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Summary / Abstract 

Surprisingly, in CSR it is all about the 
ConSumeR himself! Thatôs the main 
conclusion out of this global qualitative 
study. Furthermore, it is a truly óglocalô 
phenomenon and it is definitely not a given 
for most companies. 

Next to that, we believe a new era in the 
history of qualitative research is lying in 
front of us with rich, effective and efficient 
data collection methods as online 
discussion groups and bulletin boards, 
besides the help from text analysis software 
and techniques in the analysis of (large 
amounts of) data. In the second part of this 
paper, we discuss the implications of the 
used data collection methods and analysis 
techniques on the qualitative research 
process and the future of the research 
domain. 

Corporate social 
responsibility & branding 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is high 
on the agenda of almost every national and 
international company. But little is 
understood about what it does to a brand or 
how a brand should deal with it from a 
consumersô perspective. Although the 
benefits and opportunities, both for the 
corporate world as for society, could be 
huge: 

- ñIt is essential to understand CSR issue 
complexity and to consider carefully 

CSR-linked brand positioningò 

(European Business Review 2006) 

- ñBut as the population becomes more 
media savvy, some will view such 

imagery with suspicion, while others 

may read such images as a promise 

that is not actually being metò (Edwin 

Datschefski) 

- ñCost-cutting rationale for CSR from, for 

example, energy savings is only one 

measure of CSR's benefit. The 

opportunity side, enhancing brand 

value, could end up being even more 

profitable.ò (Carnegie Council's Policy 

Innovations, August 2007) 

- ñIf companies have finally realized the 

financial benefits of cleaning up their 

act, their next question is how else to 

turn these efforts to their advantage. 

They want to communicate their efforts 

to customers and investors, perhaps 

through a new responsible brandò 

(Brandchannel.com) 

Time for an in-depth cross-cultural ï almost 

óglobalô ï study that gives insights into the 

relationship between corporate social 

responsibility and branding in different kinds 

of cultures and industries 

Around the globe in one 
day ! 

The main goal of the study was to generate 
insights and reveal trends in corporate 
social responsibility, evaluated and 
perceived by consumers around the world. 
Specific industry and brand insights were 
gathered based on a ógestaltô concept of 
corporate social responsibility: óWhat are 
industry specific dynamics?ô, óHow to create 
an optimal CSR ï brand interaction?ô and 
óWhat concrete actions can be taken that 
are relevant and credible?ô.  
 

Online discussion groups & bulletin 

boards: the perfect match 

We dived into the mind of consumers during 
12 consecutive online discussion1 groups in 

                                                           
1 Online discussion groups are well-managed 
synchronous discussions of +/- 2 hours involving 6 to 
8 participants. The discussion guide used is an 
intensively prepared set of questions, stimuli and 
mood boards. Next to that, participants have a variety 
of projective, drawing, sorting, uploading and media 
sharing techniques to their availability to express their 
opinions, thoughts and emotions. A bulletin board is 
the asynchronous version of a discussion group 
where all participants discuss at their own 
convenience (Schillewaert, De Ruyck and Verhaeghe, 
2008).   

2 
Connected Research is an embedded form of 

market research which uses online tools to tap into 
social interactions between consumers and allows a 
more equal relation between researchers and 
participants in terms of communication as well as 
content & input (Schillewaert, De Ruyck and 
Verhaeghe, 2008).  
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a 24-hour session across all time zones 
around the globe ï óThe Longest Day of 
Online Discussion Groupsô. After the initial 
online discussion group, participants had 
access to a moderated international bulletin 
board1 in which they could further 
interact/debate on a selected number of 
topics. This bulletin board was open during 
another 2 weeks. The used research 
methods are part of InSites Consultingôs 
Connected Research2  toolbox.  

The reasons why we have chosen for online 
as a qualitative data collection method are 
as follows (Schillewaert, De Ruyck and 
Verhaeghe, 2008): 

 

 From a practical point of view, 

geographical boundaries are 

overcome. 

