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Why is it that relatively few corporations have committed significant resources to

enhancing their communities, when there seem to be so many studies that purport to

show a clear business benefit?

Often data painstakingly collected and analyzed proves fruitless when the audience

remains unconvinced—or even more suspicious than before. Many managers say they

doubt that increased corporate involvement with the community will help achieve their

business goals: “You can’t tell me we’re going to community-relate our way to success!”

sums up their disbelief.

Yet it is important to listen to the disbelievers in order to understand why the currently

available studies often are not persuasive, what types of evidence are most convincing

and how this evidence can be communicated effectively.

Conversations with Disbelievers was published in October 2000 with the aim of encouraging

business to increase its support of disadvantaged communities. We argued that corpora-

tions could achieve financial benefits for themselves as well as have a positive effect on

the social and natural environments of which they are a part. 

Our report appeared at a time when there was high interest in the “business case” for

corporate citizenship. Conversations with Disbelievers has proved useful in many parts of the

world—indeed, so useful that the authors have taken the unusual step of turning a publi-

cation into a web-based initiative: www.conversations-with-disbelievers.net. The Center

for Corporate Citizenship at Boston College and the Institute of Social and Ethical

AccountAbility, with support from the Ford Foundation, have joined us in this effort.

Building on our original publication in creating a warehouse of business-case data and

arguments, we will make this information freely available on the internet. 

Our hope is to encourage practitioners and researchers from around the world to con-

tribute new knowledge, extend the data beyond the familiar cross-Atlantic regions, pro-

mote multi-lingual uses of the material and encourage the emergence of related research. 

In this publication we summarize the main elements of the original document and pro-

vide a glimpse at the kinds of studies available on the website.

Many businesses do engage with their communities. Why?  Some have received pres-

sure and encouragement from outside the corporate culture; others are motivated by

more intrinsic forces. We were able to identify three primary, inter-related drivers:

• Pressure: a response to external forces, such as regulation or advocacy groups, 

• Values: the core beliefs in the company, and

• Strategy: enhancement of an organization’s long-term business goals.

These three drivers interact with one another, often causing shifts over time. For

instance, companies that initially increased their community interaction activities because

of pressure often find a bottom-line rationale for continuing these activities. Company val-

ues also may shift in response to changes in community expectations.

Why Persuasion Works

“You can’t tell 
me we’re going 
to community-
relate our way  

to success!”

Some Background

Listening to Disbelievers
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Sorting Through the Studies
The Conversations with Disbelievers website includes the most important publicly

available, quantitative measurements showing the benefits of increased corporate com-

munity engagement.

We have organized the studies into three major classes: those that deal with

• The corporation as a whole (financial performance, reputation and risk management,

government relations);

• Particular business functions (human resources, workforce diversity, marketing and

sales, innovation and learning, diversity in purchasing) and

• Expanding markets and new products (financial services industry, retail site selection,

homeowners insurance).

The following pages provide samples of information included in these categories.
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Judging the Evidence
One can evaluate the available evidence on corporate community engagement using

four criteria:

TYPE OF INFORMATION

Evidence about demonstrable effects on business functions and finances is more credi-

ble than data based on opinion.

RELEVANCE

• Accuracy: Are the numbers correct?  Do the data truly describe the sample?

• Materiality: Are the business effects significant? 

• Applicability: “Just because it worked someplace else, how do I know it will work here? 

SOURCE

Where does the information originate? Business decision-makers consider their peers

to be the most reliable sources; advocates of social causes they deem to be less so.

UNDERLYING ATTITUDES

Deep-seated organizational biases may cause weak evidence to be embraced or strong

evidence to be rejected.

DISBELIEVERS SCORECARD

What sets off a disbeliever’s alarm bells? 

We have created a “Disbelievers Scorecard,” to boil down the strengths and weakness-

es of the studies in each category, evaluated according to the four criteria listed above.

Orange scoring buttons indicate the overall persuasiveness of the studies.

The more orange buttons, the better.

“Just because
it worked

someplace else,
how do I know it  

will work here?”
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For most boards of directors, the key indicator of a CEO’s success is the increase in

shareholder value, usually as measured by stock price. Corporate community engagement

has been shown to help improve financial performance and increase stock price.

