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Abstract

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) implies the responsibility of companies for sustainable
management in economic, ecological and social terms. The majority of CSR works in science
and research were written primarily with the focus on ethics (moral vs. market economy),
bearer of responsibility (state vs. companies) and management (e.g. best practice, manuals).
This article comes from the perspective of a stakeholder group that is constantly mentioned
but receive insufficient attention: unions. Research indicated early on that unions leaned back
in the European CSR-debate since its beginning 2001. Based on the case of German unions,

the author will analyse their motivation by studying their statements.

The systematic literature review provides the basis for his qualitative content analysis of
reasonable motives. The results show the unions encountering a complex environment with
diverse interests, in which it is difficult to position themselves. Furthermore CSR
requirements placed on companies were considered, by economy, to be set very high.
Although CSR is not driven by legal regulations, it unfolds quasi-binding rules. For those

reasons, it is not surprising that unions were sceptical and restrictive.

With its analysis of a defensive CSR strategy, the study contributes to progress in the field of
engagement in international debates. The author deals in a theoretical-conceptual way with
the existing research results in this field, invalidates them and presents his own attempt with
explanation. His explanatory approach extends the existing explanatory patterns by a new

perspective for the problem described.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, unions, industrial relations, CSR debate in EU,

CSR actors
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Expanded Abstract

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) implies the responsibility of companies for sustainable
management in economic, ecological and social terms. The majority of CSR works in science
and research were written primarily with the focus on ethics (moral vs. market economy),
bearer of responsibility (state vs. companies) and management (e.g. best practice, manuals).
This article comes from the perspective of a stakeholder group that is constantly mentioned
but receive insufficient attention: unions. Research indicated early on that unions leaned back
in the European CSR-debate since its beginning 2001. This remains questionable because
fundamentally different expectations are attached to them. Based on the case of German
unions, the author will analyse their motivation by studying their statements. Passive
behaviour, however, is contrasted by a radical tone as a striking criterion. Unions suggest
resolute action, but there has been little sign of this so far. Their message has not changed
basically in the course of the debate. They are concerned with turning voluntarily into a legal
obligation for CSR fields of action for companies. It is precisely this attribute of voluntarism

that their opponents - the business association - want to maintain.

From the author’s point of view, it remains to be stated that the attitude of the unions in this
context is not yet sufficiently scientifically developed and can be quite well distinguished
from the otherwise dominant topics. These circumstances are underpinned by the lack of
empirically verified documents in the literature, in which the explicit question about the
causes of passive behaviour was put to the unions, possibly also due to a lack of willingness
to testify and a reserved attitude to the matter. So, it is left to the author to analyse the motives
of the unions’ decisionistic-restricted attitude. The systematic literature review provides the
basis for his qualitative content analysis of reasonable motives. The results show the unions
encountering a complex environment with diverse interests, in which it is difficult to position
themselves. The unions occasionally countered the reservations of companies and their
associations with references to a quasi legal claim to CSR, but largely left it up to the
formulation of demands. And the strict and demanding tone it contains can therefore only be
conveyed symbolically in order to consider the underlying goals of the CSR concept to be
meaningful. Although the current CSR framework is not shaped by legal provisions, it tends
to have unpredictable effects at the expense of companies as a result of quasi-obligatory

requirements. As a result, it is not surprising that unions are so sceptical and restrictive in

VII



their decision-making that they have for a long time neglected CSR issues. What is striking is
that the causes cited in the literature, all disregard the ambivalent constellations of interests of
the unions and thus could not provide any relevant results on the author’s explanatory
approach. Although interests can be verbalized from union ideology, hidden interests have
also emerged. In the course of the scientific core work, the perspective was also taken up by
deepening the relationship between companies and the market in the CSR context. In
addition, a further change of perspective was made by looking at the union’s internal view.
Both parts were intended to substantiate the finding that the unions had legitimate reasons to

refrain from radical enforcement in the debate.