 More reliable results through 

standardization of the topic guide 

and the session structure. The 

same team of moderators conducts 

the sessions instead of globally 

spread local research teams. 

Interviewers biases are hence much 

less the cause of country 

differences. 

 It is a pure, convenient and 

efficient way to engage with 

consumers: consumers are able to 

participate from their home, making 

use of their own computer. 

Participants feel more comfortable 

than in traditional research settings. 

Neither party has to travel to be 

involved and the time necessary to 

complete the research can be 

minimized. Hence online discussion 

groups are more economical, 

especially in case of an elaborate 

design with a wide geographical 

coverage. 

  Honest responses are gathered: 

in an online setting, the effect of 

peer pressure is lower. The 

anonymity of an online environment 

is liberating to the less assertive 

respondents (Auerbach and Hall, 

2004).  

  Richer findings are generated: 

home computers often contain a 

reservoir of photos, projects and 

intimate thoughts. Making use of 

online platforms enables 

researchers to tap into these 

treasures of information. 

The participants (97 in total from 33 
different countries / 55 males and 42 
females) were recruited out of the Talk to 
Change global online research community. 
All participants were fluent in English and 
between 15 and 76 years (Mean= 40.44 
years, SD= 14.83) old, each of them living 
in one of the 12 time zones. Along the same 
line as the topic of the study, we provided 
an ethical incentive with an extensive 
donation to the óOne Lap-Top per Childô-
project (www.laptop.org), instead of a 
financial individual incentive for the 
research participants. We also promised to 
share the results of the study with the 
participants afterwards. 
 
Fusion of analysis techniques 

For the analysis of the data we made use of 
traditional qualitative analysis techniques 
and interpretation, as well as text analytics 
(by means of óText Mining for Clementine 
12.1ô) which enabled us to search for 
óhidden diamondsô in the online discussion 
group data (Anderson, 2008): underlying 
trends, differences between specific socio-
demographic profiles and countries, 
emotions of the participants,...   

We discuss the implications of the used 
data collection methods (online 
discussion groups and bulletin boards) 
and analysis techniques (traditional 
qualitative analysis versus text 
analytics) in further detail after the 
description of the results of the study. 
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Learnings about corporate 
social responsibility 
 

In search for a definition 

In order to come to the definition of a 
responsible brand/company, we first used a 
projective technique: óWhat are the 
characteristics of a responsible person?ô 
(Figure 1). Reliability, honesty, admitting 
mistakes, being aware of responsibilities 
and consequences of decisions, being 
someone who you can count on & having a 
balanced doses of risk taking when doing 
business are aspects that pop-up. Having 
respect for people around you as well as 
the environment and having good moral 
values and respect for other cultures are 
also part of the responsibilities. 

When prompting respondents about brands 
they like the most, the top 3 was Apple, 
Nike and Coca-Cola. Apple because it is 
ócoolô, Nike just has good quality and Coca-
Cola is popular, has good quality and some 
óprestigeô. In general, we conclude that the 
quality of the product is the determining 
factor for brand likeability (especially in 
Western-Europe and among females). Next 
to that, participants mention the importance 
of óbeing the best in classô: óthe best 
technologyô or óthe nicest designô (e.g. 
Apple). Liked brands are reliable brands 
(especially males) who have earned the 
respect of people (especially females) 
(Figure 2). 

Not surprisingly, lack of quality is the 

determining factor for not liking a brand. 

Figure 1 ï The characteristics of a responsible person 

 

Figure 2 ï The characteristics of a responsible company 
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Especially the taste of the product is 

mentioned for food products and bad 

quality/performance in the case of 

technology brands. Quality is often placed 

in a trade-off with price. Brands that offer 

too little value or are too expensive are not 

liked. Bad or too aggressive advertising can 

be another reason for disliking a brand. 

