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	Business Reporting for Social Responsibility 

	

	As a manager in today’s business environment, you are increasingly expected to make corporate social responsibility and citizenship a central concern of your management practices. Investors, customers, and other stakeholders increasingly demand “triple bottom-line accounting,” considering not only financial but also social and environmental performance. In recent years, corporations have therefore seen an increase in socially responsible investing (SRI), an investment strategy that considers the financial as well as the social and environmental consequences of investments. 
Consider these figures for North America: In Canada, the amount of assets involved in SRI increased by 31% between 2000 and 2004 from roughly $50 billion to $65 billion (Social Investment Organization, 2004, p. 5). In the U.S., the trend is similar: While only $40 billion in professionally managed assets were involved in SRI in 1984, the number rose to $639 billion in 1995 and climbed to $2.16 trillion in 2003 (Social Investment Forum, 2003, p. 2). Moreover, shareholders increasingly file and vote on social resolutions to influence corporate practices regarding labor rights, health, diversity, and environmental protection as well as on crossover resolutions to link social and environmental performance to corporate governance, including executive pay.
What does this mean for management communication? Clearly, there are many implications. Most importantly, however, as a manager, you will lead employees in demonstrating corporate citizenship, and you will collaborate and communicate with a wide range of stakeholders to achieve social and environmental goals in addition to financial ones. The business reporting project in this course, therefore, is designed to help you not only develop your management communication expertise, but also apply this expertise in a socially responsible way in your community. This handout describes the project, explains its purpose and outcomes, provides you with advice on choosing and finding a project, explains the principles that will guide our work, and outlines the steps we will take.
1) What is the business reporting project?

This project asks you to work in a team of roughly four students on a business research and reporting project with a nonprofit organization that serves community members to improve conditions for living, working, or learning in a community (e.g., an environmental protection organization, a public school, an animal shelter, a volunteer organization in your local community; a professional association; a student association in your university community; a civil society organization in other parts of the country or the world; etc.). As a part of the project, you and your team will work with the organization to identify and articulate a need or problem, conduct research to address the problem, and present your findings in a written report to the community organization.
2) What are some examples?

There are many examples of business reporting projects that might be helpful to a community organization. Here are a few to help you better understand the project:
a) External Communication. Many nonprofit organizations need to communicate with potential sponsors or community members to get them involved in their activities, to recruit volunteers, and so on. They may need a Web site, a set of brochures, a volunteer guide, or other sets of materials. In such a case, your project may involve interviewing and surveying the audiences to be targeted in order to determine their communication needs and then proposing a strategy and prototypes for the design of such materials. For example, assume that you are working with an animal shelter that has difficulties finding homes for its pets and asks you to be involved in solving the problem. Your research may include interviewing caretakers at other animal shelters, interviewing people who have adopted pets about their decision and process of adopting a pet, studying articles published on animal shelters, perhaps examining practices in other cities or countries, etc. Your report may then present these findings and make recommendations for communication strategies based on your analysis, e.g. how to reach these audiences (e.g., what media to use, what genres are most effective), what to emphasize in messages to these audiences, how to organize the messages, how to design them, and how to implement your proposed plan, including a prototype or draft message (e.g., depending on your research results, a prototype of a Web site or a draft proposal to a local TV station pitching a weekly show featuring pets waiting to be adopted). In any case, of course, your project first involves understanding the needs of your community partner, the cultural and organizational constraints, outcomes expected of the project, etc.
b) Internal Communication. Many organizations may also like to address internal needs. For example, volunteer organizations spend considerable time coordinating volunteers and may perhaps be interested in solutions that make the process more efficient and effective. Again, your project would first involve understanding the exact needs and constraints of your community partner, including the criteria that would make a solution feasible (e.g., perhaps a solution within certain budget constraints, minimal time commitment, and a low learning curve for those administering the solution). Your project may then involve brainstorming possible solutions with the organization and its volunteers; interviewing and surveying current volunteers to understand their constraints, preferences, needs, and possible solutions; interviewing other volunteer organizations for their best practices; and reading up on nonprofit management. Your report may then present a range of possible solutions, discuss their strengths and weaknesses according to your community partner’s criteria, and recommend the one most in line with these criteria.
Alternatively, an organization, such as a museum, a public library, or a community centre may be interested in adjusting its facilities for better accessibility by people with various disabilities and may find that it better needs to understand the needs of its patrons. After carefully analyzing the needs of the organization, the constraints on possible solutions (e.g., budget), you may then interview patrons, observe the facilities, review articles on the issue, etc., and present the findings of your needs assessment and recommendations for action to the organization.
3) What are the purpose and the outcomes of the project?

