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GRIT CSR Conference 09

Corporate Social Responsibility in Northern Ireland: 
Where to from here? 
The Trustees of GRIT wish to extend a sincere thanks to all those who 
attended and participated in an excellent conference on 26 March 2009.

Each year, as part of our work, 
we have held an annual seminar 
or conference on a topic of 
contemporary relevance and 
public interest linked to the 
broad aims of GRIT. In doing so 
we have always gone out of our 
way to engage and involve the 
private, public and voluntary and 
community sector sectors. This 
year was no exception.  It is a 
testimony to the commitment of 
the trustees that in previous years 
we have managed to attract key 
speakers such as Bill Cullen, Lord 
David Puttnam and, this year, 
Professor Kellie McElhaney.  
Our aim for this year’s conference 
was twofold. First, to highlight 
the business case for corporate 
social responsibility as it affects 
the bottom line. Second, to 
enable community and voluntary 
sector participants to hear how 
they can engage effectively with 
businesses for mutual benefi t. 
What Next?
The Trustees acknowledge the 
importance of the work that 
Business in the Community, the 
Prince’s Trust, Volunteering NI 
and others are doing to improve 
relationships between business 

and the community. 
Nonetheless, it would seem that 
more could and should be done 
both to raise the awareness of 
the CSR agenda and to improve 
connectivity and delivery through 
a refocusing of effort and 
enhanced local architecture. 
Recommendations
In light of the research and 
preparation undertaken to 
stage the CSR conference and 
feedback which the trustees 
have received it is our view that 
an agenda might usefully be 
taken forward encompassing the 
following elements:
1  An Executive Minister, ideally 

the Minister for Enterprise Trade 
and Investment, should take 
lead policy responsibility for 
CSR. This would be in line with 
arrangements in Whitehall 
and Dublin.  

2  A policy statement, which has 
the potential to underpin the 
NI Executive’s sustainability 
goals, should be published 
and supported by a strategy 
setting out how each part of 
Government contributes to 
the agenda. 

• All parts of the Executive 
have scope to contribute, 
through for example: 
environment, public 
procurement, health and 
safety, workplace, community 
and neighbourhood renewal, 
social enterprises. 

3  Business in the Community, 
as in Great Britain, should be 
explicitly tasked and supported 
to drive forward the policy. 

4  BiTC should also be 
encouraged to create a new 
CSR coalition, involving the 
Prince’s Trust, the Volunteer 
Development Agency, 
Comunity Foundation for 
Northern Ireland and others.

5  The CSR coalition could then 
develop a CSR academy, 
brokerage facility and a local 
web-based service promoting 
an agreed CSR competency 
framework. This would include 
learning and resource material 
for all sectors.

6  Finally, the trustees would 
encourage the Assembly 
to establish, as is the case 
at Westminster, an all-part 
Assembly Group on Corporate 
Social Responsibility. 

“In bringing Kellie McElhaney to Northern Ireland GRIT was attempting to relate this global 
movement known as Corporate Social Responsibility to our local voluntary and community sector.  
We believe the concept is fl uid enough to be put into practice here in Northern Ireland in a unique 
local model” said Liam Parker, Chairman GRIT.
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Baroness May Blood
business needs to take more 
social risks

She set her thoughts out in a 
dramatically simple but effective way 
by using the CSR theme.
“C is for Common Purpose,” she 
explained. “Both the business sector 
and the voluntary sector have to 
believe in what they are doing and 
that it will make a difference. If they 
have a common purpose they will 
recognise the value in each other.
S is for developing Skills on both 
sides. For the voluntary sector it is 
in learning vital business skills to run 
their organisations and services in 
a way that will attract support and 
funding.  For the business sector it will 
enable management and employees 
to better understand and empathise 
with the environment in which they are 
doing business.