With its analysis of a defensive CSR strategy, the study contributes to progress in the field of
engagement in international debates. The author deals in a theoretical-conceptual way with
the existing research results in this field, invalidates them and presents his own attempt with
explanation. His explanatory approach extends the existing explanatory patterns by a new
perspective for the problem described. It presents an expanded view of corporate social
responsibility in the field of CSR research and union engagement, going beyond current
understanding and traditional models of thought. Using the example of the stakeholder
discussion around unions, CSR is elevated to a higher level and their behavior in this regard is
analyzed in depth. It is the stakeholders who should be first on the “battle line” for social

responsibility and their behavior has been very little studied in this regard.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, unions, industrial relations, CSR debate in EU,

CSR actors
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1 INTRODUCTORY PART

1.1 Topical introduction

Companies have been increasingly criticized for numerous incidents of immoral behaviour in
public debate. The population is becoming ever more sensitive to those reports and the
patterns of behaviour they describe, especially when it comes to high profits coupled with a
reduction in jobs and high executive salaries and severance pay in times of economic crisis or
scandal. To become more social and to accept more responsibility, some concepts have been
brought up over the past years. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) - the assumption of
social responsibility through integration into their business activities - is one of the concepts
that can help companies out of the reputational crisis. The content-related facets of this
concept create a field of tension of diverse interests, which can be partly heterogeneous and
conflicting. CSR cannot therefore be viewed in isolation from the stakeholder approach, as
the two thematic areas are closely intertwined. Thus the “integration ... in terms of content,
time and communication and the structural and procedural implementation into the
company’s activities, as well as the securing of long-term interrelationships with the relevant
stakeholder groups [belong to its] central components” (Meffert/Miinstermann 2005: 22).
CSR basically represents the “way in which a company treats its stakeholders ... to put it

succinctly” (de Colle 2004: 526).

Against the backdrop of the complexity of the CSR debate in theory and practice, which has
been going on for years, the subject of this study emerged. The debate does not take place in a
vacuum but is situated within a large circle of participants in which value conflicts and areas
of conflict had built up, emotions were heated and polarized camps formed. As might be
expected, there are power interests and struggles between stakeholders who want to rival one
another and influence the shaping of political will-formation to their benefit. These
participants also include the interest groups, in this study above all the German units, which -
like the other actors - want to meet the expectations of their members and are therefore
obliged to point out (re)actions. As a result, the various actors develop ideas and concepts that
are primarily based on the enforcement of their position or interest representation. For his

study, the author selects from the various CSR stakeholder groups.

For the author, the basis for the selection of the stakeholder group was their justified claims
for involvement in the CSR debate. In this area, the author was particularly struck by the fact

that the stakeholder ‘unions’ were inconspicuous in the debate, so he used this characteristic

1



as a decisive selection criterion and consequently had a need for clarification. Preuss, Gold
and Rees stated that various social actors have contributed to the global spread of CSR.
Against this background, it is very strange that the unions as one of the social actors that
hardly make an appearance. As part of their traditional role as employee representatives, they
should participate in the discussion on the relationship between companies and stakeholders,
especially in times of international labour cost competition. It is therefore appropriate to
examine how Europeans unions view the rise of CSR (2015: 1). Eleven countries were
selected in their corresponding empirical study: United Kingdom, Germany, France, Belgium,
Sweden, Finland, Spain, Hungary, Poland, Lithuania and Slovenia. Rees, Preuss and Gold
noted that European unions have taken an unclear attitude about CSR. In principle, the
concept is supported, but scepticism remains about the application and effectiveness of CSR
measures. Respondents often view CSR as being geared to the company's reputation rather
than a real focus on improvements in working conditions and more responsible business
practices. In addition, they see their role or power in the social dialogue being endangered. In
some countries, union involvement is more visible compared to others. Numerous CSR union
initiatives have been launched in Finland, France, Lithuania, Spain and the United Kingdom
(2015: 220). In Germany, which is considered to be a strongly institutionalised country with
codified union rights and the principle of ‘social partnership’, the unions are of great
importance for the national economic system. This makes it all more striking that CSR still

‘appears to be a relatively uncharted territory” (ibid.: 204).

