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Abstract  
In this paper, the importance of a strategic approach to the introduction of social responsibility in 
companies is presented and the importance of training key people in the company and increase in 
the number of holders of the IRDO certificate Head of Social Responsibility and Sustainable 
Development in 2020, when IRDO switched from live training (on-site) to virtual training due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic. A summary of the participants' opinions on the online implementation of 
the training and its significance for their work in practice is presented. The upgrade of the training 
from the basic certificate to the IRDO certificate of Strategists for Social Responsibility and 
Sustainable Development – for obtaining knowledge through practical online training is shortly 
described. 
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Povzetek: 
V prispevku prikažemo pomen strateškega pristopa k uvajanju družbene odgovornosti v podjetja. 
Predstavimo pomen usposabljanja ključnih oseb v podjetju in porast števila imetnikov certifikata 
IRDO Vodja za družbeno odgovornost in trajnostni razvoj v letu 2020, ko smo iz usposabljanj v 
živo (na kraju samem) prešli na virtualno usposabljanje zaradi pandemije Covid-19. Prikažemo 
povzetek mnenj udeležencev o spletni izvedbi usposabljanja in pomenu le-tega za njihovo delo v 
praksi in nadgradnjo usposabljanja za osnovni certifikat kot praktično spletno usposabljanje za 
pridobitev IRDO certifikata Strateg za družbeno odgovornost in trajnostni razvoj. 
 
Ključne besede: trajnostni razvoj, družbena odgovornost, usposabljanje, certifikat, vodja, strateg, 
upravljanje, podjetja 
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1 Introduction  
 
In business and other organizations, there is an increasing need to include the content of social 
responsibilities and sustainable development in business practice. To this end, both professionals 
and managers are usually left to their own initiative to acquire new knowledge to be able to 
successfully manage this area in the organization. While the profession of Head of Sustainable 
Development is gaining ground in the EU and elsewhere in the world, in Slovenia this position is 
still in its infancy. Since 2016 IRDO – Institute for the Development of Social Responsibility has 
been offering to companies and other organizations courses on Certificate Head of Social 
Responsibility and Sustainable Development. In 2021, IRDO upgraded those contents with the 2nd 
level of training for obtaining the certificate of Strategists for Social Responsibility and 
Sustainable Development. This training will start in Slovenia in October 2021 and will include 
content that will be closely related to the needs of Slovenian companies and other organizations, 
to EU guidelines in this field, and to the work of CSR Europe and IRDO Institute. 
 
2 Reforms are needed – in economies and EU public services 
 
In a constantly changing world, reforms are needed to keep our economies competitive and to 
improve the quality of public services. However, reforms are complex. They require specialized 
expertise to make sure that the reforms are well-designed and optimally implemented. By bringing 
together expertise from different backgrounds, including international organizations and the 
private sector, the European Commission (EC, 2021b) helps Member States to carry out reforms 
that create jobs, inclusive societies, and sustainable growth. EC projects are funded by the 
Technical Support Instrument and managed by the Commission's Directorate-General for 
Structural Reform Support (DG REFORM). There are several policy areas to follow. 
 
To make Europe’s business future ready EU Commision has published its new Industrial Strategy 
for a globally competitive, green and digital Europe on March 10, 2020. (EC, 2021a) To uphold 
Europe's industrial leadership, the new Industrial Strategy will help deliver on three key priorities: 
maintaining European industry global competitiveness and a high enough level, at home and 
globally, making Europe climate-neutral by 2050 and shaping Europe's digital future. The Strategy 
sets out the key drivers of Europe's industrial transformation and proposes a comprehensive set of 
future actions. The package of initiatives outlines a new approach to European industrial policy 
that is firmly rooted in European values and social market traditions. It sets out a range of actions 
to support all players of European industry, including big and small companies, innovative start-
ups, research centres, service providers, suppliers and social partners. The EU’s Industrial 
transformation depends on some fundamental factors: a deeper and more digital single market, 
upholding a global level competitiveness, supporting industries towards climate neutrality, 
building a more circular economy, embedding a spirit of industrial innovation, skilling and 
reskilling, investing and financing the transition. A dedicated Strategy for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) aims to reduce red tape and help also Europe's numerous SMEs to do business 
across the single market and beyond, access financing and help lead the way on the digital and 
green transitions. 
 