Towers Perrin identified 25 companies that excelled in managing relationships with five

types of stakeholders: investors, customers, employees, suppliers and the communities

in which the companies operate. The 25 companies include Applied Materials, Cisco

Systems, Coca-Cola, General Electric, Johnson & Johnson, Procter and

Gamble, and Southwest Airlines.

To determine whether companies excelled in managing stakeholder

relationships, Towers Perrin used both publicly available sources, such

as the Fortune 100 Best Companies to Work for in America and America’s Most Admired Companies,

and proprietary data about company activities. The analysis shows that these companies,

which they refer to as “stakeholder superstars,” outperformed the S&P 500 by 126% over

the past 15 years. The total shareholder return for these companies was 43%, while the

total shareholder return from the S&P 500 was only 19%.(Schmidt, 2000)

Collins and Porras showed that “built to last” companies—visionary companies with

goals that extend beyond maximizing profit—were more profitable than their peers.

Graves and Waddock extended this analysis: they assessed the corporate social perform-

ance and corporate financial performance of 11 “Built to Last” (BTL) companies versus 11

non-”Built to Last” companies. They found that the BTL companies significantly exceeded

the non-BTL companies in both financial measures and social responsibility measures. 

• BTL companies had a return on equity that was 9.8% higher over a 10 year period than

non-BTL companies. The 10-year relative total return to shareholders averaged 63.5%

higher for BTL companies than for non-BTL companies. 

• BTL companies also outperformed their non-BTL counterparts on social responsibility

measures. Using Kinder, Lydenberg, Domini data for five variables, Graves and

Waddock found that BTL companies outperformed non-BTL companies by roughly

11.6%. (Graves and Waddock, forthcoming)

SCORECARD: FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE

INFORMATION: Principally financial data and in particular, stock prices are linked to qualitative
interpretation of the ‘good company.’

RELEVANCE: Although probably accurate, questions about causality undermine confidence 
in interpretation.

SOURCE: Reputable business and academic sources, but seen as trying to demonstrate a 
positive linkage.

ATTITUDES: No real reason why attitudinal issues should constrain belief of the data.

Stock Price and Financial Performance

Shareholder Return, 1984-1999

Stakeholder Superstars:  43%

S&P 500:  19%
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On the Site:
• The impact of socially-screened investments on stock price
• Analysis of potential weaknesses in the data
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Corporate reputation has become an increasingly important issue for CEOs and top man-

agement teams. Research shows that corporate reputation typically is driven by the price,

features, and quality of the goods and services that the corporation produces. But more and

more, it also is driven by the corporation’s commitment to community engagement. 

For example, a worldwide study of 25,000 people revealed that 56% of respondents found

a company’s social responsibility to be important in forming their opinion of that company,

while only 34% found business basics to be important. (Choquette and Turnbull, 2000).

A press analysis determined that 25% of all IBM news coverage in the US was related to

its citizenship activities in the community, in education and in the public interest. Much

of the coverage dealt with IBM’s technology leadership as well, thereby supporting the

company’s reputation in both the product and citizenship domains. (Litow, 2000) 

The Conference Board surveyed 1,000 Americans in 1999, and found that almost 89%

agree that large companies should do more than focus only on achieving profitability

within the law. 42% said they held companies completely or partially responsible for help-

ing to solve social problems such as crime, poverty and lack of education. 

The Conference Board also found that consumers are willing to back up their expecta-

tions with action. 46% of respondents said they had made a purchase or decided to speak

out in favor of a company because of a positive perception of its social responsibility.

(The Conference Board, 1999)

Corporate community activities can be important in establishing a favorable reputation

with governments. For example, Suez Lyonnaise des Eaux, one of the world’s largest man-

agers of water systems, has had a positive experience in addressing social issues and

improving its reputation with governments. The company has entered into partnerships

with governments and NGOs focused on a wide range of issues, from developing cost-effi-

cient ways to provide water and waste treatment in third-world shantytowns to helping

solve the problems of youth unemployment in France. This has helped improve relation-

ships with governments, a major customer group.

