
ssues related to diversity, ethics, 

philanthropy and corporate social 

responsibility have often aligned in the 

past.  Nowadays, as the comparatively 

new Chief Responsibility Officer 

(CRO) carves out its own identity and 

wide-ranging responsibilities, several parallels 

can be seen between its development and 

that of the established Chief Diversity Officer 

(CDO) function.  Subsequently, individuals who 

are tracking for a career in corporate social 

responsibility might learn from the experiences 

of those who have been successful as diversity 

executives.  Those parallels are discussed below.

The Chief Responsibility Officer

Today we discuss ethics, sustainability, 

compliance, community relations, social change, 

environmental affairs and corporate citizenship 

under the broad heading of “Corporate Social 

Responsibility” (CSR).  Not long ago however, 

they were each found separately, in disparate 

functional areas within an organization.  These 

areas included (but were certainly not limited 

to) the offices of the General Counsel, Chief 

Financial Officer, Chief Communications Officer, 

Chief Diversity Officer and Chief Risk Officer.

It was not until relatively recently that the 

concept of a Chief Responsibility Officer became 

more prevalent.  A role that encompasses all, or 

most, of these activities under one title.

A Step Back in History

The initial drivers of the diversity function 

were EEO, affirmative action and compliance 

concerns.  Companies reacted to discrimination 

and class-action lawsuits by appointing an 
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executive to lead a newly-established ‘diversity 

program’ as a means to reassure employees 

and shareholders that the issue had been 

recognized and that the ‘same mistakes’ 

wouldn’t be made again.  Today however, 

the most widely-recognized and successful 

corporate diversity-inclusion initiatives are 

launched from a solid business case.  By 

embracing the economic imperatives diversity 

is leveraged  as an opportunity to positively 

affect a company’s profitability, status as an 

employer, and customer loyalty.

In this context, consider how the legal or 

reputational implications of an oil spill, the 

publishing of a damning climate-change 

report, the discovery of human rights abuses 

in a company’s overseas manufacturing 

operations, or a CEO’s jail sentence for unethical trading 

activities, might correlate to the appointment of a high-

profile CSR executive.  There are a few who might see 

this as coincidence, there are many more who would see 

it as a knee-jerk reaction.  

That is not to suggest that none of these executive 

appointments are well-intended. There are many 

organizations whose foundation is set in being a “good 

corporate citizen”.  They have embedded CSR as an 

intrinsic part of their business plan (for example branding 

or recruitment initiatives) and business has thrived in the 

process.  That’s where they 

are ahead of the curve – they 

have embraced the business 

case for CSR.  

As with the diversity function, 

it will require an acceptance 

of that economic imperative 

to establish the CSR function 

internally as a proactive 

business partner, as opposed 

to a fire-fighting, reactive role.   

The Business Case

Previous editions of Insights have discussed the economic 

imperatives for diversity in detail but, in summary, the 

business case can be applied to four key constituents:  

investors, employees, customers, and the community.  

The same four stakeholders are key to establishing the 

business case for corporate social responsibility:

• A meaningful CSR initiative can improve employee 

retention while also providing a competitive recruitment 

advantage over companies that do not focus on CSR. 

Many potential employees 

no longer want to choose 

between making money 

and ‘making a difference’ 

and will show a preference 

for an employer that 

enables them to do both.  

From the employer’s 

perspective, there is an 

argument that a loyal and 

committed workforce that shares core values with its 

employer is the ultimate competitive advantage.  A 2005 

Corporate Executive Board study showed workplaces 

whose workers were highly-engaged had better growth,  

lower cost, more customer loyalty, higher stock prices, 

and lower workforce turnover than those with ‘lower’ 

engagement.

• CSR is increasingly being viewed as a factor in 

improving financial returns.  Many shareholders (both 

individual investors and major fund managers) are 

now ‘socially screening’ funds, incorporating quality of 

management assessments into their stock valuations.  

