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ME businesses beginning to recognize 

real value of CSR, says Sustainability Advisory Group survey 
 

Second Annual CSR Middle East Survey cites reputation, growth and innovation as key 
benefits of properly designed and managed CSR programmes 
 
Businesses still complacent about several critical issues affecting region 

 
Dubai, July 17:  Regional businesses are increasingly recognising that Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a 
business imperative rather than a philanthropic add-on, and a large number of executives now agree that 
properly conceived and managed CSR will result in a wide range of benefits including business reputation, 
innovation and growth.   
 
These are the key conclusions of the Second Annual CSR Middle East Survey conducted by Sustainability 
Advisory Group (SAG), an international alliance of sustainability strategists and specialists. The SAG network 
has been actively engaged in helping businesses define CSR and Sustainability programs in the Middle East for 
more than three years.  
 
Maria Sillanpaa, Founding Director of SAG, said the survey covered public and private sector organisations in 
eight countries in the region. More than 60 percent of the respondents are based in UAE and the rest are 
located in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, Yemen, Jordan and Egypt. The survey drew a balanced response 
from organisations in terms of size, and a 50-50 split between public and private sector companies. The largest 
respondent group according to industry sector was Energy, followed by Utilities and Agriculture.  
 
Over 90 percent of respondents expressed the opinion that credible CSR programmes can enable companies to 
build and maintain a strong reputation, over 80 percent asserted that CSR can attract new customers and 
foster innovation, and over 70 percent believed that CSR can help capture new markets and market share.  
 
ά²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ /{w ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ς previously CSR was perceived as a bit 
ƻŦ ŀ ŦǊƛƴƎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀ ΨƴƛŎŜ ǘƻ ŘƻΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛŦ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘΦ Now executives are increasingly 
agreeing that it should be integral to their business strategies.  We see this reassuring level of sophistication in 
the regional understanding of CSR as a sign of maturity and a desire to keep up with the powerful international 
ǘǊŜƴŘΣέ {ƛƭƭŀƴǇŀŀ ǎŀƛŘΦ   
 
However, these positive findings are tempered by worrying signs that businesses are still complacent about 
some of the critical issues facing the region. For instance, a relatively high number of business leaders continue 
to rate water conservation, climate change and waste as un-ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ ά!ǎ ǿŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ 
our report last year, given current predictions for the region in relation to water scarcity and climate change, 
this is an alarming result, which continues to suggest that a number of regional businesses are not yet fully 
ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣέ {ƛƭƭŀƴǇŀŀ ƴƻted.  
 
¢ƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƭƭŜǾƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǿƻǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΣ 
with an increase of 10 percentage points in the number of business executives regarding poverty as 
unimportant to their business (up to 38 percent from 28 percent last year). 
 
Sillanpaa, who is internationally recognised as a leading CSR and sustainability practitioner, and has been 
ranked numbeǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƛƴ /{w LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩǎ Dlobal Top 100 CSR Leaders advisory category,  listed five key 
findings of the survey, most of which are in line with the international thinking on the subject: 
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1. Executives in the region are struggling to relate environmental issues to profitability and long-
term business impact 

2. CSR is becoming increasingly important for business 
3. The attitude to CSR in the region is maturing   
4. The need for effective CSR should be driven from inside rather than by governments and 

regulators 
5. CSR is gaining increasing recognition as a framework for future growth 

 
άPeople issues such as employee well-being, health and safety, recruitment and retention, ethical practices, 
governance and transparency continue to be rightly recognised as the critical CSR issues businesses within the 
region must tackle. However, environmental issues such as water conservation, climate change and access to 
resources are much lower down the corporate radar although these issues have gained considerable media 
attention in recent times.  
 
άCƻǊ ǳǎ ŀǘ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ !ŘǾƛǎƻǊȅ DǊƻǳǇΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ lessons from the survey.  There have 
been considerable efforts in this part of the world from governments as well as civil society to strengthen 
awareness about environmental issues and relate them to practical business risks that will have an increasing 
impact on business performance and profitability. Considering the fragile ecology and the geo-political context 
in which we live, Sustainability Advisory Group as well as many of the survey respondents believe that these 
issues require urgent attention in ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ȅŜŀǊǎΣέ {ƛƭƭŀƴǇŀŀ ǎŀƛŘΦ 
 
Elaborating the other key findings, she noted that the responses to the survey clearly showed that CSR is 
increasing in importance, year on year, to businesses in the region. Compared to last year, the number of 
respondents who believe that CSR is more important in a difficult economic climate has gone up from 50 to 60 
percent.  
 