SCORECARD: REPUTATION AND RISK MANAGEMENT

INFORMATION: Financial and case study data are convincing, but opinion polls are of limited
value in handling complex ethical issues.

RELEVANCE: Relevant mainly to high-value retail brands. Claim of links between ethical behavior
and reputation correct but not convincingly demonstrated, and many counter-examples exist.

SOURCE: Reputable sources, though credibility might suffer from perceptions that they are
advocates.

ATTITUDES: Focus on asset valuation and consumer polls would raise few attitudinal problems.

Reputation and Risk Management

42% said they
held companies

completely or
partially 

responsible for
helping to solve
social problems.

On the Site:
• The importance of reputation and the value of intangible assets
• Analysis of competing corporate reputation measurement systems
• Analysis of potential weaknesses in the data and how these can be addressed

www.conversations-with-disbelievers.net
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Human resources managers typically focus on issues of workforce development, recruit-

ment and retention. Corporate involvement in the community can help increase employ-

ee satisfaction and loyalty and improve recruitment and retention. 

In a research study sponsored by the Council on Foundations, Walker Information found

that a company’s community engagement activities have a positive effect on worker satis-

faction and loyalty. In particular: 

• A company’s support of employee volunteerism directly influences employees’ feelings

about their jobs. For example, employees involved in employer-sponsored community

events were 30% more likely to want to continue working for that company and help it

be a success.

• Employees who perceive their companies as having good corporate social performance

view them more positively and are therefore more committed to them. The level of

activities (including cause-related marketing, volunteer programs, and product and

service innovations) is a primary determinant of corporate social performance.(The

Council on Foundations, 1996)

The results are similar in Europe. For example, Fleishman Hillard found that 87% of

European employees feel greater loyalty to socially engaged employers. (Fleishman

Hillard, 1999)

The key link between employee attitudes and the bottom line is demonstrated by

research conducted by Sears and published in the Harvard Business Review in 1997. Sears

developed a rigorous quantitative model that analyzed and predicted the relationships

between management quality, employee behavior and financial performance. Their

research found the following:

• Improving employee attitudes by five points results in a 1.3 point improvement in cus-

tomer satisfaction (as measured by Sears’ surveys)

• Improving customer satisfaction by 1.3 points produces a 0.5% improvement in revenue.

At Sears, 0.5% improvement in revenue means additional sales of $65 million per year. 

This shows the potentially powerful bottom-line impact of improvements in employee

attitude at Sears. These findings, combined with those noted above, present a portrait of

how corporate social performance can lead to increases in employee satisfaction and loy-

alty, which can increase customer satisfaction, which can, in turn, increase revenue, profits

and market capitalization. (Rucci, Kim, and Quinn, 1997) 

SCORECARD: HUMAN RESOURCES

INFORMATION: Largely high quality, though the data on recruitment would be downgraded by
most managers.

RELEVANCE: High level of relevance to many companies, particularly those faced with labor and
skill shortages and high training costs of relatively mobile staff.

SOURCE: Survey and case study from high quality sources.

ATTITUDES: Probably the key area where prejudice might come into play, particularly regarding
diversity issues and unofficial HR policies.
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87% of European
employees feel

greater loyalty to
socially-engaged

employers.

On the Site:
• The impact of volunteerism on employee skills
• The benefits of school-to-work and welfare-to-work programs
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Marketing and Sales
Marketing and sales managers are focused on increased sales, product differentiation

and customer loyalty.There is strong evidence that corporate engagement in the commu-

nity, combined with marketing tools and techniques in cause-related marketing, can

increase sales and customer loyalty. 