Good brands place the consumer at the 
centre of their universe. Because without 
us, the consumers... there is no brand at 
allô, participants say. Companies need to 
understand the needs of their consumers 
fully in order to be able to offer them as 
much value as possible (Figure 3).  

Figure 3 ï Spontaneous associations from consumers with ógoodô brands/companies 

 

Figure 4 ï Text link analysis 
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Another key lesson from a text link analysis 
on the data (the smileyôs stand for positive 
associations, the blue dots for nouns and 
the lines represent the links between them) 
is that a good company is a sustainable 
company, one that makes profit. Because 
without this the company cannot innovate or 
last. Good companies care about their 
employees (a safe and fun working place). 
They undertake their activities without 
harming the environment and care about 
the countries and the law in those countries 
where they have hubs. Brands that harm 
the health of people are absolutely disliked. 
In short, good brands have a strong image 
and an excellent reputation (Figure 4).  

The most responsible brand according to 
our participants (Google) exceeds other 
brands in quality: they just offer the best 
product in the market. Furthermore, the top 
CSR companies are global companies that 
help to change the world. A responsible 
company manages to make qualitative 
products without harming the environment. 
It also tries to save energy. Finally, a CSR 
company shares information with the world 
and companies that make children happy, 
like Disney, get extra credit (Figure 5). 

The least responsible brands (e.g. 

Marlboro) are clearly the brands that harm 

the consumer (e.g. smoking kills and 

causes cancer, alcohol and fast food are 

bad for health, pollution). Companies that 

directly or indirectly harm kids are heavily 

criticized as well as companies that are too 

much focused on just earning money. This 

is also the case for companies that do not 

spend their money properly or wisely (e.g. 

banks) 

 

How to address your stakeholders as a 

socially responsible company 

Consumers are definitely the most 
important stakeholder according to 
consumers themselves, followed by the 
(local) society and employees. It seems that 
consumers approach CSR from a rather 
egocentric viewpoint (Figure 6). 

Consumer ï Consumers expect quality 
from brands against a reasonable price. 
They often use the word ófairô. Consumers 
ask that companies do the best they can to 
fulfill the needs of their customers. The 
reason why consumers need to be 
respected is because they are the 
companyôs source of income. Customer 
care can be expressed by providing an 
optimal customer service. Producing 
products that damage the customer is a 
sign of disrespect for the customer (e.g. 
unhealthy products). Finally, companies 
need to be honest and open about their 
products and how they are produced.  

Local society ï Society is strongly related 
to the stakeholder óenvironmentô. Bottom-
line here is that companies need to make 
sustainable growth and profit to ensure that 
the company keeps existing and is able to 
employ (local) people. This without harming 
anyone in the environment.   

Figure 5 ï Examples of responsible brands/companies 
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It is especially the direct environment of the 
company that feels the impact of a 
company. People who are living near the 
company need to be respected. Companies 
need to think ahead and act responsibly in 
taking decisions: óWill any of my activities 
harm the neighborhood?ô. They need to 
take their responsibility towards all people 
and not only towards their own customers. 
This with special attention for the local 
community. Not only the board of the 
company needs to take action in giving 
back to society, also employees need to be 
stimulated to help the (local) community. 
Important fields where companies can give 
back to society are through education and 
health care. Other possible actions: 
sponsoring local events (schools, sport 
clubs, etc.) and interacting with the local 
community (learn about their culture and 
investigate their needs).  

Participants understand that companies 
have an impact on the environment. They 
ask however to treat the environment with 
respect. Companies need to be sure that 
they do not pollute the environment. They 
should study the effects of their activities on 
the short & long term. According to our 
participants ways to reduce the impact on 
the environment are: recycling waste, trying 
to use environmentally friendly materials to 
produce products, placing special filters to 
avoid air and water pollution and they 
should also invest in new forms of energy 
that are more enduring. Finally, since 
companies are using the environment as a 
resource, they are expected to give 
something back through environmental 
programs (e.g. planting trees).  