Financial indexes have been created to track the financial 

performance of companies noted for their commitment to 

CSR.  For example, the Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes 

are based on assessments of corporate governance, risk 

“Some companies focus on their 

socially responsible initiatives 

with a “strong business 

lens” operating almost in an 

investment mode” 

Mark Milstein, Professor Johnson 
School of Business at Cornell 

University ¹

“They’re what I call the ‘and’ 

generation.  They don’t want 

to make money or support the 

environment.  They want to 

do both.” – Derrick Bolton, 

Director Admissions at Stanford 

School of Business ²



management branding, climate change, supply chain 

standards and labor practices.  

• CSR is also an increasingly effective form of improving 

consumer and community 

relations.  Used as a form of 

advertising, ‘social labeling’ 

is no longer confined to 

firms like Ben & Jerry’s or 

The Body Shop.  Consumers 

deciding which brand to 

buy, or a community group 

assessing an organization, 

will often factor-in 

their impression of the 

organization’s level of social 

commitment.

Identifying the Focus

Identifying the specific business challenge that a company 

faces, and establishing the metrics by which success will 

be measured, are key challenges in ensuring the success 

of any new corporate initiative.

There has never been a ‘one-size-fits-all’ job description 

for senior diversity roles. The same will likely apply to 

senior corporate responsibility roles.  Bridge Partners 

LLC has undertaken many searches for senior executives 

in the diversity function and, even today, the definition 

of the role and the scope of the diversity executive’s 

responsibilities varies from one company to the next.

 While most diversity leaders have a broad remit, one key 

to success is that each has a dominant focus, which is 

driven by the particular needs of the organization.  That 

focus might be talent acquisition, community involvement, 

multicultural marketing, or employee relations.  Success 

might be measured in terms of increasing the number 

of minority executives hired and retained by a company, 

or increasing brand loyalty in a certain geography or 

demographic.

Again, there is a parallel to be drawn with CSR: given the 

broad range of issues that will fall within or touch upon 

the CRO’s  remit, it is imperative that the organization 

defines exactly what results it requires from this function, 

and how success will be measured.

A CRO’s broad responsibility might include managing 

public relations, external affairs, community relations, 

compliance, ethics, 

sustainability and social 

change.  However, the issues 

that the company is currently 

experiencing, or believes it 

will face in the future, will 

define the dominant focus of 

their role - perhaps enhancing 

corporate reputation, managing 

environmental issues, or 

improving government 

relations.  Success might be 

measured in terms of increased 

positive press coverage, gaining 

the support of activist groups 

or fund managers, or increased 

lobbying influence.

3

“Social, environmental 

and governance factors are 

increasingly relevant to 

financial performance…..

companies which show superior 

management of these issues 

are fast gaining an edge over 

their competitors – and edge 

which we believe will translate 

into out-performance in the 

long-haul” ³

(continued on page 4)

“Much of what I do would 

be impossible but for my 

positioning.  Big organizations 

are not unlike the military.  

People sense your rank when 

the CEO’s office is [nearby] and 

this helps in working with your 

peers, as well as people in the 

field….it helps that they know 

I’m calling on behalf of the CEO 

and COO”  

Alan Yuspeh, Chief Ethics & 

Compliance Officer, HCA Inc ⁵
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Organizational Hierarchy

While some would argue that there are already too many 

“chiefs”, the Chief Responsibility Officer title does imply 

seniority, influence and accountability to the CEO/Board 

of Directors.  

However, at the end of the day, it’s not the title that 

matters, it’s the level of influence and leadership support.   

As noted in a 2006 Conference Board report “…perhaps 

the most important sign of respect given to diversity 

officers is that they report to the CEO….[but] it’s not 

reporting that matters most – it’s access.  The two are not 

synonymous.” ₄

The history of the diversity function tells us how the 

success of a diversity initiative can often be directly 

tied to the commitment of the CEO to the function, and 

whether the incumbent is viewed as a credible business 

partner who plays a role in the strategic decision-making 

process.  Historically, a company’s senior-most diversity 

executive reported into the office of the Chief Financial 

Officer, the Head of Human Resources, or the General 

Counsel.  Today, that executive increasingly has a seat 

on the executive management team and/or reports to the 

Chief Executive.  

