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I. Introduction–Corporate Responsibility 3.0: The Network Effect
Neanderthals, once regarded as the bigger, dumber, and slower precursor of Homo sapiens, may 
have actually been stronger, smarter, and faster than us. But whenever Homo sapiens encroached 
on Neanderthal, Neanderthal eventually died out. The running theory: while smaller in body and 
brain, Homo sapiens out-collaborated the hermetic Neanderthal.1  

The New York garment district, a hotbed of intense competition, is also a hotbed of something 
surprising: intensive collaboration. Researcher Brian Uzzi found that the degree of “connectedness” 
predicted whether a given firm would succeed or fail. In fact, Uzzi found that the less connected 
firms failed at twice the rate of those that collaborated with one another.2

Increasing evidence across multiple fields shows that “network effects” have a profound impact 
on the success or failure of human endeavors. How people connect to and collaborate with each 
other can predict the spread of disease, the spread of ideas, the spread of culture, and the spread 
of business success. By understanding and taking advantage of several important characteristics of 
modern networks, CR executives can dramatically improve their probability and scale of success. 

Leading businesses and fast-growing startups understand this. From marketing to purchasing, 
companies increasingly capitalize upon the power of networks. They integrate their processes and 
supply chains across the globe. They use new technologies to reach niche customer segments. They 
form alliances with peers and competitors one day and return to fierce competition the next. Those 
that can create and connect to networks of individuals, organizations, and systems can sell more, 
produce more, serve more, deliver more, innovate more, and solve more.

The amalgam of strategies, commitments, processes, policies, and functions that together form 
CR3 is overdue to take advantage of its networks. CR has its own networks of communities, 
nonprofits, employees, existing partners, and stakeholders. Sometimes these stakeholders are 
viewed as dragging down an enterprise’s momentum. But what if we looked at the CR network as an 
opportunity and asset?

Conditions are now ripe for a real breakthrough in the effectiveness of corporate  
responsibility–CR 3.0: the Network Effect.

If CR 1.0 was “do good because it was good,” and CR 2.0 was “shared value–do good in alignment 
with your business strategy,” then CR 3.0 is “networked value.” The goal of CR 3.0 is to address 
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) challenges in a way that shares responsibility with a 
network of partners, establishes the company as a viable part of the network, and works with the 
network to create solutions and outcomes leading to greater financial and social net worth. This 
approach will build trust, find new ways of creating value, enhance reputation, and protect license  
to operate.

The growth of global connectedness has created the conditions for version 3.0 of 
the way businesses approach and manage Corporate Responsibility (CR). CR 3.0 has 
a simple premise–use networks to solve the biggest CR challenges and to capture 
opportunities for greater net worth.
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It is specifically the networks of trust that span multiple organizations, communities, and societies 
that make a difference in CR 3.0 strategies. In an increasingly globalized and networked world, 
connectedness matters, especially when tackling the big ESG problems confronting many 
companies. Yet as the degree of ESG complexity and required collaboration increases, leaders 
across the public, private, and civil sectors express frustration at the degree of difficulty and limited 
impact of CR programs.

To improve the probability and scale of success, CR executives should take advantage of four 
important characteristics of modern networks:

Visible.  
Now more than ever our networks are increasingly visible to us and others owing in part to social 
media tools. As an example, LinkedIn Labs’ Network Map builds a visible map of your networks, 
determines the connections between different people in your network, and clusters them 
accordingly, showing your different “worlds” of affinity and connection.4  

While leading firms seek to make their networks visible to support branding, marketing, sales, 
employee recruitment, and supply chain management, the opposite is often true for CR. While the 
world now judges us more and more by our connections to others, companies often worry that their 
complex relationships with ESG stakeholders are best kept hidden lest they lead to growing requests 
to do more, or lead to accusations of greenwashing by some while leading to charges of losing focus 
by others. Companies often seek to keep ESG engagement to the minimum and don’t look for the 
stakeholder-to-stakeholder connections that can help them build trust. 

Vital Connectors.  
Network maps reveal the value and impact of connectors that sit at the intersection point of different 
networks. In ancient times, cities like Timbuktu sat along the spice routes, quite literally connecting 
East and West. Today, key individuals and organizations span different “worlds” connecting us to 
one another. In a recent article in the Harvard Business Review, disruptive investor Whitney Johnson 
showed how the really big insights and breakthroughs almost always come from people working 
across multiple fields.5 These Vital Connectors are often the source of breakthrough innovation. 

Rapid and Scalable.  
On December 17th, 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi, a Tunisian street vendor, went to his local municipal 
office and proceeded to light himself on fire. Social media spread the word and within hours protests 
broke out across the country and region. People around the region and around the world knew about 
Bouazizi’s act almost as it was happening.

