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INTRODUCTION
This Policy Brief aims to summarise the key findings of the CoOp
project, to put them in the wider current Irish context, and to
propose approaches that could support positive developments in
this area, to benefit both SMEs and the youth non-profit sector.

APPROACH
The CoOp project’s stated aim was to promote and enhance
mutually beneficial collaborations between youth not-for-profit
organisations and the business sector, in particular SMEs. Initially
we conducted research which included a literature review, a survey
of Irish youth organisations of varied types and sizes, interviews
with several SMEs, and the collection of case studies; we
consulted with the relevant authorities, professional groups and
sectoral representatives such as the Department of Business
Enterprise and Innovation’s CSR Hub, Chambers Ireland, ISME
the Irish association of SMEs, the Small Firms Association,
Business in the Community, The Wheel, Volunteer Ireland, etc. We
then held two seminars in Ireland plus an international youth
workers training, and during those events we gathered more data
and recorded a wide variety of opinions on the topic.
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Why does this matter?
FOR NGOS, IN SOME AREAS, CSR IS THE BEST AND
SOMETIMES THE ONLY WAY, TO GET SUPPORT.
Generally in Ireland the main public funders prefer to fund well-established evidenced
programmes, so it can be difficult to fund something innovative that the NGO is trying
for the first time.
Private sector donations, in-kind support and pro-bono services can also be very
useful in capacity building for NGOs: for instance, to obtain better equipment such as
IT, vehicles, furniture etc, to get legal advice or other consultancy services, or for staff
training... all costly goods and services that are key to capacity building but often fall
outside of what the public funders support.

IRISH BUSINESSES FACE SPECIFIC CHALLENGES
THAT GOOD CSR CAN HELP THEM WITH, NAMELY:
Recruitment and retention of sufficient quality staff
Sustainability Goals - align with what consumers and the millennial workforce are now
demanding
Both factors impact on competitiveness and the bottom line for companies of all sizes in
Ireland. Our research shows that those SMEs that strategize and evaluate their CSR, cite
these factors as their main drivers for CSR.
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Current state of play of CSR
in irish SMEs
HIGHLIGHTS
Many SMEs, want to support NGOs but either don’t know how or fail to make
the most of the potential benefits of CSR such as improved public
perception/brand image, investment in future customers, and staff motivation
and satisfaction/recruitment and retention.
SMEs very rarely have a CSR strategy or an appointed contact person, nor do
they usually conduct any CSR impact assessment – it tends to be more ad hoc.
There is also a blurred line between pro-bono help given by SME owners or
senior staff members, and CSR activities attributed to the company itself;
sometimes this is a deliberate choice to keep their good deed quiet, but in
many cases SMEs are simply ‘missing a trick’ and not reaping the rewards of
their CSR.
We observed a lack of creativity on both sides, SMEs and NGOs, when it
comes to non-monetary support, which is often easier to arrange than cash
donations and is a good way to enter into a new CSR relationship – whereas
in-kind support is commonplace in other countries.
There is sometimes a fear of approaching businesses on the NGO side: they
feel they are ‘begging’ and lack an understanding of how CSR can bring
benefits for SMEs… this means NGOs are sometimes poor are selling their
CSR ideas as a ‘win-win’.
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Economic and Policy context
WHILE IRELAND IS LARGELY OUT OF THE RECESSION
SMES ARE STILL VERY FOCUSSED ON
SUSTAINABILITY AND COMPETITIVENESS, AND CSR
IS OFTEN FAR DOWN THE PRIORITY LIST.

BREXIT CONTINUES TO GENERATE MAJOR
INSECURITIES FOR IRELAND SUCH THAT BOTH
INDIVIDUAL SMES AND THEIR REPRESENTATIVE
BODIES ARE FOCUSSED ON RISK ASSESSING AND
PLANNING FOR THAT.
Formal support for SMEs to grow their CSR has been somewhat limited until now
from the relevant bodies such as Business in the Community who provide good
resources and services but are more focussed on larger corporates.
BITC provide a quality label however the cost of the accreditation process is
prohibitive for many SMEs.
The Department of Business Enterprise and Innovation’s CSR Hub is more
engaged with the idea of CSR in SMEs, with the chair of CSR Forum an SME
owner/manager herself and with special categories for SMEs in their annual Awards
and case studies publications.
Chambers Ireland’s Corporate Social Responsibility Awards also feature an SME
category, and Chambers provides free information, resources and consultations
around CSR.
Both of those initiatives are powerful in highlighting that CSR is both possible and
recommended for SMEs, but also that it might take different forms than in larger
corporates. They are making a positive impact in promoting the idea to the benefit of
NGOs, while giving a voice to the particular needs of SMEs.
ISME, the Irish SME Association, also provide some resources and published
interesting CSR reports in 2013 and 2015, though not since.