Research and the author’s own impressions quickly showed that foremost the German unions
‘wall up’ when it comes to CSR and they had taken a passive or reserved attitude at the
beginning of the debate. The wall tactics of the commonly aggressive unions is and remains
questionable, because fundamentally different expectations are attached to them. Passive
behaviour, however, is contrasted by a radical tone as a striking criterion. Unions suggest

resolute action, but there has been precious little sign of this so far.

In the broader context critics of CSR often warn and relate to ‘greenwashing’, which claims
that companies have clean hands but are actually willing to engage in dubious business
practices (such as child labour in supplier industries). Therefore, CSR should not be viewed
without caution and criticism. Where CSR is on the label, CSR does not necessarily have to
be practiced without restrictions. CSR can be part of companies’ propaganda purpose, and

those interested in CSR must always keep this in mind and not approach the topic naively.
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Credibility in this respect poses a challenge or “particular dilemma in the CSR debate.”
Ensuring economic system stability and at the same time not jeopardizing sustainable
development - in times of climate change and scarcity of resources - would take into account
a possible ‘reorientation’ of the social market economy (Riess 2012: 782). If, according to
Milton Friedman (1970), the only social responsibility of companies would only be to make a
profit. The subject CSR is and remains ambivalent for companies. But to what extent are
unions an integral part of the CSR discussion? What associates them with CSR? Their
message has not changed in the course of the debate. In most cases, employee-relevant CSR
aspects are in the foreground, even if CSR is much more than responsibility toward
employees. Essentially, the unions are concerned with turning voluntarily into a legal
obligation for CSR fields of action for companies. It is precisely this attribute of voluntarism
that their opponents - the business association - want to maintain. They have pled since the
beginning of the debate and move from this project not a millimetre. Furthermore, they are far
more present in their membership representation than the unions. A consensus with the unions

on the crux of the matter, namely voluntariness, has so far hardly been found.

The described ‘hide and seek’ tactic of the unions is and remains questionable since the
unions also want to be recognized as a pillar of democracy and it is so “important” that they
will “raise their voice” (member of the German Bundestag/parliament MdB Schieder 2016).
Their wall tactics are also questioned against this background. Another reason why the
unions’ wall tactics are questionable is that CSR - to put it somewhat exaggeratedly - is not an
issue for the Federal Criminal Police Office, but a public and social issue. This makes it all
the more interesting for the researching author to penetrate and advance where he finds

himself in front of imaginary closed doors.

1.2 State of research and gap

The scientific debate on CSR in Germany was initially triggered by economic and corporate
ethics, mostly on a theoretical basis, while Anglo-American business ethics operated more
practically oriented research. As far as the development trend is concerned, however, it can be
observed that, after some delay, the German-speaking area of business and corporate ethics

has also increasingly penetrated into practice in recent decades.

A very difficult task here is not to lose track. However, in view of the existing material, it is

presumptuous to give an overview of the current state of the business ethical discourse.
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Enderle already stated in 1996: “It is undoubtley fair to say that in the mid of the 1990s,
nobody has a complete view of what is going on in the field of business ethics in North
America and Europe” (Enderle 1996: 36). Grabner-Krauter stated in 2000 that by then there
had already been an almost “unmanageable flood of publications” on the topic of moral
responsibility in business (Grabner-Krauter 2000: 290). She also published a compact article
on the state of research in US-business ethics and points out the impossibility of completeness
(Grabner-Krauter 2005). As a short overview, however, it offers very good access to the

subject.

CSR has also become a very extensive and multifaceted subject in technical literature.
Already in 2005, a worldwide survey resulted in an “overkill” of CSR information, so that
those interested in CSR were probably saturated by the flood of publications and information
(Pleon 2005: 7). The author may counter that, at almost the same time German CSR-
researcher Loew considered the CSR debate in Germany as still in its infancy, whereas the
research focus in this paper is explicitly set on stakeholders - moreover, it is nationally limited

(Loew 2004: 7).

