
Introduction 
 
Business is a social institution and all so-
cieties have always had expectations re-
garding the role business should play in a 
society. Societal expectations related to 
this type of role are changing as values 
and paradigms evolve within societies. 
Contemporary business organizations in 
the US operate in a society that is mark-
edly different from the one that expected 
business to fulfill only traditional economic 
responsibilities by producing goods and 
providing jobs. Today’s organizations are 
expected to assume broader social and 
environmental responsibilities as well. The 
notion that business must transcend an 
exclusive economic role and assume 
broader social and environmental respon-
sibilities is commonly referred to as corpo-
rate social responsibility (CSR). Thus 
while business has always had some re-
sponsibilities, the modern connotation of 
the phrase “corporate social responsibility” 
commonly refers to business assuming 
responsibilities in economic, social and 
environmental realms (Figure 1).  
 
CSR aligns well with sustainable develop-
ment suggesting that any economic devel-
opment must integrate social and environ-
mental considerations. It follows then that 

many people define CSR as commitment 
of business to sustainable development. 
 
Relevance and acceptance of this view 
regarding the role of business in society 
has been increasing and is especially im-
portant for sectors such as the forest prod-
ucts industry. While it has been suggested 
in the past that CSR helps companies in 
numerous ways such as mitigating the 
likelihood of future regulations, enhancing 
marketplace image and brand building, 
specifics relevant to particular industry 
sectors have largely been discussed only 
at the margins of existing business litera-
ture. This is especially true of the US for-
est products sector.   
Figure 1: The multidimensional construct of CR  

CSR in the Forest Sector 
 
Societal expectations of business differ 
not only by country and culture but also 
from one industry to another. While most 
other industries are scrutinized only for 
production-related environmental impacts, 
the forest products industry is expected to 
be environmentally responsible both as a 
manufacturer (processing stage) and as a 
raw material purchaser. Further, the forest 
products sector operates under more in-
tense public scrutiny than other extraction-
based industries because wood comes 
from forests and forests are increasingly 
being seen by the public as natural places 
that should be relatively untouched by hu-
mans. Forest certification and eco-labeling 
are tools to ensure that wood is sourced 
from sustainably managed forests. But 
CSR can go further.  The environmental re- 
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sponsibilities of forest products companies extend to how 
forests are used beyond harvesting interests. Specifically, mul-
tiple-use of forests has become a standard in many countries. 
Multiple-use implies that many different entities and interests 
can benefit from forests. Additionally, there has been much 
public debate on the industry’s responsibility to protect forests.  
 
Of the 100 largest forest products companies in the world, 61 
are reported to have produced sustainability reports,1 and this 
trend is increasing.  It is observed that these reports primarily 
emphasize economic and environmental dimensions of CSR, 
whereas the social dimension receives relatively less attention. 
In addition, most of the social (e.g., health and safety) and envi-
ronmental (e.g., emissions) indicators that these companies 
use in their sustainability reports are already part of legislative 
requirements.  As such, a majority of these reports do not indi-
cate any commitments beyond mere legal compliance that 
these companies may be making to help society and the envi-
ronment. Consequently, comments such as, “sustainability re-
ports are nothing but marketing pieces” are commonplace. 
 
It has previously been noted that various stakeholder groups 
have pressured the forest products industry to address issues 
such as practicing sustainable forestry; enhancing wildlife habi-
tat; providing jobs; etc. While these issues are rather general in 
nature, it must be kept in mind that many scholars have argued 
that CSR is a context-specific phenomenon. Embracing this 
line of thought, we propose that CSR activities that a particular 
industry sector might undertake must be defined after detailed 
examination.  
 
Implementing CSR 
 
A company interested in embracing CSR is confronted with a 
choice of approaches and methods, for example, stakeholder 
management (focusing on those groups that are affected by or 
can affect a company’s decisions), corporate social perform-
ance (focusing on outcome) and issues management (focusing 
on problems rather than groups), are some of the mainstream 
approaches to CSR. 
 
In this study we used an issues management approach where 
identification of issues is the first step. This can be done by 
interviewing key stakeholders to identify issues that they con-
sider important and worthy of managerial attention. To narrow 
the list of issues, a group of neutral and informed participants 
can be used to provide controlled feedback in an iterative proc-
ess until consensus is reached. A concise list may be useful for 
companies that desire to start implementing CSR in small 
steps. A longer list may be useful for companies that have al-
ready taken some initiatives to adopt CSR and are ready to 
further invest. 
 
Methods 
 
In this research, thirteen interviews were conducted with key 
stakeholders including representatives from non-governmental 
organizations interested in the forest sector, government offi-

cers in the Forest Service, political office holders, rep-
resentatives of industry associations and university 
extension officers that routinely interact with industry.  
 
Results 
 
In all, 12 social and 20 environmental issues were 
identified. A two-round group consensus process was 
conducted with faculty members dealing with forest 
products business from different US universities to 
shorten the list. Consensus was reached among par-
ticipants regarding six social and six environmental 
issues that should be addressed by responsible forest 
products industries in the US. 
 
Social issues 
1) Encourage public scrutiny of environmental and land 
management practices 
2) Invest in surrounding communities 
3) Promote responsible consumption among consum-
ers 
4) Stem declining employment in the sector 
5) Engage with the surrounding communities 
6) Improve industry’s public image 
 
Environmental issues 
1) Promote sustainable forestry practices 
2) Increase the use of renewable resources 
3) Adopt environmentally sound purchasing policies 
4) Mitigate global warming 
5) Reduce overall energy consumption 
6) Improve waste management 
 
In the next Research Brief we will explore how these 
issues can be used to identify gaps between the per-
ceptions of industry managers and the general public. 
 
 Conclusions 
 
While the external environment in which modern com-
panies operate is creating unique challenges, assum-
ing broader social and environmental responsibilities, 
among other factors, will be a key proposition both for 
surviving and thriving in the marketplace. The pro-
posed process for identifying social and environmental 
issues can help forest products companies to decide 
where to focus in their pursuit of CSR. 
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