Employees ï The most important criterion 
here is respect: employees need to be 
treated as humans not as machines and 
their work-life balance needs to be 
respected. Employers need to show that 
they really care about their workers. They 
need to investigate their needs & develop 
them. Acting responsibly towards 
employees also means a fair salary, letting 
them share in the profits via a bonus, 
payment according to their work, no 
discrimination in payment and extra benefits 
like medical insurance. But, caring about 

employees is definitely more than salary 
alone: employees need to be happy at work 
and they need good working conditions. 
Again there is a lot of sensibility around 
everything that has to do with kids: child 
labor is absolutely not done! Next to that, 
companies need to have attention for the 
family situation of their employees: they 
need to be able to spend enough time with 
their kids.  
 

Putting things into action: 
conclusions 

In CSR, it is all about the ConSumeR! 
The consumer puts himself in the middle of 
the universe. The product or service he 
buys needs to be of excellent quality, thatôs 
what really comes first. We learned that 
profit is not a bad word anymore. Profit is 
seen as the conditio sinea qua non to be 
able to do ógoodô things for the consumer 
and society: innovating and caring. 
Consumers ask órespectô and óhonestyô from 
companies, but contrary to what has been 
written in literature before (Wood, 1991) 
hygiene factors like fraud detection and 
internal policies are not key to consumers. 

CSR is a óglocalô phenomenon. The 
importance of the different dimensions of 
CSR seem to be equal in different countries 
and cultures. But, we have to mention that 

Figure 6 ï Importance of the different 
stakeholders mentioned (number of mentions 
based on text analytics) 

Consumer

58

Local society

48

Environment

29

Employees

25

Compe
tition

5

Supplier

4

Government

7

Shareholders

9
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talking about the causes to support and the 
stakeholders to address first, there are local 
differences. Therefore, initiatives taken 
need to be relevant in the local context of 
the consumer/company. Although, 
óprotection of kids rightsô and ókeeping care 
of the environmentô are global themes. 

CSR is definitely not a given. Itôs a verb; 
you need to work on it. Only sectors like 
health and education have it in their 
perceptual map by default. As a company, 
when developing CSR actions it is important 
to make sure that the action you want to 
undertake is aligned with your product, your 
branding & the values and practices of your 
company. You really have to go for it for the 
full 100%. And you need to communicate 
about your successes and failures in order 
to not be seen as purely commercial. To be 
successful, the action should be relevant in 
the local context. And last but not least, 
companies need to be aware of the fact that 
they have to keep their promises. The 
louder they shout, the harder it can backfire 
on them when something is not done in the 
appropriate way!  
 
Illustrations of the conclusions out of 3 
different sectors 

Banking ï In this sector it is all about the 
money. It is a valuable resource that needs 
to be handled with care. Banks should think 
twice before they give loans. Banks should 
not play with peopleôs money and bank 
directors should not earn so much money 
anymore. When it comes to real ósocialô 
responsibility we learned that banks should 
help people with fewer chances or poor 
people. Investing in education is a good 
way for banks to give something back to 
society.  

Telco ï Also here, the consumer is clearly 
the most important stakeholder. Fair prices 
are the major CSR action proposed for 
Telecom companies: participants suggest 
taking less margin and consumers want to 
get more things for free (e.g. a free phone 
and free calls within the network). Telecom 
companies need to do their best to be the 
best in class, keeping themselves up-to-

date with the latest technology and make 
sure that people have connection 
everywhere in the world. Last but not least, 
telecom operators should research better 
what effects mobile phones have on 
peopleôs health.  

Food industry ï Consumers believe that it 
is the job of the food companies to provide 
the world with healthy food: mainly related 
to organic & natural food, using healthy and 
no artificial ingredients and only selling 
fresh products. It is all about providing good 
quality against a fair price. In terms of 
product ingredients, participants stress to 
use local products as ingredients. Suppliers 
are an important stakeholder for the food 
companies: buying ingredients from local 
farmers against a fair price.  