3 CSR Europe and its activities for systemic change 
 
CSR Europe is the leading European business network for Corporate Sustainability and 
Responsibility. With their corporate members, National Partner Organisations (NPOs), and 
Associated Partners, they unite, inspire & support over 10.000 enterprises at local, European and 
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global level. (CSR Europe, 2021a) CSR Europe supports businesses & industry sectors in their 
transformation and collaboration towards practical solutions and sustainable growth, with systemic 
change. Following the SDGs, they want to co-build with the European leaders and stakeholders an 
overarching strategy for a Sustainable Europe 2030. CSR Europe is also the lead partner of the EU 
institutions in defining the European CSR agenda, and a key partner of the European Multi-
stakeholders Platform on SDGs and the European Pact for Youth. The European Pact for 
Sustainable Industry (CSR Europe, 2021b) is also one of their most important activities in 2021. 
It aims at scaling up the impact of individual efforts made by companies, industry federations, and 
EU leaders towards a Sustainable Europe 2030. By 2024, all the European Industry Federations 
will roll out a mature Sustainability Industry Strategy. By 2030, 10.000 companies will be engaged 
in sector- and cross-sectoral collaborations. By 2024, EU policymakers will implement an 
inclusive level playing field. 
 
Within their activities, CSR Europe and partners have developed The Sustainable Industry 
Barometer (CSR Europe, 2021d), which should be the key benchmarking tool of the European 
Pact for Sustainable Industry. The instrument will provide data on the sustainability level and 
maturity of European industry federations and complement the Annual Report on the EU progress 
on the SDGs released by Eurostat. 
 
2020 bluntly forced the world to recognize the need to accelerate the journey towards climate 
neutrality and the urgency for the adoption of an inclusive approach to the green and digital 
transition. (CSR Europe, 2021c) The pandemic and its fallout exposed deep divisions within 
society, affecting the most vulnerable people the most of all. In the face of a climate crisis and 
weakened social cohesion, there is a need to step up our efforts now. Enterprises and industry 
federations are eager to put sustainability, innovation, science, technology, responsibility, and 
growth at the base service of a healthier, more human business models.  
 
4 Systemic changes for development of CSR and SD  
 
To understand whether firms evolve towards more comprehensive postures of CSR and what 
strategic factors drive the change Castelló and Lozano (2009) prepared an analysis of strategic 
drivers of change. They suggested a deductive‐inductive research based on six critical case studies 
and supported by extensive review of related literature. Through historical analysis of six firm 
leaders in their industry (Nike, Shell, General Electric, 3M, CEMEX and IBM) combining primary 
and secondary data, they found out that firms evolve over time towards more complex CSR 
postures. There is a need to promote strategic CSR change in organizations. 
 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is increasingly becoming a strategic issue that has to be dealt 
with by top management. Setó-Pamies (2015) analyseg the role that women directors can play as 
driving forces behind the development of CSR in organizations and contribute to sustainable 
development. An empirical study of a sample of firms from a variety of countries and sectors was 
aimed to determine whether those firms with a higher fraction of women on the board of directors 
are more socially responsible. The results support the hypothesis that gender diversity has a 
positive influence on CSR. Female talent can play a strategic role in enabling firms to manage 
their social responsibility and sustainable practices appropriately.  
 
A bibliometric and bibliographic review was carried out by Amorelli & García-Sánchez (2021) 
to determine the effect that gender diversity in a board of directors has on the level of business 
commitment to sustainable development and stakeholder engagement through the dissemination 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-catalogues/-/KS-01-20-192
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-catalogues/-/KS-01-20-192
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of social and environmental information. The review included 89 articles published in the 66 most 
prestigious journals on business, management, ethics, and environmental sciences according to the 
journal citation reports on the ISI Web of Knowledge. There has been spectacular growth in this 
line of research since 2016, led by Spanish and American researchers. There is currently a 
paradigm shift in the theoretical frameworks supporting these investigations in examining the 
organisational and institutional environments that favour the advantages associated with the 
presence of women in bodies responsible for business strategy. 
 