It is noticeable beyond that the CSR content has always been encompassed other terms. The
demarcation of related concepts such as sustainability, corporate citizenship, economic and
business ethics proves to be difficult and confusing overall, as there is still no common CSR
definition, which further affects the scientific debate. Often the discussion is carried out from

different perspectives on these topics without explicitly referring to CSR.

A study on the CSR Green Paper and the relevant notifications of the European Commission
up to 2006 were carried out with a particularly critical focus on the understanding of
responsibility (Ungericht/Raith 2008: 19 et seq.) and in detail with a view to stakeholders
(Muchitsch 2012). Works on the role of national actors with regard to CSR is relatively rare.
There are hardly any studies in the literature concerning the material of the work to be
examined (individual statements and position papers of the associations), which indicates

deficits in the research.

In relation to the flood of publications on CSR the attitude of the national unions in this
regard is limited to a very small group of scientific publications. A first ‘pitch’ often

mentioned in the literature was concisely made by Preuss et al. (2006) on an international

4



level in a country comparison. The authors stated that the union role and influence of CSR
depended in particular on the respective country and its framework conditions, and that CSR
is also recognized as a threat by the unions. In general, CSR represents a new terrain for the
European unions where the voluntary nature of entrepreneurial engagement contrasts with a
legally binding duty of care for employees in Europe. Nationally limited - but very detailed -
Mutz and Egbringhoff (2006) studied the attitude of German works councils in the CSR
debate and their involvement in implementing relevant standards in the companies. At this
point in the CSR debate, it was also clear among the expert community that unions initially

behaved more passively than actively.

Frequently cited in the relevant German CSR literature and similar conviction are also
Hauser-Ditz and Wilke (2004: 7) whose study came to a similar conclusion that, inter alia,
“German unions’ reaction is ... characterised by restraint”. Feuchte also notes “a rather
reserved to critical assessment” regarding the reaction of the German unions to the discussion
on CSR (Feuchte 2009: 7). This view is sometimes represented in the union ranks as well, e.g.
by IG Metall union spokesman Friedrich (2013). In his opinion, the subject had not really
been dealt with in the first years after the publication of the Green Paper, according to the
results of his previous research. His own research in the union archives to find out why they
have so far devoted very little attention to the issue of CSR has not provided any justification.
By stating “unions must take a stand”, Heil, an official of a union-related Foundation may
have apparently launched an official call for unions to express their views (2006: 6). Could

this possibly have been an allusion to comments that had not been given until then?

If the study primarily focuses on this passive attitude, it is obvious to question which findings
can be derived from the current state of the art. According to Mutz and Egbringhoft (2006: 6)
as well as Thannisch (2009: 335), there are justifiable reasons for the unions’ passive attitude,
especially since CSR is of Anglo-American origin and therefore “conceptually foreign to its
nature.” Mark-Ungericht had already examined the CSR discourse of opponents, namely
employers’ associations and unions in Austria. In his opinion, both seem to be “trapped in a

defensive attitude”, which may also have tactical causes (2005: 167 et seq.).

Following the old approach according to Kessler from 1907 on the basic attitude, actionism
and initiative of unions in relation to their opponents, the need for explanations of their

prevailing passive CSR attitude increases: “Union is throughout the primary, the employers’
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association the secondary appearance. The union attacks by its nature, the employers’
association defends (the fact that the relationship is occasionally reversed does not alter the
general accuracy of this fact)” (1907: 20). Accordingly, a characteristic feature of unions is
their willingness to fight. A union which - in normal situations - is not ready to fight would
therefore be a rare creature. People also remember times when “words ... [like] ... unions ...
were associated with tremendous suggestive force that inspired the masses” (Factory Workers
Union of Germany 1930: 94). Consequently, this fundamentally assessed attitude is
challenged by a prevailing passive accusation, so that the work against this background and
the investigation must take into account the motives of this decisionist-restricted attitude.
However, this short and quick finding is only intended to give an analytical foretaste of what

is to be expected in terms of conceptual explanations.