R is for sharing Risk and 
Responsibility on both sides. The 
business sector has to take more 
risks in becoming involved in social 
issues while the voluntary sector 
has to take more responsibility for 
reaching out to the business sector in 
a world where government funding is 
drying up.
I believe we have a very sophisticated 
voluntary sector in Northern Ireland 
who have spent years working 
hard in troubled times to keep their 
communities together.  Businesses 
may feel that we are constantly there 
with the hand out, but the purpose 
of today is to show that if we work 
together we can achieve great 
things.”

One of Northern Ireland’s most vociferous advocates of the Voluntary 
Sector and a GRIT Trustee, Baroness May Blood set the scene for the 
conference by challenging both the business and the voluntary sectors 
to take more responsible risks for the benefi t of the community and 
the economy.

Since becoming involved in the 
Ernst and Young Entrepreneur 
of the Year event, Michael Carey 
admits to having had something 
of a ‘Damacene’ conversion when 
it comes to putting CSR into the 
very fabric of the running of his 
business.
The Jacob Fruitfi eld Group which 
employs more than 100 people 
has a CSR mission statement 
which is at the core of their 
everyday business and says that 
they will “make a sustainable 
and meaningful social impact in 
Ireland and in selected developing 
countries.”
Given that they are in the food 
business it is no surprise that they 
have chosen to become involved 
in projects that tackle poverty and 
hunger at home and abroad.
At the conference Michael 

shared the experience he had in 
Uganda fi ve years ago, when he 
went on an Irish Foreign Affairs 
Departmental visit to assess how 
the country’s aid budget was 
being spent.
“It fundamentally changed how 
I thought about business and 
our ability to make a difference 
in the world.  The balance can 
be made in running a profi table 
and successful business while 
becoming active in bringing 
a social conscience to the 
workplace.
Out of my Ugandan experience 
we developed a business led 
organisation called Traidlinks, 
which involved Irish companies 
helping the Ugandan people 
promote enterprise in the 
developing world.  Now we have 
a ‘Heart of Africa’ brand which 

sells tea, coffee and nuts which 
we market, sell and distribute free 
of charge.
My own company supports the 
Simon Community at home 
particularly with their food run 
and the staff are heavily involved 
in GOAL and the Soul of Haiti 
Foundation which was started by 
alumni of the Ernst and Young 
Entrepreneurs in Ireland.
Now I spend one day a week in 
the business devoted to actively 
pursuing our CSR agenda 
and I am clear that business 
development is a valid alternative 
to aid in developing countries.  
At home I am also certain that it 
has actually helped our business 
with customers, suppliers and 
employees to be involved in all of 
the social enterprise work we do.
When I talk to major customers 

they always ask about Traidlinks 
and the success of the Heart 
of Africa brand and it gives me 
a different perspective on my 
everyday business with them.
My employees feel more 
connected to their work and the 
company because they know they 
are making a difference in their 
community and we are actively 
supporting them in that. 
So the message to my business 
colleagues is that a well 
developed and focused CSR 
strategy is like a virtuous circle, 
it is good for business, good 
for employees, good for your 
local community and in our case 
makes a difference on a global 
basis. That added dimension for 
our business makes me confi dent 
that we are in a better position to 
survive than many competitors.”

Michael Carey
Executive Chairman – 
Jacob Fruitfi eld Group

The corporate world say’s 
“this is what’s in it for us”
Winner of the Ernst and Young Industry Entrepreneur 
of the Year Award in 2005 he holds non-executive 
directorships of Traidlinks and Bord Bia and is 
Chairman of the Soul of Haiti Foundation and the 
Irish Marketing Institute.
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The corporate world say’s 
“this is what’s in it for us”
As one of Northern Ireland’s most dynamic and 
hardworking leading businessmen, Terence 
Brannigan is the embodiment of his company’s 
mission to be both inspirational and aspirational.

