very long, complex and 

redundant, which makes it very difficult to read, particularly for users not 
familiar with SR issues or those who can’t devote the time needed to 
read and understand it; and 
 

• While the guidance was intended to be relevant for all organizations 
regardless of type, size, activity and location, the vast majority of the 
content is clearly more relevant for larger, more complex organizations 
and is far less relevant for small and medium-sized organizations. 
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As a result, the use of ISO 26000 has been decidedly mixed in the two years since 
it was published.  Many organizations have found it to be a useful tool to help 
them understand the main principles, subjects and issues or SR, but the cost, 
length and focus on larger organizations has significantly limited its relevance for 
small and medium-sized organizations. 
 
Another major problem since publication is the growing number of cases of 
misuse of ISO 26000 for certification.  Even though 26000 says explicitly that it is not 
be used for certification, many certification bodies have offered to certify 
organizations to it.  An additional complication is that a number of ISO’s national 
standards bodies have adopted modified versions of 26000 that include minimal 
requirements, apparently for the sole purpose of allowing them to offer 
certification to their national version. 
 
Indeed, the discussion about ISO 26000 since it was launched has been 
dominated by the issue of certification, driven almost entirely by standards 
bodies, certification agencies and others who stand to profit from certification 
and related activities.  Rather than focusing on efforts to increase dissemination 
and use of ISO 26000 (including making it freely available), the certification 
interests have relentlessly pushed for certification even in the face of nearly 
universal opposition from standards users. 
 
ISO is holding a workshop on 26000 in Geneva in early November to review how 
the guidance document has been used in practice in its first two years, but we 
fully expect the certification lobby to try to use the workshop to press ISO to 
develop a certification standard on SR.  The IOE and most of the business 
community remains firmly opposed to SR certification because it would do 
nothing to advance social responsibility and would waste huge amounts of 
money on essentially worthless certificates that said nothing about the social 
responsibility of the organization that received it. 
 
 
 
Adam Greene is Vice President of Labor Affairs & Corporate Responsibility for the 
U.S. Council for International Business and represented the IOE in the ISO Working 
Group on Social Responsibility where he chaired the Industry Stakeholder Group. 

 
ISO Workshop on the ISO 260007-8 November 2012 in Geneva. 

Registration: http://www.iso.org/iso/iso26000_workshop2012 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Editor’s note: 
IOE members are invited to propose articles on CSR 
developments in their countries, to share information on 
conferences and publications within the global 
business community, as well as to use the newsletter to 
exchange worldwide experience and best practice. 
Please contact Matthias Thorns (thorns@ioe-emp.org) 
with proposals. 
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CSR in China 
 
The CSR concept was introduced to China only in the last few years of the 20th century. However, the legal 
environment for corporate social responsibility had already started to emerge in the early 1990s, when it
mainly focused on economic matters complying with legislative requirements. After China acceded to the 
WTO in 2001, Chinese enterprises started to compete in the global arena and many realized that, for better 
competitive advantages, CSR should be on the corporate agenda. More than 100,000 exporters adopted 
international CSR standards. Between 1999 and 2005, additional related laws were adopted in succession. 
Meanwhile, about 50 Chinese companies, together with dozens of Chinese organizations, joined the United 
Nations Global Compact. From 2006, China’s CSR began to rapidly develop and became widely recognized, 
thanks to relevant legal enforcement, government promotion and advocacy by national leaders.  
 
 
In 2000, Esquel Group, a textile and apparel manufacturing company, became the first Chinese company to 
join the UNGC. In March 2001, PetroChina Company Limited issued its Health, Security and Environment 
Report of 2000, the first CSR-related report by a company in mainland China, which boosted national CSR 
practices. In December 2006, the China Textile Industry Association organized the first industry CSR annual 
conference and issued the first industry CSR report in China, the 2006 China’s Textile and Apparel Industry 
Social Responsibility Annual Report. A CSR research centre was established within the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences in July 2008, and it soon became a very important CSR research institution in China. 
 
