
Rhetoric and Realities: Analysing Corporate
Social Responsibility in Europe (RARE)

A European Research Project
Funded within the EU 6th Framework Programme

Seven leading research institutions from all over
Europe are taking part in a groundbreaking project
analysing the impact of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) in Europe. Funded within the
EU’s Sixth Framework Programme (No. CIT2-CT-
2004-506043), the three-year project aims to
improve the understanding of the effectiveness of
CSR as a policy instrument and how it can actually
benefit sustainable development in the EU.

Societies are today facing severe challenges to
adopt a more sustainable development approach.
Contributions are needed from across all sectors of
society including business. In Europe, a growing
number of companies are committed to CSR.
Businesses are voluntarily going beyond legal obli-
gations in the social and environmental spheres and
are using a rapidly growing number of instruments
and measures, many introduced at civil society’s
instigation. 

For example, businesses are participating in the UN
Global Compact by complying voluntarily with ten
principles in the areas of human rights, labour, the
environment and anti-corruption. Other examples
include the OECD Guidelines for Multinational
Enterprises, the Global Reporting Initiative, socially
responsible investment funds, and stakeholder dia-
logues.

While some CSR instruments relate to the behav-
iour of the enterprises and their suppliers abroad –
particularly in the Global South – others are con-
cerned with activities in all markets, whether

domestic or international. Being voluntary, such ini-
tiatives build on the self-interest of companies and a
business case. CSR instruments only rarely require
verification of compliance and by definition are
unenforceable by law.

In order to promote effective CSR, a number of
European governments are pursuing public policies
such as company reporting obligations or disclosure
requirements for investment funds. The European
Union, too, is presently considering a common CSR
strategy: “CSR public policies may help shape glob-
alisation in a positive way by promoting good com-
pany practices that complement public efforts for
sustainable development”, states the European
Commission in their Communication concerning
Corporate Social Responsibility in Europe: 
“There is a role for Community action to facilitate
convergence in the instruments used in the light of
the need to ensure a proper functioning of the inter-
nal market and the preservation of a level playing
field”.

Recognising the need to better understand the role
of CSR instruments, their effect on the practices of
companies and the benefits for society, the EU
funds the RARE project. The RARE project
addresses two key questions:

To what extent are CSR instruments only rhetorical?

How effective are CSR instruments in making
companies and societies more sustainable? 
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Theoretical background
The researchers will first look at the meaning of
responsibility as it is used in the notion of Corporate
Social Responsibility. Building on this insight, they
will analyse existing CSR activities of companies,
including some of the activities of their representa-
tive associations, in three business sectors: the oil
industry, the banking sector and the fisheries and
fish processing industries (see the diagram on p. 3).
Different instruments of corporate responsibility rel-
evant to the business sectors and four policy fields
will be researched and examined.

The project will add a structural component to the
predominantly actor-oriented perspective of current
CSR research through considering specific condi-
tions in the three business sectors related to the
four policy fields.

CSR Impact Assessment tool
A specific CSR Impact Assessment tool will be
developed. The project team will use this to seek to
separate the rhetoric from the real impact of CSR in
the selected business sectors. The Impact
Assessment will take into consideration both the
micro-level of companies and the macro-level of
socio-political effects.

Evaluating CSR impact
At the socio-political level, where the focus of analy-
sis lies, the team will strive to evaluate the contribu-
tion of CSR to the achievement of the European
Union’s policy goals in four areas of sustainable
development: environmental protection (climate
and chemicals policies), resource management,
gender equality and the countering of bribery. 

Surveys of the three selected business sectors cov-
ering some 20 Multinationals in each sector will be
made, using among others questionnaires.  

In-depth case studies
In a further step, in-depth case studies of selected
companies will serve to identify the factors that
deliver particularly successful cases of CSR imple-
mentation. The project will identify through inter-
views, the driving forces which contribute to the effi-
cacy of CSR instruments within corporations and in
their economic and political environment. 