GRIT CSR Conference 09

In just three years he and his team 
have grown the resource business 
to employ more than 15,000 
people and turnover £150 million 
a year. 
A phenomenal achievement in a 
business sector which he freely 
admits can have up to 100% staff 
turnover in a year.
So why would a man this 
successful feel it necessary to 
spend £1million in implementing 
a comprehensive CSR framework 
into the ‘DNA’ of his business?
Well, in three years he has 
achieved a 97% retention rate 
in clients and less than 20% 
turnover in staff with a 27% 
growth in business in the midst of 
the recession.
What is he doing right? He 
explained to delegates at the 

conference what his philosophy 
was.
“The most important things in 
my life are my family, my friends 
and my work – in that order and I 
wake up every day knowing that 
my employees feel the same way.  
My challenge was to fi nd a way to 
inspire those people who work for 
me to get up every day wanting to 
deliver the best possible service 
and to create a work environment 
that would make clients aspire to 
have us work for them.
I had to achieve this in an industry 
with a traditional reputation for 
low pay and low self esteem. I 
also recognised that my staff own 
my profi t, they generate it and 
they have the direct relationship 
with our clients. So I knew I had 
to engage with them at a level 
they cared about.

Investing in CSR meant investing 
in my staff at a level they could 
infl uence and engage with.  It 
meant we could support them 
and give them a platform to feel 
good about their work and the 
company while giving something 
back to their family, friends and 
community.
Our involvement with the Princes 
Trust and Business in the 
Community contributes to us 
attracting the best possible staff.  
Our commitment to introducing 
innovation and entrepreneurialism 
led us to supporting our staff 
working with the Puskin Trust and 
the NSPCC.
As a businessman I cannot 
divorce family and community 
from staff and clients and the 
community in which we do 
business.  By focusing on what 

is important to everyone on a 
human level we have become 
market leader in our business 
sector. People want to work for us 
and clients want to do business 
with us. We don’t always get it 
right but we have a plan and we 
are working together. 
Most importantly we measure 
the success and effectiveness 
of everything we do and the 
business models and tools we 
use are all staff driven.  With so 
many employees we cannot help 
but make a signifi cant impact 
on our community but we all 
recognise that by focussing on 
the four pillars of employees, 
clients, society and the 
environment we are supporting 
the very basis of our ability to be 
successful in the longterm.”

Terence Brannigan

Corporate Sector Panel Discussion

James Kilbane
Chairman Grafton 
“In our industry we are more 
aware than most that the most 
qualifi ed people are making 
decisions on where they will work 
based on the ethical reputation 
and social conscience of a 
company. I may be retiring in a 
number of weeks but Grafton 
is driven by a very young team 
now who put a great emphasis 
on championing CSR.  We have 
spent £1million over the years in 

sponsorships but as that comes 
to a natural end this year we are 
looking afresh at where to invest 
our money and expertise – so 
there is an opportunity for the 
community and voluntary sector!”
John Bowen
Chairman Bowen Construction
“Our company philosophy is to 
pay attention not to ‘how we 
spend our money’ but to look at 
more socially responsible ways of 
‘how we make it’.  In our industry 
we fi rmly believe that working 

in a way that is ethical, fair and 
sustainable will direct how we 
invest in our wider community.  
Business cannot be sustainable 
operating on a ‘feel good factor’ 
but rather we need to embed 
principles and policies on how to 
do business responsibly.”

Baroness May Blood
“My advice to any business is to 
look to your own backyard! Ask 
what are the children doing in 
your community? We still have a 
tremendous problem of children 

in poverty leading to criminal 
behaviour and we need to change 
that culture.”

Terence Brannigan
CEO resource
“I have a fi nance director who 
thought CSR stood for Can’t See 
the Reason and Can’t See the 
Result! Both business and social 
partners have to make a case for 
what the benefi ts and results are 
to make sure that the work they 
do together is not just short-term 
feel good but long term effective.”