Waddock (2018) argues that corporate social responsibility (CSR) and even corporate 
sustainability and responsibility will be insufficient to generate the transformation needed for 
businesses, economies, and societies to deal with potentially existential sustainability, climate 
change, and inequality crises. A new socio-economic narrative needs to be created to underpin 
thinking about economies, societies, and nature. She argues for a new narrative emphasizing well-
being, dignity, and sustainability, an economy in service to life, as an alternative, highlighting the 
powerful role that memes, core units of culture, play in shaping narratives. 
 
5 The role of corporate sustainability officers (CSOs) 
 
Analyses of corporate governance at the individual level are related to the effects of top 
management members [e.g., chief executive officer (CEO), chief financial officer (CFO) or chief 
sustainability officer (CSO)] on CSR outcomes. Velte & Stawinoga (2020) focused on the 
influence of both CSR committees and CSOs on three CSR measures mainly analysed in 
empirical-quantitative research: (1) CSR reporting; (2) CSR assurance (CSRA); and (3) CSR 
performance. Based on their theoretical model (legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory and upper-
echelons theory), they have selected 48 quantitative peer-reviewed empirical studies on this 
research topic. Their analysis shows that CSR committees positively influence CSR reporting and 
performance. Thus, there are indications that the implementation of a CSR committee is not a 
symbolic act, but instead substantively contributes to CSR activities.  
 
The creation of a specialized executive position that oversees sustainability activities represents a 
distinct shift in the structure of top management teams and their approach for addressing 
sustainability concerns. However, little is known about these management team members, namely 
the corporate sustainability officers or CSOs. Peters et al (2019) examine CSO appointments and 
their association with subsequent sustainability performance. Results of their research indicate that 
the creation of a CSO position may represent more of a symbolic versus substantive governance 
mechanism. While more and more firms start to put a chief sustainability officer (CSO) in their 
top management team (TMT), the implications for corporate social performance of CSO presence 
remain unclear. With a sample of S&P 500 firms, Fu et al (2020) found out that the presence of a 
CSO increases the firm's socially responsible activities (CSR) and reduces its socially irresponsible 
activities (CSiR). Moreover, CSO presence has a greater effect on reducing CSiR than on 
increasing CSR. These relationships become stronger when the firm has a sustainability committee 
on the board and is in a culpable industry. 
 
Sustainable development at the corporate level requires balancing social, environmental, and 
financial performance goals. Achieving such “triple bottom line” (TBL) performance is a very 
challenging task. Henry et al (2019) explored the role the organization's top management team 
(TMT) plays in leading their organization towards corporate sustainability. They have focused on 
how two distinct aspects of the TMT's structural composition—the presence of a “chief 
sustainability officer” (CSO) and the TMT's functional diversity—affect the organization's ability 
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to reach high levels of TBL performance. They were following the presence of 22 global energy 
companies in Corporate Knight's “Global 100” sustainability index for a period of 11 years and 
found out that, surprisingly, the presence of a CSO does not boost TBL performance. However, 
they have found a positive effect for TMT functional diversity, suggesting that more diverse TMTs 
are better able to lead their organization to higher levels of TBL performance. 
 
Wiengarten et al (2017) researched a behavioural perspective and investigated how the 
employment of a chief officer of CSR to the TMT impact on firm performance. Specifically, they 
have explored how certain characteristics of the newly appointed chief executive of CSR impact 
on a firm’s financial performance. They have collected secondary, longitudinal data of listed 
companies in the United States. Results indicate that appointing a chief executive of CSR does 
under certain conditions and characteristics result in financial performance benefits. Furthermore, 
the greatest financial performance benefits can be achieved if the appointee is female and has a 
CSR functional background. 
 
The future of the Chief Sustainability Officer – A perspective from Deloitte and the Institute of 
International Finance, is a report which looks at the evolving role of the Chief Sustainability 
Officer (CSO) in the financial services industry (Deloitte, 2021a). The report is based on a survey 
and insights from more than 80 sustainability professionals exploring how financial services firms 
see the role of a CSO. Findings present why certain institutions decide to appoint a CSO, what to 
expect from a CSO, and which governance models have worked better than others. Researchers 
expect the role of the CSO to gain prominence over the next two years. The CSO is emerging as 
the “sense-maker in chief” in the organization. They are being asked to interpret changes in the 
external sustainability environment and work out the strategic consequences for their firm. The 
CSO is also charged with influencing, communicating, and cutting through the organizational 
complexity to allow their firm to deliver on ESG commitments.  
 