Discussions of the research 
methods and analysis 
techniques used 
 
The dynamics of Online Discussion 
Groups 

In order to understand the dynamics of 
online discussion groups fully, we tracked 
the objective metadata behind all of the 12 
sessions conducted for this project (Reid & 
Reid, 2005) (a full list of the key 
performance indicators can be found in 
appendix). Next to this, both the 2 
moderators of each session as well as the 
participants were asked to fill-out a survey 
to evaluate each session in terms of 
richness of data and the contributions of 
every single participant (for the moderators 
(n= 24)) or the overall experience with and 
satisfaction after the session (for the 
participants (n= 29)) (Figure 7).   

29 participants filled out the post-
questionnaire, generating a 30% response 
rate. We could not find evidence of non-
response bias as no significant differences 
were found between those who filled out the 
questionnaire and those who did not in 
terms of age, gender or any of the key 
performance indicators.  
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Profile differences ï We found no 
relationship between the collected metadata 
or the moderator ratings & the amount, 
length of responses and the silence time 
between two posts in terms of gender and 
chat frequency (correlation analysis; pôs > 
.05). Contrary to common belief, the 
moderators rated older participants as 
interacting more with others and the 
moderator (r = .28, p < .01). This evidence 
is strong as moderators were unaware of 
respondentsô ages, suggesting that this 
finding reflects an actual difference in 
behavior. We may conclude that all 
participants were fairly able to use the 
software platform and to contribute to their 
session. This also means that online 
discussion groups can be applied as a 
research method for all audiences.  

Number of participants in a session ï 
Moderators rated larger sessions as being 
of better quality. Sessions rated as more 
responsive by moderators (subjective) had 
less overall silence time, more overall posts 
and more typing time. This result is an 
indication that online groups can be done 
with 6 to 8 participants, although commonly 
believed that it could not be more than 4.  

Evolutions during the course of a group 
session ï In this exercise we focused on 3 
variables: ólengthô (number of words per 
session), óintensityô (number of posts) and 
ósilence timeô (time not typing). Asking 
ourselves two main questions: óHow does a 
session evolve?ô and óDo respondents peak 
at a certain moment?ô. We discovered that 
there are only two main parts in the course 
of an online discussion group: 

Phase 1: Warming up, exercises for 
getting to know each other. And some 
participants only join the session during the 
first 5-10 minutes (which also happens in 
offline sessions). After 10-15 minutes the 
participants are ready for the real 
discussion to take-off as the level of 
responses starts becoming stable (Figure 
8). 

Phase 2: Plateau of relatively frequent 

and constant activity. Respondents 

appear constantly engaged and do not peak 

or taper off in their responses (Figure 9). 

Differences between highest and lowest 

activity levels after the 15 minute mark are 

small (e.g. a 1.6 average post difference in 

a 5 minute time period). This is great in 

terms of potential richness of the data which 

Figure 7 ï a 360 degree view on the dynamics of Online Discussion Groups 
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are collected in less than 2 hours. This is 

probably due to: the right way of 

moderation, the fact that moderators can 

monitor respondent activity in real-time via a 

dashboard which is build-in into the 

software platform and just because of the 

online format (everyone can respond 

simultaneously, one does not have to wait 

for a previous person to finish ótalkingô 

before adding something to the discussion). 

Based on our experience with more than 
750 group sessions and several R&D 
experiments around the topic, we know that 

online groups by nature tap into the 
unconscious, top-of-mind and fast 
processing areas of human memory. The 
consequence is that the input from 
participants is open-minded, factual, 
concise, impulsive and to the point. Due to 
the computer mediated textual 
communication environment, online group 
participants are in ï a so called ï óoverwrite 
modeô, which means participants post their 
responses without having to wait their turn 
or take away the opportunity for others to 
respond. Smart and adaptive moderation 
are thus crucial to compensate for these 

Figure 8 ï Phase 1 ï Warming up exercises 
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Figure 9 ï Phase 2 ï Plateau of constant activity 

 