Not only did people know about his act, but they reacted on a grand scale. Within months the Arab 
Spring was in full bloom, and long-reigning autocrats tottered or toppled. Network effects greatly 
increased the ability to mobilize people into action and to magnify the scope of their impact on 
almost unprecedented scales.

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation’s Business Civic Leadership Center (BCLC)–itself 
a network of nearly 150 leading corporations–can help visualize the potential power of networks 
to advance CR 3.0. BCLC’s Business for Good Map catalogues the relationships between 
corporate supporters and the organizations with which they work. To date BCLC researchers 
have identified 2,915 organizations affiliated with BCLC supporters. Figure 1 shows a 3D 
representation of these connections. 
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NEW GRAPHIC

BCLC’s network coalesces around three zones. The core, inner zone contains dense, interconnected 
nodes filled with companies and NGOs that share many connections. The companies and NGOs in 
this Small World Network likely see each other often and end up working on similar projects. The 
Small World Network is self-contained, with interconnected nodes connected to other interconnected 
nodes. This is the inner circle where the largest concentration of efforts for companies to address 
ESG challenges lie. A couple of the NGOs are particularly central. They work with the most partners 
and with the most well-connected partners. The American Red Cross stands out at the center of this 
Network.

The second zone includes Vital Connectors marked by the three large cones representing Dow 
Chemical, Intel, and Microsoft. These companies almost always work with both the well-connected 
NGOs in the center and a large number of unconnected partners. These three companies form the 
most interconnected nodes in the network. They know and work with the “popular kids” and the 
lesser-knowns alike. They access a variety of potential corporate and NGO partners with relative ease. 
In return, these three become the companies to know, the ones to work with, and the ones to contact 
to access the relationships one wants.

The final zone is the space where organizations hang away from the core in long chains. These Isolates 
are tiny worlds unto themselves. Corporate and NGO Isolates work within their own small networks and 
do not partner with the well-connected nodes. Each Isolate would need to traverse a number of mutual 
contacts until it finally reaches a well-connected partner. These organizations are isolated because 
they face a barrier. Barriers might be caused by size, regional isolation, a lack of trust, or a lack of 
knowledge and experience, or any number of reasons in between. 

Pajek

ISOLATES
ISOLATES

VITAL CONNECTOR

VITAL CONNECTOR VITAL CONNECTOR

SMALL WORLD NETWORK

Figure 1: BCLC Network Connections
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Figure 1 shows the power of  visualizing one’s network to determine whether a company is 
maximizing opportunities for impact, relationships, reputation, knowledge, and access. If not, 
chances for CR to deliver a business case become less likely. 

The Vital Connectors shown in the diagram demonstrate the potential value strong networks provide for 
delivering on CR and related business goals. For CR programs to simply work with someone from  
another sector isn’t enough. Engaging the translators– those that can speak the language and understand 
the goals of different sectors–offers part of the solution. Understanding and learning from other fields and 
how they’ve effectively used networks offers even more. Figure 1 reveals that Dow Chemical, Intel, and 
Microsoft are especially adept at activating their network to mobilize and scale results or receive essential 
knowledge . How to make it work for CR starts by adopting a different mind-set. 
 

II. The Approach
Many companies remain deeply cautious about engaging their network partners from the public 
and civil sectors. Yet despite the frustrations and false starts, a growing number of senior-level 
executives realize the need for broader collaboration. “The challenge is huge, and we fully realize 
that Unilever can’t solve the issues alone,” said Marc Engel, Unilever’s chief procurement officer. 
“To create large-scale change, we need everyone involved to be part of the solution.”6 Executives 
like Engel know the stakes are only getting higher. Consider the following:

•  Companies are under more pressure from stakeholders to scale up CR targets, initiatives, and 
commitments.

•  There’s never been better buy-in inside the company for CR in general, but the resources to  
scale-up require a major business case.

•  While commitment to CR is at an all-time high, trust in business remains low. As a result, 
companies have never needed partnerships more and have never been more frustrated making 
them work.

For global companies, these problems are compounded by added challenges:
•  Companies find 95% of their potential customers outside their home markets, often in places 

lacking in roads, rule of law, and infrastructure.
•  Developed world governments face compounding fiscal and political pressures, dramatically 

reducing official development assistance for infrastructure and the rule of law.
 
Tackling these challenges means approaching ESG networks the same way that the rest of the 
business looks at its value chain. Think of a CR network as a range of ESG stakeholders–including 
NGOs, community leaders, grassroots representatives, thought leaders, the media, and government 
officials as well as investors, customers, employees, suppliers, and even corporate peers and 
competitors. Most companies see ESG Networks as risks to manage. The concern is that ESG 
stakeholders will form adversarial networks that will impinge on the company’s license to operate, 
affect reputation, impose costs, or generate other kinds of demands. Companies try to engage just 
enough so that stakeholders don’t see the need to form networks to block or constrain the company. 