6 The Head of Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainable Development Certificate at 
IRDO Institute 
 
The IRDO institute is a leading Slovenian organisation that contributes to the development of 
social responsibility in Slovenia and abroad with research, training, consulting, connecting and 
promotion. (IRDO, 2021) It cooperates with domestic and foreign experts, foundations, 
organisations, governments and companies, and helps with the exchange of knowledge and 
experience regarding social responsibility. Since 2004, IRDO members have been trying to 
become an internationally renowned group of experts, scientists and researchers in the field of 
social responsibility, making an important contribution to the development of SR for companies, 
organisations, foundations, individuals, governments and to society as a whole. The IRDO institute 
became a National partner organisation within the CSR Europe network in August 2012. 
 
Since 2016, 194 professionals, young people and managers obtained the Head of Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Sustainable Development certificate at IRDO Institute. Participants must be 
present at three seminars and workshops entitled Managing social responsibility and sustainable 
development of the company and pass the exam in order to obtain a certificate. Table 1 presents 
statistics of IRDO certificates gained in period of 2016 to 2021. Due to Covid-19 situation in 2021 
most of the seminars were done online. 
 
Table 1: Statistics – IRDO certificates gained in period of 2016 to 2021 
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Year Generation No. of certificates 
delivered 

Month of 
implementation 

Form of 
execution  

Total in 
Year 

2016 1 6 June on-site 13 

  2 7 September on-site   
2017 3 12 April on-site 24 

  4 12 October on-site   
2018 5 8 October & November on-site 17 

  6 9 November & December on-site   
2019 7 5 May on-site 26 

  8 10 June on-site   
  9 11 November on-site   
2020 10 12 March on-site & on-line 81 
  11 7 April on-line   
  12 13 May on-line   
  13 5 June on-line   
  14 15 August on-line   
  15 6 October on-site & on-line   
  16 12 November on-line   
  17 11 December on-line   
2021 18 5 February on-line 33 

  19 9 March on-line   
  20 9 April on-line   
  21 10 May on-line   
In total 21 194     194 

 

At the end of each IRDO training for obtaining the Certificate of Head for Social Responsibility 
and Sustainable Development, IRDO conducted an evaluation. Participants were asked for 
suggestions for improvement, about what was bad and what was good in the training. Some 
opinions of the participants in the training in 2021 are collected here: 

1. Performers, atmosphere, organization, … 
• The participants like the performers, the atmosphere, the cooperation between non-

governmental organizations, young people, and companies in the training, as well as the 
independent work when they are dealing with problems and tasks. 

• Flexibility over time – training in the evening and morning – alternately, gaining a lot of 
new information and knowledge, you can put together a puzzle of otherwise fragmented 
information on social responsibility and sustainable development. 

• It takes entrepreneurs some time to study, but also a lot to upgrade their knowledge and 
help to put the field into practice. 

• Top managers do not have time to solve tasks, as they do not have time for their families, 
yet. They need a quick overview of knowledge and key areas. It is essential for them to 
be told in a short time that they can make decisions and then assign tasks to their co-
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workers. E.g., 5−6 participants gather at the college of senior management and present 
the essential issues to them so that they can more easily lead and direct this area. 

• Training is valuable because of the atmosphere, it fills the gap, participants connect what 
they are already doing with what has not yet happened to them. 

• Participants feel enthusiasm, heartiness, energy transfer in the training between lecturers 
and participants – enthusiasm over SR and SD. The participants are also a great group, 
they are representatives of exemplary companies to others.  

• Participants recommend training to friends, partners, co-workers, and other participants 
from the same organization; some of them join later, sometimes 2−3 at the same time. 

• Excellent positive attitude, atmosphere at the training. 
• Improvements shall be done in connection with the e-manual for participants and make it 

easier to find individual topics, to look at them more transparently while the contents 
should not be repeat. 