In a lively panel debate the speakers were joined by James Kilbane of Grafton Recruitment 
Group and John Bowen of Bowen Construction.
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“It will come as no surprise that 
business has lost a gigantic 
amount of trust as a result of 
the recent fi nancial crisis with 
research indicating that 62% of 
individuals said that they did not 
trust business.
Yet in the face of this ethical 
expectations have never been 
higher. 
If the public trust you they will 
buy your product or services and 
they will pay a premium to do so, 

in effect they will invest in you. 
However if you lose that trust they 
will penalise you severely.
So where is the future for 
business in such starkly diffi cult 
times? What can be done to 
rebuild consumer trust in a 
way that is sustainable and 
believeable?
Well the fi rst thing to do is to take 
a long hard corporate look not at 
how you spend the money you 
make, but how you make the 

money you spend.
In the three legged stool that is 
business, you have to pay equal 
attention to economic, social and 
environmental factors. Leave one 
out and the stool falls over.
Wal-Mart under the leadership of 
Lee Scott took his company from 
being the most hated to the most 
admired in just two years.  He 
did it by realising that he could 
use the power of his business to 
improve the world and thereby 

benefi t his business.
He found that creating and 
protecting wealth goes hand in 
hand with the right corporate 
philosophy of community 
engagement and providing 
environmentally sound products 
and services.
So they targeted going for 100% 
renewable energy and creating 
0% waste as well as selling 
products that sustained the 
environment.  That provided a 

The Financial Times rated Haas the number one 
business school in the world for CSR in 2008.  The 
Wall Street Journal rated Haas the number two 
business school for CSR in 2007.

Professor Kellie McElhaney
Director of the Centre for Responsible 
Business, Haas School of Business, 
University of California, Berkeley.

Professor McElhaney conducts in-depth experiential 
consulting engagements with companies on real-world, 
high visibility strategic CSR challenges.  Her research 
includes aligning CSR and Corporate Strategies, CSR as a 
strategy to re-engage women with business as employees, 
consumers and investors and aligning Brand Strategies 
with CSR.
Her clients include Hewlett Packard, GAP, ebay, 
McDonalds, Nokia, Wal-Mart, Ford Motor Company, Ernst 
and Young, Ulster Bank (Ireland) and more recently Twitter.
When it comes to the challenges of matching socially 
responsible business practises with the need to maintain 
profi t and growth, she is the global expert.
She has just recently published a book, Just Good 
Business, The Strategic Guide to Aligning Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Brand.

Keynote Speaker 

Corporate Social Responsibility 
what’s in it for me?
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challenge for his suppliers but not 
only did it change the way they 
thought about the products they 
delivered and how they made 
them, it ended up saving them 
money.
This drive also extended 
to employee training and 
developing personal sustainability 
programmes.  Everyone was 
empowered to suggest changes 
that fi t with the company policies.
As a result one guy suggested 
taking the lights and sound cards 
out of the vending machines in 
every store. They were adding 
nothing and costing money 
in energy.  The company 
implemented the suggestion 
and saved $1m a year in energy 
costs.
In addition to implementing these 
policy changes and empowering 

their staff they also told their 
customers what they were 
doing and gave credit to their 
suppliers and their staff as well 
as encouraging their customers 
to support the policies by making 
purchasing decisions that kept 
the momentum going.
Wal-Mart are not the only 
company to realise the benefi ts 
of sound social policies informing 
their business strategies.  In 
America McDonalds, Citycorp 
and Dow Chemical are some of 
the most trusted brand names.
In Europe the most trusted are 
Amnesty International, World 
Wildlife Fund and Greenpeace, 
in fact the Voluntary Sector is the 
second most trusted sector after 
the armed forces. 
In fact everything that companies 
need can be supported with 

a good voluntary sector 
partnership. 
Trust, Healthy Communities, 
Social Issues Knowledge, 
Credible Communications 
Channels, Positive Story to Tell, 
Employee Engagement and 
Volunteering Opportunities, 
Branding defi nition and a proven 
impact of positively contributing to 
the community.
Timberland is a perfect example 
of a company that started its CSR 
involvement by providing boots 
for a charity.  City Year provided 
students with little money an 
opportunity to earn education 
credits by spending time with at 
risk communities. 
The students needed boots and 
Timberland got involved.  The 
association was so valuable to the 
company and the charity that the 