 
For many years following the initial rise of the Chinese economy, the country concentrated on economic 
development with little attention to CSR. However, natural disasters, financial crises, contaminated milk power 
and other food safety incidents in recent years began to exert heavy pressure on companies. 
 
 
China’s central government is the essential driving force behind the development of CSR in the nation 
because state-owned enterprises play an important and influential role in the economy. The media as 
watchdog are also significant in promoting the implementation of CSR by disclosing wrongdoings. Global
business is another driving force as international business partnerships and doing business internationally help 
raise Chinese companies’ awareness and practice of CSR as they meet the expectations of their partners or 
local markets. Industrial associations and business consortiums contribute to the development of CSR in China 
by formulating industrial standards or self-regulatory business principles, issuing guidelines, setting role models, 
etc., and cultivating a healthier atmosphere for CSR. These four critical driving forces are greatly influencing 
the development of CSR in China. Other contributory factors include customers, the environmental protection 
movement, employees, CSR research institutions, and NGOs. 
 
An increasing number of Chinese companies have issued CSR or sustainability reports in recent years. 
However, the percentage of companies doing so is still too small. The Sixth Plenum of the 16th Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of China also called for the enhancement of social responsibility of 
citizens, enterprises, and various organizations. In January 2008, the State-owned Assets Supervision and 
Administration Commission (SASAC) issued Guidelines on CSR Fulfillment of State-Owned Enterprises. In June 
2011, SASAC announced that all central state-owned enterprises must issue corporate social responsibility
reports by no later than 2012. It is also planning to set up a CSR evaluation system to advance central SOEs’
CSR practices and to promote CSR practices among all Chinese enterprises. 
 
By the Global Compact Network China 
 
 
 

IOE Webinar on the UN Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights on 20 December 2012 
 
On 20 December 2012 from 16:00 to 17:30 CET, IOE Secretary-General Brent Wilton will deliver a webinar in 
English on the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights to provide employer organisation 
members, and their member companies, with a preliminary update on the implementation of the Guiding 
Principles, as well as to discuss challenges and obstacles.  
 
Interested parties should register with Matthias Thorns (thorns@ioe-emp.org) by 12 December 2012. 
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EU Commission plans CSR Regulation 
 
In its Single Market Act of April 2011, the European Commission committed to present a legislative proposal 
on the transparency of the social and environmental information provided by companies. In essence, this is 
tantamount to a legal provision for CSR reporting. The Commission reconfirmed this intention in its renewed 
CSR strategy which was presented in October 2011, where it is also mentioned that further EU legislation on 
transparency and disclosure of non-financial information by companies is planned. 
 
Requirements on disclosure of non-financial information already exist in the current Accounting Directive 
(2003/51/EC), but are formulated in a way which leaves much flexibility for companies as to how they want 
to address these issues, if at all. It foresees the following: "To the extent necessary for an understanding of 
the company's development, performance or position, the analysis [in the annual review] shall include both 
financial and, where appropriate, non-financial key performance indicators relevant to the particular 
business, including information relating to environmental and employee matters".  
 
From preliminary information, it seems that the Commission is considering using precisely this Accounting 
Directive, making the provisions on disclosure of non-financial information more prescriptive and binding by: 
 

• Deleting certain elements of flexibility from the current provisions, including terms such as ‘where 
appropriate’ or ‘to the extent necessary’. 

• Extending the list of topics for companies to report on to include human rights, and corruption and 
bribery.  

German Employers and BUSINESSEUROPE have consistently stated that specific topics for company 
disclosure should not be set at EU level, but rather decided by the companies themselves. These topics 
should depend on the size of the company, the degree of internationalization, the markets, the products 
and many other factors. In addition business and employers have cautioned that extending the list of topics 
will be like opening Pandora’s Box, as the European Parliament, when it takes on the dossier, is likely to add 
to this list.  
 