The project should be mutually beneficial for you and your community partner organization. For the organization, the project should contribute to achieving its mission in some form. Your project should help the organization identify and articulate a need, challenge, problem, or opportunity and develop a strategy for addressing it. The result should be a useful report with tangible results and feasible recommendations and—if applicable—prototype documents and/ or an implementation plan.
For you and your team, the project provides a rich learning opportunity with countless benefits. For example, the project allows you to:

· Contribute to your community by writing something that makes a difference

· Develop and reflect on your sense of citizenship and communicate that sense to others

· Apply the concepts, principles, and processes you learn in the course to a concrete need (learn by doing)

· Integrate what you have learned in other management courses with the communication concepts and principles you are learning in this course to help the organization address its needs
· Learn how to 
· Manage a fairly complex business research and reporting project in a real-life setting, which usually allows you to develop deeper insights into the complexities involved in such projects
· Maintain a positive working relationship with a community partner through communication

· Use business research, writing, and speaking to generate knowledge and solve problems

· Work with a team to identify and address needs or problems and collaborate to generate solutions

And, of course, ideally, the hope is that you will have fun working on the project with your team mates and sharing your progress with your class mates and me.
4) How should we go about choosing a project?

There are a number of factors you will need to consider as you and your team choose a project. Ideally, your project should:
· Address a real problem, need, challenge, or opportunity; it should directly benefit your community partner
· Be suitable to the learning objectives of this course—business reporting, writing, and designing documents. You may wish to work with the organization in other ways as you choose, but for the purpose of this course, you will need to identify a reporting project.
· Be appropriate for a training project (e.g., does not require confidentiality beyond what a classroom project can provide)

· Reflect the expertise as well as personal and career interests of team members to the extent possible
· Be accessible to you: You should have a contact person who would be able to answer your questions and (briefly) respond to your proposal, progress report, and final report. 
· Allow you to interview and / or survey those affected by the need or problem or those toward whom communication products are to be directed. However, for the purpose of this course, these individuals must not represent vulnerable groups (e.g., children under 14, patients, etc.). Please also see the ethics principles below.

· Be stable enough to allow for a semester’s work. The organization or contact person should not be likely to disappear suddenly. If a team member has personal connections with an organization that is interested in your involvement, that connection can help ensure the stability of the project.
· Be feasible and comprehensive enough for a semester’s worth of work (e.g., producing a door sign would not be enough for a research and reporting project, but producing an organization’s entire Web site may be too much for one semester—you may, however, be able to conduct the necessary research and design a prototype that the organization may be able to finish when you are done)

· Provide potential opportunities for continued involvement if you desire to continue your work

5) How do we find a project?

If you are not choosing a project in which team members are already involved, I will be glad to help you identify one. Some organizations have already expressed interest in working with volunteers. You may also wish to consult these resources:

SSMU Listing of Volunteer Projects

http://ssmu.mcgill.ca/qpirg/volunteerprojects.html
List of nonprofit organizations in Montreal

http://caps.concordia.ca/students/searchtools/volunteering.shtml#organizations
Quebec Community Organizations

http://www.coco-net.org/orgs.php
Volunteer Bureau Montreal

http://cabm.cam.org/cabm-en/messages/0.html
Volunteer Canada

http://www.volunteer.ca
Taking it Global

http://www.takingitglobal.org/
Please feel free to email me or talk to me any time to bounce off ideas for possible team projects. 