The mind-set companies should take to CR is not risk management but one of operations 
management, marketing, and business development. This perspective brings operational excellence 
to relationships and encourages companies to actively nurture and participate in stakeholder 
networks. The role of CR becomes to identify, engage with, and where appropriate, mobilize the 
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right network related to a key ESG issue and bring the right corporate and value chain resources to 
the table. CR executives should treat this network like a kind of “CR Value Chain.” In the pages that 
follow we outline the steps involved.

 
Step 1: Understand what kinds of networks the company needs to participate in. 

In March 2013, BCLC, the Ford Foundation, and the United Nations hosted a conference on How 
Women’s Economic Empowerment Strengthens Business. Establishing economic, social, and political 
equality for women is one of the most important development challenges in the world. Developed and 
developing countries alike negligently undervalue or outright disempower half of their population. Yet 
the economic outcomes alone of encouraging different treatment of women are mind-boggling: 

•  Globally, female consumer spending is expected to grow to $28 trillion in  
20147–a 40% increase from 2012.

•  Asia could add $46 billion a year to its economy by investing in women’s economic empowerment.8 
•  Doubling the number of women and girls with access to the Internet could contribute  

$13 billion to $18 billion a year to the annual GDP of 144 developing countries.9

Women, however, are 29% more likely to be poor than men in the United States.10 And domestic 
violence against women remains a serious problem. Reuters notes that the economic lives of nearly 
a billion women around the world have been “stunted, under-leveraged or suppressed.”11 Business 
must be part of the solution but cannot solve the challenge alone. 

To begin, executives should understand the interventions needed and where those align with 
business strategy and corporate skills and competencies. A group of insightful companies–often 
working with innovative partners–are taking a variety of actions as participants, catalysts, and 
translators to motivate and mobilize a chain of networks to address the problem. ExxonMobil, for 
example, is working on a major study with the United Nations Foundation on proven and promising 
investments to improve women’s income generation potential. It plans to share the results widely.

Elsewhere, Intel sees that one of the most self-defeating actions a country can take is to deny or 
discourage women from participating in the knowledge revolution. There are 23% fewer women than 
men online.12 That’s a gap of 200 million, and it’s expected to widen over the next three years to 350 
million. The gap is particularly acute in developing countries. In sub-Saharan Africa, for instance, 
43% fewer women than men have online access. 

Intel is leading a call to action to double the number of women online in the next three years. The 
company estimates that the results will have profound benefits–$50 billion to 70 billion a year to 
global income with $13 billion to $18 billion a year to developing country GDP. 13 
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Step 2: Determine where stakeholders in the network want the company 
to contribute in the CR Value Chain versus where the company thinks it 
should contribute. 

This involves negotiating on whether the company takes ownership, leadership, a central partnership 
role, or a smaller well-defined role in organizing the CR Value Chain. 

One especially challenging example is “tax transparency”–or how corporate taxes, royalties, or 
production shares support development initiatives versus being diverted by corrupt public officials 
to line their own pockets. In Latin America, a mining company has taken an unusual tack. It has 
focused on building the ability and confidence of citizens to supervise and take action on their own. 
The company has supported the ability of citizens to track tax payments, to petition the government 
to answer questions on what it did with the money, and communicate to and mobilize their fellow 
citizens to move from awareness to action. The company has built connections and ties to the 
citizens directly, in effect, telling them, “We are now networked together and will use our collective 
power to address the tax transparency challenge.”

 
Step 3: Proceed on two dimensions: performing its agreed role, and helping to 
contribute to a strong network that takes leadership in advancing the issue.

Here are the actions involved:

 1.  Diagnose the challenges, promising interventions, key influencers, and quality service  
providers tackling key aspects of the CR challenge.

 2. Determine where the company’s unique capabilities can make a difference

 3.  Establish and agree on the kinds of performance outcomes and related measures one wants 
to achieve.

 4.  Identify a “solution portfolio” and who will contribute what kind of resources to which solutions.

 5. Apply network knowledge and technology.

 6. Measure and improve.

1.  Diagnose the challenges, promising interventions, key influencers, and quality service providers 
tackling key aspects of the CR challenge.

As an example, STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) presents a paradox 
where one finds an oversaturation of good ideas with an increasingly urgent call for business and 
others to improve America’s lagging STEM performance. GSK, Intel, Microsoft, and Tata Consulting 
met with BCLC and U.S. Chamber Foundation experts to discuss how to move the needle on 
improving STEM performance. The group realized two important things:

• Few STEM initiatives can show a clear return on investment (ROI).
•  Only a few initiatives focused on the core issue they all share: increasing the employability of 

America’s workers.
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As a result, the group came up with three “guiding principles” for determining if and how to engage 
by looking for the following:

•  Existing initiatives that focus on increasing the employability of graduates in STEM-related fields.
•  Initiatives that have demonstrable ROI and put the cumulative “weight” of the Chamber and its 

members behind those initiatives.
• Opportunities to bring a business skills and competencies to the table.