The Commission’s vision is that – by setting such non-financial reporting standards – the CSR engagement of 
companies will be promoted and encouraged. What seems more realistic is that the effect of this regulation 
will simply result in more bureaucracy, which will have no impact on the substance of CSR policies and 
strategies in practice and cause even more red tape.  
 
At this stage it is not yet clear if the Commission will finally present its proposal in 2012 as intended. Obviously, 
it anticipates resistance from all sides, not only from business but – for other reasons - also from NGO’s and 
trade unions, who believe that the proposals are not far-reaching enough and will put the European 
Parliament under pressure to ask for even more regulation, which is not even the intention of the 
Commission.  
 
Antje Gerstein, Director, BDA Office in Brussels 
 

 
Update UN Working Group for Business and Human Rights 
 
The IOE CSR Working Group met in June with Mr Puvan Selvanathan, member of the UN Working Group on 
Business and Human Rights, to discuss the work of the UN Group and especially the organization of the UN 
Forum on Business and Human Rights to take place on 4 and 5 December 2012 in Geneva. Participants 
stressed the need for the Forum to take a constructive and outcome-oriented approach to ensure success. 
The IOE cautioned against the Forum being reduced to a platform for “business bashing”.  
 
In the meantime, the UN Working Group has started to undertake country visits to gain a better 
understanding of the challenges in implementing the UN Guiding Principles on the ground. Mongolia was 
the first of three country visits to take place annually, where the Working Group also met with IOE member 
federation MEF to discuss the state of play at national level. 
 
The UN Working Group has also launched the Global Corporate Community of Practice Initiative to provide 
a platform for companies to collect, develop, and share experiences of human rights due diligence and risk 
management. The initiative will have its next meeting directly before the UN Forum on Business and Human 
Rights on 3 December 2012 in Geneva. The initiative will help to bring the business perspective to the 
Working Group, and companies will be able to benefit from the exchange of experience. For more 
information please contact Matthias Thorns (thorns@ioe-emp.org). 
 
Finally, the UN Working Group plans to organize “laboratories” for business and governments, in which 
governments and enterprises elaborate on the implementation of the UN Guiding Principles using artificial 
scenarios. 
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IOE-ICC-GBI Survey on UN Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights 
 
The IOE, jointly with ICC and the Global Business Initiative, is launching a survey on business and human 
rights to gather information and observations from companies to ensure that a strong business voice is 
reflected at the first annual United Nations Forum on Business and Human Rights, on 4 and 5 December in 
Geneva.  
 
The survey can be accessed via the following link: 

https://udenver.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_cVoCpvRqOoNqIaF  
 

 
 
European Business Coalition against trafficking in human 
beings by 2014 
 
In April 2011, the EU adopted Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human 
beings and protecting its victims. The Directive adopts a comprehensive, integrated and gender-specific 
approach that focuses on human rights and on recovery and integration of the victims. It is expected to 
have considerable impact, once fully transposed by the Member States by 6 April 2013. It further urges 
Member States to consider measures for criminalising the use of labour services with the knowledge that 
the person is a victim of trafficking.  
 
In order to support and implement the Directive, the European Commission has adopted the EU Strategy 
towards the Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings 2012-2016, a practical instrument addressing the 
main needs and challenges in the EU for the next five years from a human rights and gender specific 
perspective. The EU Strategy takes the Directive further and identifies essential links with the private sector 
in reducing demand and supply for trafficking in human beings.  
 
One of the actions of the EU Strategy foresees the establishment of a European Business Coalition against 
trafficking in human beings by 2014. The coalition should improve cooperation with businesses and other 
stakeholders, respond to emerging challenges and discuss measures to prevent trafficking in human 
beings, in particular in high-risk areas. It will provide momentum for shaping relevant policies.  
 