6) What are the guiding principles for the project?

A real-life project is often rewarding and fun, but it can also be somewhat more complex than a classroom-only assignment because you are working with real people trying to address real needs or problems. For this purpose, we will use a few principles to guide our work:
Mentoring. We will need everyone’s expertise in this class, including the expertise you have developed in your other courses, workplace experience, and so on. It is important, therefore, that you share your expertise with your class and team mates through peer mentoring—providing constructive feedback on each other’s work, inviting your class mates’ input, and sharing your expertise. Likewise, my role is predominantly that of a mentor, helping you work through your project and apply the communication principles and concepts we are discussing in this course. 
Collaborating. The success of your team will depend on everyone’s contribution. Be sure to keep your team mates up to date by posting updates to the team Web site as agreed on by the team, but at least once a week. Also be sure to keep team communication inclusive. If you happen to talk with only one or two of your team mates about your project, be sure to update everyone on your conversation. I will also ask you for occasional individual informal updates, which are designed to mentor you through your project.
Listening. A real-life project is different from many common classroom exercises such as case studies, for example, where you are expected to produce solutions based on a pre-defined problem. Real-life situations require listening and analysis to understand the situation, define the problem or needs, and identify possible solutions or recommendations with those affected by the problem or need. Therefore, you are not expected to present a definite solution immediately upon identifying a need or problem, but rather to listen and learn from your community partner organization and those affected by the need or problem as well as research and analyze the situation.
Reflecting. As mentioned above, this project provides you with a unique opportunity to reflect on and communicate your own sense of citizenship. I will occasionally encourage you to reflect on your project in brief informal memos to me, for example on reasons why the needs and problems addressed by the organization exist, how your project may help, what larger changes may be required, how such changes may be brought about, and what you are learning from the project both as a citizen and a manager.
Acting Ethically. The project involves a number of important ethical considerations, including the following: 
· Treat data and information shared by your community partner with the level of confidentiality your partner desires (be sure to ask your community partner what you can or cannot share in the classroom).
· If you encounter ethical challenges, whenever possible, please discuss them with me first—before you share them with others.
· Before you begin interviewing, surveying, or otherwise collecting data from people, we will discuss informed consent in class. Because you are working in a university context, you will need to have the written consent of those you might talk to (interview or survey as a part of your research).
· Before you begin interviewing or surveying people for your community organization, be sure to request the organization’s approval and feedback on interview or survey questions.
Finally, remember that the goal is learning, so be prepared for some surprises or frustrations, be patient as you and your team mates work through them, consult with each other and with me, and enjoy the project.

7) What steps will we take?
As a class, we will follow roughly the steps outlined below. To understand the steps, you may think of the class as a small consulting group in training, in which different teams work on different projects, but all support and update each other on their work in order to get the full picture of the activities, learn from each other, and help each other do well.
Step

Description

Notes

Deliverable & Completion Date

1

Setting Up Teams

Please fill out the profile sheet, so that I can assign tentative teams to ensure a range of expertise and perspectives
Finalize team
Sept 22

2

Identifying a Project
Send a team email to me suggesting three possible projects, explaining how they fit the selection criteria suggested in section 4 above.
Informal team email to me
Sept 27

3

Analyzing the Organization & Need
Send a formal team memo to me, explaining your project to me, including an analysis of your community partner organization and needs.
Formal team memo to me:
10/04

4 

Planning Your Project
Propose your project plan to the community partner
Formal team proposal to partner and me (& individual update memo/ plan to me):

10/18

5

Presenting Your Project 
Present your project to the class and invite the feedback of your class mates on your proposed work plan and its implementation
Formal team presentation with visual aids
10/25 or 10/27

6

Updating on Progress

Update your community partner and me on your progress and negotiate changes to the project as necessary

Team progress report to community partner (& individual update memo to me):

11/10

7

Completing Your Project

Present your complete report to your community partner (with prototype, implementation plan as appropriate, with letter of transmittal and executive summary)

Team final report (& individual reflection memo) to me:
11/24

To community partner & me: 12/06
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