company sent staff members to 
volunteer with the students.
Then they invested money in 
developing the concept around 
the country and into South Africa.  
They then launched City Year 
Gear, as an off-shoot of branded 
products with all the profi ts 
going to the charity. The head of 
Timberland then went onto the 
board of City Gear and he invited 
them onto the Timberland Board.
Eventually Timberland were 
awarded a National Leadership 
Company Award and achieved 
recognition throughout the 
country.
That is how a real fi t between a 
company and a voluntary group 
can work for equal benefi t but 
more importantly to the benefi t 
of the community they were both 
serving.”

“My advice to the voluntary sector in 
Northern Ireland is to think carefully 
about your strategic partnerships and 
select partners who fi t your mission”.

“Once you have done that, come up 
with shared and concrete goals and 
clear objectives”.

“Minimise the number of partnerships 
to maximise the investment by both 
parties”.

“Make a long-term commitment 
and remember to build by involving 
your employees, customers and 
community”.

“Recognise that each partner brings 
strength to the partnership – you have 
as much to offer as the corporate”.

“Develop a strong partnership 
management team and make it work on 
business models”.

“Communicate what you are doing and 
be strategic”.

“Always ask – ‘what’s in it for me’? and 
remember others are asking the same”.
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Simple, you give the job to a 
human dynamo who does not 
know the meaning of ‘can’t do’.  
Marie Marin may be a woman on 
a mission but the social enterprise 
she created is the product of ten 
years hard graft, pushing against 
closed doors and the dawning 
realisation that a vital service 
to society can also be a strong 
business.
Employers for Childcare has 
taken the government support 
for families in providing childcare 
vouchers and made it accessible 
to the very people it was intended 
to help.
The company not only runs 
the administration of childcare 
vouchers for 600 businesses in 
Northern Ireland, it provides a vital 
advice and information service for 
women and families.

As a result client companies save 
£150 per parent per year and 
parents can save up to £1000 
per year.
Marie is now looking at expanding 
the company’s services into 
Scotland and is talking to 
parliamentary representatives 
there.
At the conference she gave her 
experience on seeking out help 
from the business sector.
“The key for me was not getting 
funding or money but time from 
professional people who could 
help me to set up and run a 
business successfully.
Recognising that I had a 
readymade database of 
companies we were actually 
doing business with, I wrote out 
to invite them to give us some 

time by sitting on our board.
The response was overwhelming 
and I was put in the embarrassing 
but wonderful position of having 
too many responses and having 
to interview them! Thankfully we 
got a really fantastic range of 
people with skills in accounting, 
management, marketing and 
sales, all areas that were crucial 
for us.
If I thought then that my problems 
were over, they were only just 
beginning. For the fi rst three 
months of our business set up I 
felt like an idiot, as I was asked 
questions on my business plan, 
sales conversion rates, marketing 
initiatives and staffi ng needs!  
It was like a different language 
and I don’t consider myself to 
be an unintelligent person but 
the pressure was immense.  I 

learned to ask for help in 
answering the questions and 
the fi nancial, management and 
communications advice I got from 
my new board was invaluable.  
When we realised that to survive 
we had to move from 100% grant 
aid to being fully self funding in 
just four years, that business 
acumen became crucial.
Without the help of volunteers 
from the business community we 
could not have achieved the level 
of success we now enjoy. The 
benefi t to the community is that 
we are supporting businesses and 
employees to keep working and 
take advantage of government 
support without the burden of 
paying shareholders, so all our 
profi t is reinvested in providing 
even more effective services.”

How do you take a piece of government legislation 
and turn it into a ‘not for profi t’ business that 
employs 16 people, turns over £6million a year and 
provides a vital service to 600 businesses employing 
4000 people?