In 2016, the European Commission intends to work together with the Coalition to develop models and 
guidelines on reducing the demand for services provided by victims of trafficking in human beings, in 
particular in high-risk areas, including the sex industry, agriculture, construction and tourism. 
 
For more information please contact Amelia Espejo (espejo@ioe-emp.org). 
 
 

TISK awarded large scale CSR project  
 
The Turkish Confederation of Employer Associations (TISK) has successfully submitted an application for a 
multi-country CSR project for EU funding. 
 
The Project entitled “Corporate Social Responsibility for All (CSR for ALL)” aims to build awareness and 
capacity of employer organizations (EOs) in the Balkan region regarding CSR. 
 
Partners in the project are the International Organisation of Employers (IOE), Montenegrin Employers’
Federation (UPCG/MEF), The Business Confederation of Macedonia (BCM), Croatian Employers’ 
Association (HUP-CEA) and The National Council of Private Small and Medium Sized Enterprises in Romania 
(CNIPMMR).  
 
The project is expected to be implemented within a two-year period, with TISK and the IOE having a 
leading role. . 
 
For more information please contact Ms Tuba Burcu Senel (bsenel@tisk.org.tr). 
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New IOE Position Paper on Sustainable Reporting 
 
There are currently many diverse initiatives at global, regional and national levels for legislative or mandatory 
obligations on companies to report on their social and environmental performance. These are in addition to 
numerous voluntary efforts by companies and sectors to provide information to customers and other stakeholders. 
Even some of the global voluntary initiatives can only be subscribed to if companies agree to mandatory reporting 
of financial and non-financial performance criteria.  
 
All these initiatives seek to respond to societal expectations for non-financial disclosure, especially on environmental 
and corporate social responsibility performance. In recent times, attempts to move towards fully integrated 
sustainability reporting have gained momentum, adding another layer of complexity to the choices and obligations 
businesses face and must consider.  
 
The new IOE position paper reviews the purposes of, and distinctions between, reporting from government and 
business perspectives, the kinds of information sought, and the importance of synergies between public and private 
sector standpoints and “building to purpose.” It recognizes the many objectives for information disclosure and 
reporting, and highlights the importance of supporting innovation, gaining experience and broadening business 
involvement in this developing area.  
 
The IOE believes that, more often than not, the interests of both companies and their stakeholders are best served 
by voluntary reporting arrangements in this developing field of social and environmental performance, which allow 
innovation and flexibility in measurement and reporting practices, and in communications that can be tailored to 
the needs of the audiences.  
 
The main messages from the IOE are:  
 

• Approach reporting as a predominantly voluntary management and communications tool, and allow 
companies flexibility to tailor their practice and communication to their particular circumstances and 
audiences. This practice should be seen as distinct from regulatory information disclosure;  

• Encourage diversity of approaches to voluntary reporting, as this will help promote innovation and good 
practice;  

• Support the adoption of reporting and provide capacity building and partnerships for SMEs and other 
businesses that are considering incorporating it into their management system, but lack the resources or 
capability to do so;  

• Exercise caution in using reports as a basis for comparisons that do not reflect individual contexts and 
differences;  

• Allow the early exploration of sustainability reporting to develop and mature, before raising expectations or 
making demands based on a not yet fully developed discipline.  

 
The Position Paper can be accessed in the Sustainability section of the IOE website. For more information please 
contact Dr Janet Asherson (asherson@ioe-emp.org). 
 
 

Forthcoming Events 
 
 

IOE CSR WG meeting   6 November 2012, Geneva 
 
ISO 26000 Workshop   7 and 8 November 2012, Geneva 
 
Oslo CSR-Conference by the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs   13 and 14 November 2012, Oslo 
 
UN Human Rights Working Group Meeting   26 – 30 November 2012, Geneva 
 
Global Corporate  
Community of Practice Initiative Meeting   3 December 2012 
 
UN Forum for Business and Human Rights    4 and 5 December, 2012 
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