SME study
Through a complementary SME-study, the project
will also provide insights into the performance of
European small and medium-sized companies
(SMEs) in the field of Corporate Social Responsi-
bility. As SMEs tend to lack resources and have a
lower public profile and stakeholder accessibility
than big corporations, they are frequently less
active in beyond-compliance activities. Therefore,
CSR impact and its drivers in SMEs will be consid-
ered in a comparative perspective. Specific evi-
dence will be gained by analysing the role of envi-
ronmental CSR in two SME networks, one in an old
and one in a new EU Member State.

Political and public policy dimensions
The project will also tackle political and public poli-
cy dimensions of Corporate Social Responsibility.
The researchers will evaluate the contribution of
CSR instruments to sustainable development in
relation to the problem-solving capacity of public
policy instruments. Against the backdrop of EU
enlargement, they will also analyse the relevance of
CSR activities to the integration of the new Member
States into the EU. They will consider questions
such as which policy areas are suitable 
to be tackled by CSR and whether a political frame-
work – voluntary or mandatory – will be necessary
to make CSR an effective  instrument. The team
will, finally, formulate policy recommendations for
companies, national governments and the EU, pro-
moting elements of a European approach to CSR. 

RARE Project Design

2

www.rare-eu.net



Rhetoric and Realities: Analysing Corporate
Social Responsibility in Europe (RARE)

RARE Project Design  

The RARE project aims to make a
significant contribution to the
European Research Area with inter-
disciplinary insights into Corporate
Social Responsibility and by advanc-
ing method development among
researchers from all over Europe.
Key expected results of the project
are:

Increased knowledge about the
impacts of CSR in Europe and
especially on structural differences
in CSR performance according to
company size, sector, and issue
area; 

Increased knowledge about the
efficacy of CSR and the role it
could play in achieving public policy
goals; 

Policy recommendations for com-
panies, national governments and
the EU, promoting elements of a
European approach to CSR.

Expected results

The project started in June 2004 and will
end in May 2007. Funding is provided with-
in the EU's Sixth Framework Programme
(Contract No. CIT2-CT-2004-506043).

Duration and Funding
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Project coordinator 
Sector Survey Fisheries
Case Study Resource Management
Study on CSR Governance Capacities

CSR Impact Assessment methodology
Sector Survey Oil 

Case Study Environment

Modelling CSR Drivers
Sector Survey Banking

SME Study
Study on CSR and EU Enlargement 

Case Study Gender Equality

Case Study Countering Bribery 

Research Partners and Contact Main Project Responsibilities

Öko-Institut /Institute for Applied Ecology
Binzengrün 34a
79114 Freiburg
Germany
www.oeko.de
Contact: 
Regine Barth, r.barth@oeko.de
Franziska Wolff, f.wolff@oeko.de

Fridtjof Nansen Institute 
P.O. Box 326
1326 Lysaker
Norway
www.fni.no
Contact: Jørgen Wettestadt,
jorgen.wettestad@fni.no

Stockholm Environment Institute
Box 2142
103 14 Stockholm
Sweden
www.sei.se 
Contact: Maria Bohn, maria.bohn@sei.se

Fondazione Eni Enrico Mattei 
Corso Magenta 63
20123 Milano
Italy
www.feem.it
Contact: Dr. Federica Viganò, 
federica.vigano@feem.it

Budapest University of Technology 
and Economics 
Müegyetem rkp. 3-9 
1111 Budapest
Hungary
www.kornygazd.bme.hu/eng/index.html
Contact: Prof. Tamas Palvölgyi, 
tpalvolgyi@mail.datanet.hu

Institut für sozial-ökologische Forschung/
Institute for Social-Ecological Research 
Hamburger Allee 45
60486 Frankfurt am Main
Germany
www.isoe.de
Contact: Dr. Irmgard Schultz, schultz@isoe.de

Peter Wilkinson Associates
1 Vernon Road
East Sheen
London SW14 8NH
United Kingdom
www.transparency.org
Contact: Peter Wilkinson, 
Wilkinsonconsult@aol.com
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