The same reality will apply to the CRO role.  The 

corporate social responsibility leader’s placement in the 

organizational hierarchy will be a leading indicator of how 

CSR is regarded within a company and the subsequent 

credibility and impact of the function.   If the lesson has 

been learned, the CRO’s progression up the corporate 

decision-making chain will happen faster.

Strategic Input

The role of diversity leadership has changed in ways other 

than title and reporting structure.  Today the need for a 

“big-picture”, strategic thinker on diversity issues is greater 

than ever and the same will apply to corporate social 

responsibility.

In the 1980’s and 1990’s, 

when companies were hiring 

diversity executives in reaction 

to EEOC, affirmative action and 

compliance issues, the lack of 

true commitment to strategic 

diversity initiatives in many 

companies was often negatively 

reflected in the experience-

level of the executives they 

recruited to the role.  This 

was compounded by the fact 

that their placement in the 

organizational hierarchy limited 

their strategic impact.

Again, the history of the diversity function tells a tale.  

Today the role of the lead diversity officer is significantly 

more strategic – they are part of the decision-making team 

and diversity-inclusion initiatives are widely accepted as 

being impactful on a company’s bottom line.  The same 

will apply to the CRO function.  As the function develops 

and individuals carve out a career and expertise, the level 

of functional experience will inevitably increase and, de 

facto, so will the credibility of the role and its acceptance 

as an integral part of the strategic decision-making team.

FOOTNOTES
1 “Responsibility Pays”, Matthew Kirdahy – Forbes.com, 
11/13/2007 
2 “Green Means Growth”, Brian Wingfield - Forbes.com, 
7/3/2007
3 Global100.org website
4 “Do Companies Truly Value Their Diversity Directors?”, 
Vadim Liberman - Conference Board 2006
5 “An Era of Ethical Reformation” - Ethics & Compliance 
Officer Association (www.theecoa.org)
6 “Diversity Finds Its Place”, Robert Rodriguez - 9/22/06, 
Career Journal (from HR Magazine)

CSR SKILL-SET

When asked, leading corporate 
social responsibility executives 
listed the following personal 
attributes/skills as being key 
to their success in a business 
environment:

• Strategic approach

• Influencing skills

• Sound judgment

• Open mind, willingness to go 
outside comfort zone

• Ability to make the make 
business case

• Experience dealing with 
complex and sensitive issues

• Leadership presence

• Innovation

• Consultative style

• Information-seeking, data-
driven

• Relationship builder

• Results-oriented

• Integrity

• Line management experience

• Passion

• Continual drive to improve and 
challenge status quo

• Ability to build alliances and 
relationships

• Flexibility – able to adjust 
approach to different situations

• Listening skills

“Until recently the commitment 

many companies had to 

diversity was fundamentally 

based on moral, ethical and 

compliance reasons….but 

now that we can add business 

impact, diversity executives 

are being given a much bigger 

role.”  
Rudy Mendez – VP Diversity & 

Inclusion, McDonalds ⁶

THE CRO PROFILE
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FORtunE ACCOuntAbILIty RAnkIngS

the Accountability Rating is a proprietary tool developed 
by AccountAbility (a London think tank) and CSRnetwork 
(a british consultancy). It measures the extent to which 
companies have built responsible practices into the way 
they do business and looks at how well they account for the 
impact of their actions on their stakeholders. 

Companies earn a score in each of four categories, for a 
maximum of 100. the categories are: 

- Strategy. Does the core business strategy integrate social 
and environmental targets with financial ones? the strategy 
domain goes beyond analysis of declared intentions and is 
focused on identifying corporate actions to address material 
non-financial issues.

- governance. Do senior executives and the advisory board 
consider stakeholder issues when setting strategy and 
formulating corporate policy? 

- Engagement. Does the company engage in dialogue with 
people who have an interest in, may be affected by, or may 
affect its business? 

- Impact. Has the company been involved in any 
controversies covered by the media? What is its carbon 
footprint? Has it worked with other companies to engage 
stakeholders? the impact domain is based on information 
provided by Asset4, a Swiss investment-research 
organization.