Of notable relevance and important sources are two studies published by the union-linked
Hans Bockler Foundation: On an empirical basis Zimpelmann and Wassermann provided a
conceptual analysis of the relationship between the traditional model of social partnership, the
codetermination “arena” and the emerging CSR arena. They can recognize “at least no
dominant role” in employee representation as actors. And they noted a fragmentary state of
research, both the empirical data on the involvement of employee representatives in CSR
activities remains “incomplete” and “the constellations of conditions as to how employee

representatives can be involved at all have not yet been sufficiently investigated” (2012: 22 et

seq.).

Vitols’ (2011) literature report offers a large overview about the activities and positions of the
employee representatives at national and international level and thus also an excellent access
to the matter. In terms of unions’ activities following points essentially were made: the
relatively late time of the unions’ statement of determining positions in 2005 is criticised.

Particularly in 2009 the unions became active.

Haunschild and Krause have followed the development of the debate in the Confederation of
German Trade Unions (DGB) and selected affiliated unions and their positions on a recent
empirical basis. In the accompanying anthology the editors Preuss et al. (2015) noted that the
topic of how unions deal with CSR and its rise is significant but has remained “under-
researched” so far (2015: 10). Their detailed study was carried out as a survey on the basis of

a large-scale project in several European countries and was guided by the striking situation,
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that the unions - after all known as a social actor - are hardly noticed in the CSR-literature.
Habisch and Wegner were already of the opinion in 2005 that the unions do not appear as a

leading actor (2005: 115).

The reasons for a defensive attitude of unions are variously interpreted in the public and
literature, but there can be no question of a gruelling academic discussion of this connection,
as detailed descriptions of the topic are scarce. Since there are basically no relevant studies
available that have investigated this behavioural phenomenon in relation to CSR, acute need
can be derived from this scientific area. From the author’s point of view, it remains to be
noted that the unions’ attitude in this context has not yet been sufficiently scientifically
researched and can easily be distinguished from the otherwise dominant topics. This fact is
supported by the lack of empirically proven documents in the literature that would have posed
the explicit question to the unions, possibly also due to a lack of willingness to provide
information and an attitude towards the matter. Therefore, the specific knowledge that can be

read off is not available and must therefore be derived in a well-founded manner.

An unclarified role (finding) due to their traditional pursuit of interests (Rat flir nachhaltige
Entwicklung 2007: 26, Habisch/Wegner 2005: 115), only indirect relevance to the topic
(Zimpelmann/Wassermann 2012: 26, Salzmann/Prinzhorn 2006) or merely an overlap with
the “co-determination arena” (Zimpelmann/Wassermann 2012: 27), unclear political
classification (Riess/Welzel 2006: 33) or even an expression of a low level of negotiating
power (Steger/Salzmann 2006) are essentially given in the literature. Particularly as other
priorities of the unions might be conceivable for the latter aspect, “in order to be able to play a
stronger role in other negotiations”, the unions were “in some respects prepared to refrain

from imposing their own positions in the CSR debate” (Muchitsch 2008: 27).

Mutz and Egbringhoff state that the reasons for a sceptical, hesitant and defensive union
attitude seem plausible at first. Nevertheless, questions remain open. By its very nature, CSR
is also concerned with issues such as social standards and “protective functions”, which “in
essence represent traditional areas of responsibility of the unions” and “can be, as it were, a
model for negotiating claims, co-determination and influence” (2006: 282). Defensive
behaviour is also questionable for this reason, since CSR commitment is linked to
opportunities. Hildebrandt and Schmidt (2001: 240 et seq.) see union influence as a lever to

avoid an unfavourable interpretation of sustainability by the opponents. This intervention
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would also make strategic sense in order to counter the union organisation crisis and find new
approaches to it. Over time, DGB has moved from a merely critical