2. Knowledge performed 
• Getting to know several standards, good and bad practices of companies, gaining new 

acquaintances. Lectures are good, understandable, lecturers are available for questions. It 
is important to gain useful insights for the preparation of the company's annual report and 
to find out that there is still a lot of work to be done in this area. 

• Participants need a structure to be able to absorb all this knowledge and experience, and 
standards give them that structure. 

• Students of a certain master of science study programs at the faculties did not know 
certain SR and SD tools at all (e.g. GRI), so these contents supplemented their 
knowledge. 

• Some things are already known to the participants, they still need an official document to 
confirm their knowledge. 

3. Networking, know-how exchange 
• Regular socializing of training participants after the training is very welcome – through 

applications or presentations of their topics. 
• Cooperation between entrepreneurs and students in training is good, as young people 

have skills that older people do not have, and vice versa, older people have knowledge 
and experience that younger people do not have. 

• Benchmarking is needed – to share good practices in Slovenia, foreign-owned companies 
have only good practices from around the world, but they lack Slovenian experience, 
good practices for comparison in this field. 

• There will still be a lot to learn about SR and SD in the group of large companies, the 
materials will be reviewed, the field will be taken seriously and strategically, and they 
will definitely upgrade it. 

• The experiences of others so that they can learn from them mean a lot to young people. 
4. Company structure, organization of project group, SR & SD Manager 
• Participants saw what the company lacks (e.g., organizational structure), which 

encourages them to prepare a sustainable report or to improve some things in the 
company, this is also the impetus for the future, additional motivation and energy for 
work. 
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• The company has a department for this area, defined by the global network; this is 
written in corporate relations, the associate has the title of head of SR and SD as his/her 
position. 

• Participants now have more information so that they can improve, be able to present this 
knowledge to others and to take small steps forward in all areas. 

• Transformation processes are happening in all companies, we will have to act differently 
than we have been used to, so far. 

• Position of Head of SR and SD in Slovenia – there is a need for an independent post on 
this topic. If you want to know everything, compare everything, find out where you still 
lack it, you must tackle it strategically. There are more and more companies in Slovenia 
that will need this job. 

Upon their suggestions IRDO developed an upgrade of the training program as certificate for the 
2nd level for Strategist on Social Responsibility and Sustainability. The training aims to invite as 
participants employees in organizations and companies that are included in the project group for 
obtaining the Socially Responsible Employer (DOD) certificate; corporate communication, 
compliance and human resources development professionals who want to lay the foundations for 
sustainable management in a company or other organization; Sustainable reporting team leaders 
and coordinators who want to improve the content of sustainability reports; Communication 
experts who are planning CSR campaigns and / or corporate volunteers and want to expand their 
knowledge; and all enthusiasts who plan to integrate sustainable management into the very 
business of the company or other organization. 
 
In seven modules, online participants will gain the following knowledge: analysis and laying the 
foundations of a strategic approach to sustainable governance, activation of sustainable 
management in practice, determining the focus of sustainable management with the significance 
matrix tool, participatory practices in communication with stakeholders, social impact 
measurement, external assessment and benchmarking, GRI standards and other reporting 
frameworks for reporting, final awarding by providing of certificates. 
 
7 Conclusions 
 
In the Covid-19 pandemic situation survival instincts were heightened as companies saw 
themselves forced to refocus on managing the day-today turbulence created early in the pandemic. 
Market conditions benefited some and challenged others. Services like airlines, hotels, and 
restaurants had to fight for survival, while companies whose services foster digital connection, 
such as e-commerce, streaming media, and inhome experiences, have grown exponentially. The 
role of the CSO is evolving (Deloitte, 2021a) as organizations have a long way to go before 
sustainability is fully embedded into every function, process, and person. One of their (Deloitte, 
2021a) central findings is that the firms which have appointed a CSO (and given them strong 
executive support as well as a broad, strategic mandate) see benefits from having at the top of their 
organisations a “sense-maker in chief.” In a world where the speed, volume and complexity of 
change can threaten to throw organisations off their stride, there is a pressing need for strategic 
thinkers who can clarify the issues at stake, mobilise their colleagues and orchestrate purposeful 
change. 
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As in EU, also in Slovenia organizations must put much more energy into transformation towards 
green and sustainable Europe. CSO’s have important and strategic role to make those changes 
reality.   
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