03

Current opportunities and
challenges
Since the beginning of 2019 there has been a clear surge in demand for sustainable
products and services from Millennials and the ‘Greta Thunberg effect’ sees children
influencing their parents’ purchasing decision in the same direction. Sustainability was a
strong influence in the recent local and EU elections results, and the Irish government
recently launches its Climate Strategy. In parallel with its impact on politics, sustainability
is undeniably a driver of commercial success.
As Ireland nears full employment and millennials increasingly favour employers with
strong CSR there is a clear synergy for SMEs between attractiveness to recruits and
sustainable practice. This is highlighted in the government’s Future Jobs Strategy which
includes pillars concerning SMES, the low carbon economy, and full employment
challenges:
• ‘Transitioning to a Low Carbon Economy’ which includes identifying opportunities for
certification, standards and labels e.g. for bio-based products, and implementing green
procurement policies
• ‘Enhancing Skills and Developing and Attracting Talent’ by encouraging lifelong
learning and upskilling, and competing successfully for talent
• ‘Improving SME Productivity’

Good win-win CSR programmes can provide solutions in green credentials, recycling
and reuse, opportunities for staff motivation, team building and upskilling, inclusion and
diversity, health and wellbeing.
Innovative multi-way partnerships are emerging, providing a stable and safe framework
for SMEs to get involved in CSR activity. SMEs with limited funds or capacity can
contribute at their own pace, while the large corporates sustain the programme with
multi-year funding commitments, and public bodies and NGOs provide the governance,
programme management and implementation. This new model is worthy of further
investigation and promotion.
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Suggestions for innovation
and further developments
OVER THE COURSE OF THE PROJECT, A NUMBER OF
IDEAS WERE COLLECTED FROM STAKEHOLDERS.

National Level public sector
Creation of a Junior Minister post for CSR so as to highlight the importance of CSR in
Ireland’s success as an economy and as a society
• Lobby for elected representatives to engage in CSR to set an example
• Inspired by the Nordic Model government funding could be restricted to, or at least
enhanced for, start-ups with 100% sustainability built into their model from the get go
• CSR-based social bonds or sovereign wealth funds
• Low tax zones for CSR-committed companies, or other tax incentives
• Public Procurement tendering criteria at central and local level should include
minimum CSR commitments or quality marks
• Creation or improvement of existing quality labels. To become effective these
should tackle low public recognition, avoid deadweight and encourage ambitious
standards. Accreditation costs should not exclude SMEs
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local Level public sector
• Designate a role within Councils to promote CSR and set up local events to showcase
CSR opportunities and facilitate networking between NGOs and SMEs
• Local work experience programmes could be set up for TYs and early school leavers in
local SMEs

Youth Sector and wider NGO sector representatives
• Set up a portal for sharing asks, offers and ideas. This is already working well in
Volunteering
• Create and share free toolkits, training events etc such as those provided by the CoOp
project, to enhance NGOs’ confidence and skills in approaching companies and in
developing good long-term relationships
• Promote the concept of in-kind support and other creative types of CSR in addition to
traditional financial support

Business Associations in particular SME representatives
Set up a portal or platform for sharing asks, offers and ideas
Create networking events/fairs/showcases for NGOs and SMEs to meet
Inform their members of the positive impact of CSR on competitiveness

For more information on the CoOp project go to coop.norsensus.no
Project Contact for Ireland: Anne L’Henoret, Development Manager, Youth Work
Ireland, alhenoret@youthworkireland.ie
NB: The European Commission support for the production of this publication does
not constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects the views only of the
authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may
be made of the information contained therein.
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