Companies are penalized for not improving their practices 
from year to year.

the Accountability Rating is based on publicly available 
information, primarily annual social and environmental 
reports published before July 15, 2007. the companies 
analyzed are the 100 largest companies in the FORtunE 
global 500. 

CSR CAREER TRACK
A sample of 100 top CSR executives previously held roles in the 
following functions.

FORTuNE 2007 MOST  “ACCOuNTABLE” COMPANiES 
By iNduSTRy

TiTLE HERE

ORGANiZATiONAL HiERARCHy
A sample of 100 top CSR executives report to the following 
functions

Legal 31%
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orporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

initiatives must avoid a key pitfall that 

diversity-inclusion initiatives have 

sometimes stumbled on in the past: 

all progress is good progress but the 

role and its influence is continually 

evolving.  Leadership teams should avoid the temptation 

to feel they can ‘check that box’ as a completed task.

While reports and the press suggest that many 

corporations are making positive strides with regard to 

CSR, there are indications that others are merely paying 

lip-service.   This is a familiar story - statistics can be 

deceptive - again, consider the parallels with diversity-

inclusion….

A sign of progress is that statistics show an increase in 

the number of minority executives holding positions 

within the top tiers of US business over the last decade.  

However, through a different lens, the very same numbers 

also highlight the fact that minority group executives still 

remain very much in the minority when it comes to the 

leadership ranks of US business.   

A sign of progress is that a company’s diversity reputation 

is gaining ever greater significance in the modern 

corporate world.  However, the dominant demographic of 

America’s boardrooms still remains conspicuously white 

and male.  

Despite the positive diversity-inclusion advances made 

in the past decade, there is still an over-riding sense 

that corporate America is not capitalizing fully on the 

advantages of a diverse sets of skills and approaches at 

the executive level.  

Despite the headlines, we are not ‘there’ yet with regard 

to diversity-inclusion….and the same applies to corporate 

social responsibility.

A positive signal however, is that corporations today 

have a better understanding of diversity-inclusion as a 

Progress Should be Congratulated 
              ….but Complacency Avoided
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‘competitive advantage’ initiative, rather than one of ‘social 

justice’.  This is also reflected in the changing view of CSR, 

as an ethical and economic need, not a luxury.¹

Reasons To Be A CSR Leader, Not An ‘Also-Ran’

Comprehensive research has illustrated that the 

incorporation of a meaningful diversity-inclusion policy 

will have a positive effect on profit and will be rewarded 

with excess business returns.²  When allied to a wider 

CSR agenda - i.e. an investment in improving employee 

relations, a positive environmental strategy, intelligent 

local community contributions, and an investment in 

product innovation to meet specific minority consumer 

needs – that value rises still further.   In fact, businesses 

that refuse to embrace a coherent CSR strategy (or 

embrace it only superficially) are shown to have been 

challenged in the market.³  

Better informed and more socially aware, the twenty-first 

century’s intelligent consumer is increasingly attuned to 

broader corporate behavior and requires that businesses 

today are held accountable for their actions and policies, 

both in the boardroom and out in the community. It is 

no longer enough to merely create a market and fill it, 

businesses must continue to meet demand and make 

a profit…..but also do so in an ethical and responsible 

fashion.

This “enlightened” approach to management does not 

have to conflict with the narrower concerns of the 

shareholder. Contrary to more apprehensive predictions, 

a company’s value will actually be positively impacted by 

a proactive approach to diversity concerns and broader 

ethical corporate values.4  Far from draining resources, 

the time, personnel and money invested in enhancing a 

committed and actionable diversity-inclusion/CSR initiative 

beyond basic legal and community requirements, will 

actually improve productivity, maximize owner wealth, 

and enhance stakeholder value.5

Additionally, empirical studies suggest that a pro-active 

approach to inclusive recruitment, “C”-level diversity, and 

broad CSR initiatives will bring reputational benefits to 

an organization, both within the business community and 

with the general population at large. This, in turn, creates 

profitability and market-value in the long term.6

To be the most effective, companies must continuously 

embrace a broader range of initiatives, perspectives, 

attitudes and abilities. Programs that aim to enhance 

the value of a company, both individually and as part 

of a collective environment, can bring great rewards to 

the organizations that are prepared to approach them 

sincerely. Maybe now is the time for those remaining 

companies to send out that positive message to 

consumers and shareholders alike.