INCREASED SALES

Many companies report that cause-related marketing can significantly boost sales. For

example: 

* Diageo PLC, the world’s largest purveyor of alcoholic beverages, reported that between

1994 and 1998, 22 projects helped it raise $600,000 for causes while increasing sales of

tracked brands by 37 percent. (BSR, 2000)

• Sears, Roebuck, created a partnership with Gilda’s Club (a nonprofit organization that

provides a network of local meeting places where people living with cancer can come

together for emotional support and social events) to promote special ties, scarves, and

Levi’s 550 jeans. Sears sold 100,000 ties and 30,000 scarves in several months, and sales

of the jeans increased in-store by 56% in Gilda’s Club cities, compared to 16% in non-

Gilda’s cities. (Adkins, 1999)

CUSTOMER LOYALTY

Several studies over the past few years have shown that consumers are drawn to com-

panies associated with a social cause or issue. For example:

• In the United Kingdom, the 1997 Access Omnibus Survey by Business in the

Community, a British business membership organization that supports communities by

raising business involvement, found that 86% of consumers say they have a more posi-

tive image of a company if they see it is “doing something to make the world a better

place.” Sixty-four percent said that cause-related marketing “should be a standard part

of a company’s business practices.” (BSR, 2000)

• In 1999, the U.S.-based Cone/Roper Cause-Related Trends Report found that nearly two-

thirds of Americans—approximately 130 million consumers—report that they would be

likely to switch brands (66% in 1993, 65% in 1998) or retailers (62% 1993, 61% 1998) to

one associated with a good cause. Eight in ten Americans have a more positive image of

companies that support causes they care about (84% 1993, 83% 1998). (Cone Inc., 1999)

SCORECARD: MARKETING AND SALES

INFORMATION: Actual sales figures linked to specific marketing campaigns are high quality; atti-
tudinal surveys about purchasing intentions are far less convincing.

RELEVANCE: Strong cause-related marketing data applicable to high profile retail brands, but
applicability would be questioned elsewhere. Predictive power of data would also be suspect.

SOURCE: Data coming from business results very credible; academic studies less so. Survey
data from very credible sources.

ATTITUDES: No obvious reason for attitudinal blocks.

Sales of the 
jeans increased

in-store by 
56% in Gilda’s 

Club cities.

On the Site:
• Additional studies on consumer attitudes
• Analysis of potential weaknesses in the data and how these can be addressed
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Top managers are facing steady pressure to increase sales. Corporate engagement with

the community has been used by a variety of companies as an important tool to address

this strategic imperative by expanding markets and creating innovative new products. 

HOMEOWNERSHIP INSURANCE

Inner-city neighborhoods can be potentially attractive new markets for sales of home-

ownership insurance.  But some data suggest that it may be difficult to sell insurance prof-

itably in these neighborhoods.  For example, a study of eight U.S. cities conducted by the

Insurance Research Council found that homeownership insurance losses were significantly

higher per $1000 of insured value in low-income urban neighborhoods than in suburban

neighborhoods immediately adjacent to cities.  

A coalition of U.S. insurers led by State Farm Fire and Casualty, Nationwide Insurance

Enterprise and Travelers Property Casualty is addressing this challenge by creating Home

Safety Partnerships in six cities across the United States. These partnerships are funded

for five years to demonstrate ways to both increase home safety and reduce insured loss-

es.  Partnership activities in each city include public education about potential hazards,

free home safety inspections and a low-interest loan fund to assist homeowners to finance

mitigation activities, such as the replacement of faulty boilers, overloaded wiring systems,

and leaky roofs. 

All participants in the Loss Prevention Partnerships Program have agreed to gather and

share data on such key variables as the severity and frequency of loss, the demographics of

the neighborhood in which the activities are taking place, homeowner demographics and

the changes in the insurance market over time. This will help ensure that a broad range of

companies will be able to benefit from the research and use it to develop and assess their

own approaches to increasing sales in low-income neighborhoods. (Pittman, 1999)

MORTGAGES

The home ownership rate on Native American reservations is approximately 1%, a tiny

fraction of the national average of 66% in the U.S. Factors contributing to the low rate of

home ownership include low income levels, complex laws regarding property and land

ownership, and cultural differences. PMI Mortgage Insurance Company is leading a collab-

orative of financial service providers and governmental entities that has designed and

implemented a new mortgage insurance product and risk-sharing program. Under this

arrangement, PMI Mortgage Insurance insures home mortgages, a consortium of lenders

originates the loans and Freddie Mac purchases the mortgage-backed securities. The

product design, which only requires 1% down from the borrower, is innovative in that it

involves a shared risk between PMI and the Chickasaw Nation. This risk-sharing arrange-

ment allows PMI to provide this product profitably at a reasonable price. The product has

been so successful that it is being replicated with several other Native American nations.