The results of the survey suggest that the general business understanding of CSR is moving away from that of 
traditional approach of ad hoc goodwill gestures, charitable giving and philanthropy, to a more comprehensive 
understanding of the benefits CSR can offer a company as part of its overall business strategy. Less than 8 
percent of respondents viewed community investment as the core definition of CSR, down from 17 percent last 
year.   
 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ /{wΦ  
Contrary to last yearΩǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ, there is a considerable increase in the number of organisations which say that 
CSR is not just a government agenda, one for them to comply with, but an internal one, which will ensure the 
ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƴƎ ǘŜǊƳ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣέ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ {ƛƭƭŀƴǇŀŀΦ  

 
Interestingly, businesses in the region have also begun to realise that effective CSR programmes can help in 
attracting new investment and capturing new markets as well as strengthening existing market share. There 
has been a significant jump in the number of respondents holding this view.  Supporting this growing feeling 
that CSR can be used as a framework for future growth are the 86 percent of respondents who either agree, or 
strongly agree, that CSR can foster innovation and the 82 percent who believe it can help to attract new 
customers. 
 
Although over half of the respondents claimed that they have a clearly articulated CSR strategy signed off at 
the highest level, these numbers go down dramatically when it comes to systematic management of the 
agenda. For instance, only 14 percent of the responding organisations have formal CSR-related KPIs in place 
and 11 percent consider CSR performance as part of their bonus schemes.  
 
One hundred and fifty-one organisations participated in the survey, which was conducted over a period of 6 
weeks in May and June.  Significantly, the number of respondents who described their role and title as CSR or 
Sustainability related ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŘƻǳōƭŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƻ от ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ мф ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΤ ос ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ 
the general management category against 14 percent last year; 30 percent described their role as strategy and 
business development, up almost three times from last year.   
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ά¢ƘŜǎŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ 
and is paying more attention to creating relevant positions in their organisŀǘƛƻƴǎΣέ {ƛƭƭŀƴǇŀŀ ǎŀƛŘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ 
the survey responses were from a cross-section of business functions.  
 

About Sustainability Advisory Group 

Sustainability Advisory Group is a leading international alliance of sustainability strategists and specialists. The 
Group draws from a global pool of knowledge and expertise, and is known for its robust understanding of 
business realities in key regions.  It offers innovative, cost-effective and action-oriented CSR and sustainability 
strategies and programmes that help businesses to define tangible goals and achieve them.  The network is 
truly global with expertise available and culled from Australia, Asia, Africa, Europe, Middle East and Americas. It 
has been developing a strong hub of professionals based in the Middle East where it has been active for three 
years.   

Sustainability Advisory Group excels at making the connection between sustainability and what it means for 
business. The network has helped literally hundreds of organisations realise the benefits of integrating 
corporate responsibility and sustainability into their businesses. 

9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ bƻǘŜǎΥ 
 
 Key survey results are attached to this release below. 

 A more detailed report on the survey is available at www.sustainabilityadvisory.net; if you would like to 

obtain a copy of the report, please send an e-mail request to info@sustainabilityadvisory.net 

For more information, please contact: 

Maria Sillanpaa 
Mobile: + 971 (0)50 719 4042 

Email: maria@sustainabilityadvisory.net  
Web: www.sustainabilityadvisory.net 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.sustainabilityadvisory.net/
mailto:info@sustainabilityadvisory.net
http://www.sustainabilityadvisory.net/
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see further <think wider> do better

What do regional executives think of CSR?

Majority of respondents work in CSR, strategy and business 
development
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see further <think wider> do better

What do regional executives think of CSR?

Great variety of different types of respondents
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see further <think wider> do better

What do regional executives think of CSR?

Current business priorities
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see further <think wider> do better

What do regional executives think of CSR?
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