FOOTNOTES

¹  Richard Friend, Diversity Matters’ Partners Program: 

Strategic Corporate Responsibility. www.diversitymatters.

info April 13, 2007

²  Aupprele et al., An Examination of the Relationship 

Between CSR and Profitability. Academy of Management 

Journal, 22. 501-515

³  Ibid

⁴  Ibid

⁵  R. Bird et al., What Corporate Social Responsibilities 

are Valued by the Market? Journal of Business Ethics 76, 

2007. 189-206

⁶  Ibid

FORTuNE 2007 MOST “ACCOuNTABLE” 
By GEOGRAPHy (*Location of headquarters)



Bridge Partners LLC 
Executive Search Consultants

8 East 41st Street, 7th Floor

New York, NY 10017

 Tel: 212-265-2100

Fax: 212-685-3010

 www.bridgepartnersllc.com

SELECT CLiENT LiST
American Eagle Outfitters, Inc.

Barnes & Noble, Inc.

Brown Shoe Company, Inc.

Borders Group, Inc.

Campbell Soup Company

Cendant Corporation

Children’s Place Retail Stores, Inc.

Colgate-Palmolive Company, Inc.

CVS Corporation

Federal Reserve System

Foot Locker, Inc.

General Electric Company

GNC Corporation

Grant Thornton International

Jackie Robinson Foundation

Jimmy Choo

Karabus Management

Lucent Technologies, Inc.

Macys Inc.

Medco Health Solutions, Inc.

Merrill Lynch & Co., Inc.

Prudential Financial, Inc.

Schering Plough Corporation

Sodexho, Inc.

Starwood Hotels & Resorts 
Worldwide, Inc.

Sullivan & Cromwell LLP

Tommy Hilfiger Corporation

University of Medicine & Dentistry 
of New Jersey (UMDNJ)

University of Pittsburgh Medical 
Center (UPMC)

USAA

The Walt Disney Company

Wyeth Pharmaceuticals, Inc.

ABOUT BRIDGE PARTNERS LLC
Bridge Partners LLC is a retained executive search firm with an unrivaled 

ability to successfully and efficiently execute senior search assignments, 

bringing to each project a focus on ensuring that our clients are 

presented with a diverse slate of candidates. 

Our reputation has been built on consistently achieving superior results 

in the execution of our assignments.  We are dedicated to a client-

driven process and believe that process is maximized by partnering 

with the client organization on a relationship-driven, long-term basis.  

Bridge Partners LLC maintains the highest level of ethical standards and 

integrity with both clients and candidates by placing their interests first 

and ensuring that our methodology and process is transparent during 

the entire search process. 

DIVERSITY-INCLUSION

We know diversity is a business imperative. As a minority-owned 

business, it is an intrinsic component of what we do. It is a core value 

of Bridge Partners LLC and is embedded in every aspect of our culture 

and practice. 

We provide a higher level of service and raise the degree of expectation 

regarding inclusion in our candidate slates. We recognize that ability 

is the top priority, regardless of race, gender or any other defining 

characteristics and our track record of successfully attracting and placing 

senior level diversity candidates proves our ability and commitment to 

building our clients’ management strength and social responsibility. 

All Editorial Content is written by employees of Bridge Partners LLC, unless 

stated otherwise.  It is the property of Bridge Partners LLC and is protected 

by United States and international copyright laws.

Industries We Serve

Consumer
20%

Retail 
21%

Technology
5%

Industrial 
10%

Financial Services
9%

Non-Profit
5%

Pharmaceuticals
 & Healthcare 

17%

Professional 
Services 

7%

Media & 
Entertainment 

7%

INDUSTRIES WE SERVE