Marie Marin
CEO - Employers For Childcare
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“The hardest thing for me is to 
explain to a business person how 
what  we do would help them, and 
that is my biggest learning priority 
for the future.
I think I scare them because I am 
so passionate about what I do, 
but when they get what we are 
about they invariably want to get 
involved and say ‘if I could bottle 
that energy in my organisation we 
would be world leaders!’
When you are dealing with the 
hardcore social problems of young 
men and women who are in the 
prison system or barely two steps 
from it, it is hard to imagine how 
you can remain passionate and 
positive.”
Anne Marie McClure however 
is not a shiny eyed ‘do-gooder’ 
wearing rose tinted spectacles 
when it comes to the impact of the 
anti-social and criminal behaviour 

of what are termed ‘hard to reach’ 
young teenagers and adults.
Her organisation, Opportunity 
Youth started out 17 years ago as 
a special project in the statutory 
sector, with as much energy put 
into constantly fi nding funding as 
in providing the services the young 
people desperately needed.
“We have always been about fi lling 
in the gaps between statutory 
provision and the part where 
alcohol, drugs and pregnancy 
push vulnerable teenagers off 
the education, training and 
employment radar.
Now we do business by selling 
services to the public sector, we 
have a board of directors and we 
are providing a whole new model 
on how to bring some joined up 
thinking to providing more effective 
solutions to the problem of 
disaffected young people.

We provide 19 different 
programmes for a range of 
funders including the Prison 
Service. Our goal is to get young 
people to rediscover confi dence 
in themselves and show them 
practical ways to get back into 
society and into a job.
As part of our work we want 
to connect with the business 
community and get some practical 
expertise in running our business, 
managing our processes and 
auditing our success. We also 
want to engage business people 
and their companies with our 
young people. 
I know that together we can 
provide invaluable experience for 
their employees and create a real 
world experience for our young 
people, helping them to become 
better citizens and better potential 
employees.

To us an engagement with 
Corporate Social Responsibility 
will be a fi t with companies who 
see young people as their target 
market, but who want to be 
associated with vision, passion 
and results.
We have 65 staff who are all young 
people involved in youth work and 
counselling and our approach 
works because we ask permission 
of every young person referred to 
us if we can work with them  In 
effect they sign a contract with us.
The contract we want with 
business partners is to get 
mentoring support for our young 
managers, critical friends who 
will mentor the organisation in its 
growth, and offer work placements 
for our young people and 
innovative outside perspectives to 
help us sharpen up.”

Anne-Marie McClure
CEO - Opportunity Youth

As our fi rst speaker from the Voluntary Sector, Anne-
Marie McClure was candid in revealing that her 
experiences in trying to achieve meaningful CSR 
partnerships with the business sector have been 
disappointing to date.

Voluntary Sector Q&A
Anne-Marie McClure
“Listening to all of the contributions today and 
in particular to Kellie I realise that I know what 
I want, that my organisation can deliver but 
that I need to learn the language of talking to 
business. If I could get that kind of mentoring 
support I know it would make a huge 
difference to us.”

Marie Marin
“There is no quick fi x. You have to go through 
the learning curve of fi nding out how to 
operate in the business world without losing 
sight of your own objectives. I believe the 
Government has to facilitate this dialogue 
particularly as they are now making it an 
important part of public procurement tenders.”

John Bowen
“I know it looks like all the business community 
wants to do is to use voluntary or community 
sector causes to further their business ends 
but without a profi table company there will be 
nothing to invest in the community.  Equally 
business does not have time to make anything 
other than the obvious connections and 
partnerships that fi t. If business is meeting 
its needs it means that the voluntary sector 
will have to become more organised in its 
approach.  The idea of a brokerage service 
to help them skill up and to be a conduit for 
business to be matched to even better fi ts 
seems to be very sensible.”
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The Trustees of the Gerry Rogan Initiative Trust would like to thank all of the above companies who so generously sponsored a table at our CSR 
event. Not only have they shown their commitment to implementing Corporate Social Responsibility within their own organisations, they have 
shared their experiences with their guests at the conference and have made it possible for the Voluntary Sector organisations to take part.

We would also acknowledge the support and generosity of Lord Rana.
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