(Social Compact, 1999)
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insured losses.
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“If we get it right
for disabled 

people, then we 
can get it right 

for most people.”

THE INNOVATION CYCLE

Corporate community involvement also creates benefits by increasing staff skills,

knowledge and access to resources.  Through participation with communities in situations

that are outside the standard marketplace, a company’s staff can extend their understand-

ing of corporate strategy, resources and leadership.  This understanding is a key enabler

of business performance, since it can be applied back to core business activities, thereby

expanding markets.  

An example of how this works can be seen in home improvement store B&Q’s partner-

ships with disability groups throughout the U.K.  A partnership between its Norwich store

and local disability groups gave the company insights into how it needed to improve cus-

tomer services with respect to this community.  The approach was extended to other

stores, always using local disability groups to provide insight and support. B&Q conclud-

ed that improving staff training on the issue of disability improved all aspects of customer

in-store relations.  B&Q’s view was that, “if we get it right for disabled people, then we can

get it right for most people.”  This has led to increased sales to disabled people and has

increased overall employee satisfaction, retention and productivity rates.   

The innovation cycle has been explored more fully in the “Innovation Through

Partnership” Initiative, and additional case studies and tools can be found at the website:

www.innovation-partnership.org. 

SCORECARD: INNOVATIONS THAT EXPAND MARKETS

INFORMATION: Primarily case study, with quantitative results limited.  

RELEVANCE: Strong connection to key strategic issues makes information compelling.

SOURCE: Leading businesses are engaged in the studies. However, there may be some 
skepticism that this is “primarily for PR”.

ATTITUDES: There are tensions between major corporations and communities that historically
have been economically excluded which may undermine the believability of the data.

On the Site:
• New information about retail
• Additional information about the financial services industry
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The Conversations with Disbelievers Initiative
www.conversations-with-disbelievers.net

“Conversations with Disbelievers” is now an initiative of AccountAbility and The Center

for Corporate Citizenship at Boston College, with support from the Ford Foundation. 

The Initiative will provide an extensive resource of evidence and arguments that

demonstrate the business case for corporate involvement in addressing social and envi-

ronmental challenges and opportunities. 

This web-based conversation encourages managers, nonprofits and researchers from

around the world to contribute their material to the growing dialogue. It will provide infor-

mation from all parts of the world, with a particular focus on extending the national and

regional range of available data beyond Western Europe and North America.

We invite you to participate in this exciting opportunity to share your experience and to

learn from colleagues across the globe.  

THE CENTER FOR CORPORATE CITIZENSHIP AT BOSTON COLLEGE

Founded in 1985,  the Center provides leadership in establishing corporate citizenship as

a business essential, so all companies act as economic and social assets to the communi-

ties they affect. The Center’s core activities include:

• Executive education, including the only certificate program in the field of community

relations, 

• Dozens of convenings each year, including: an annual conference, workshops, round-

table discussions, and regional meetings, 

• Practical research and the development of tools such as the Standards of Excellence

and its companion Diagnostic Tool, and 

• The development of strategic citizenship plans through consulting services.

www.bc.edu/corporatecitizenship

ACCOUNTABILITY

The Institute of Social and Ethical AccountAbility (AccountAbility) is the pre-eminent

international professional body supporting organisational accountability and sustainable

performance. It has developed the AccountAbility 1000 Series (AA1000S), the leading

management framework for professionals in the field. Core products, services and activi-

ties delivered to its individual and organisational members include:

• Practical tool-based research on key corporate and social challenges.  Current projects

address a range of issues, including sustainability, innovation and corporate citizenship,

stakeholder engagement and labour standards.

• Access to AA1000S-based training services that provide a practical introduction to issues

of social and ethical accounting, auditing and reporting, and sustainability management.

Individuals can be certified against the AA1000S standard.

• On-site workshops and guidance, regular seminars and conferences on practical issues

of accountability management as well as a leading quarterly journal on current corpo-

rate accountability topics.

www.accountability.org.uk 