With these principles in mind, the group members avoided re-creating the wheel, found existing 
programs that they can bring to scale, and found a specific role for businesses that leverages their 
own assets and skills while aligning any investments with their strategic business goals. 

More importantly, they accomplished this by forming a network. From the start, they conceived of 
themselves as partners with each other and with the NGOs with which they consciously decided 
to work. The STEM Education Network, facilitated by the US Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 
exhibited a key characteristic of successful CR network initiatives: going slow to go fast. The group not 
only diagnosed the problem they wanted to address, they also diagnosed the ability of their network to 
address it. They also developed a key set of criteria for assessing what kinds of interventions to make, 
how they could best influence success, and how to measure their total impact.

This example also illustrates the role of Vital Connectors. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
Foundation played a vital connecting role by bringing these companies together. In addition, the 
companies that came together represented the most highly connected companies within BCLC’s 
own network (see Figure 1 on page 4). 

2. Determine where the company’s unique capabilities can make a difference.

Intel’s education team seeks to deliver large-scale improvements in STEM performance through 
the application of information and communications technology. Intel diagnosed the challenges, 
promising interventions, key performance influencers, and quality service providers tackling key 
aspects of STEM improvement. Consequently, Intel saw where its individual capabilities can make a 
difference. In countries like Portugal this means filling gaps to enhance teacher-trainer curricula, to 
use specially formulated laptops for kids, to use technology to support self-directed and team-based 
learning, and to actively engage Intel staff volunteers.14 

Underpinning the interventions is an effort to engage major partners in a wider network to measure 
student and teacher improvement. By using “big data” analytics powered by information technology, 
the result has been reaching more than a million students and teachers in Portugal leading to 
tangible improvements in test scores. Intel’s contribution is both to fit into a system while helping 
enhance the way the system works. 

3.  Establish and agree on the kinds of performance outcomes and related measures one wants to achieve.

The food and agriculture industry can be a key driver of inclusive economic development, global 
health and well-being, safety and security, and environmental sustainability. The industry faces growing 
pressure to source ingredients and manage land in an environmentally socially sustainable manner. 
This poses an enormous challenge. The industry’s value chain stretches to nearly every corner of the 
globe. It includes the smallest family farms in the poorest regions to the most impressive examples of 
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modern food science and manufacturing. Scaling up the supply of certified ESG sustainable produce 
is too large and complex a process for one organization to handle. To this end, Marc Engel, Unilever’s 
chief procurement officer writes:

In January 2011, a global partnership to accelerate sustainable agricultural growth was 
announced at the World Economic Forum…Unilever joined 16 other companies–among 
them Wal-mart, The Coca-Cola Company, Nestlé and Kraft Foods–to support the New 
Vision for Agriculture. Backed by a coalition of businesses, governments and farmers, the 
partnership seeks to improve food security, environmental sustainability and economic 
opportunity around the world. It’s a significant mission and working with others is becoming 
a critical success factor: by transforming global supply chains together, we can move faster 
in creating critical mass and also increase awareness among consumers of the benefits of 
sustainably sourced products.15 

4. Identify a “solution portfolio” and who will contribute what kind of resources to which solutions. 

Researchers at the University of Wisconsin videotaped two bowling teams. One saw footage of the 
times they made mistakes, the other, footage of the things they did right. Both teams improved, but 
the team that saw footage of what they did right improved by more than twice as much. The lesson: 
Focus on what you do well, not on what you don’t.

The Water Efficient Maize for Africa (WEMA) initiative effectively follows this advice. Each partner 
focuses on what it does best. So much so that reviewers hired by the Gates Foundation to survey the 
project recently called WEMA the best run public-private-civil partnership they’d seen.

WEMA is a big tent. Funded in part by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Howard G. 
Buffett Foundation, and USAID, WEMA encompasses eight institutional partners including the 
African Agricultural Technology Foundation (AATF), Monsanto, the International Maize and Wheat 
Improvement Center (CIMMYT), and national agricultural research systems in Kenya, Mozambique, 
South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda.

Each partner brings something specific to the table. Monsanto brings its vast experience and specific 
seed research, development, and technologies. AATF acts as a clearinghouse and expediter of 
public-private-civil partnerships around agricultural technologies for the African continent. CIMMYT 
brings the scientific community to the table and helps pick the other partners. Each of the national 
agricultural research systems bring intimate knowledge of the needs and conditions on the ground in 
their own countries.

5. Apply network knowledge and technology. 

For the most part, we live in a world of social connections that are invisible to us. With effective use 
of network and information technology, these ties can be revealed to show us the structure of our 
social interactions. 

IBM has put this to use in founding the World Community Grid, with a mission to create the world’s 
largest public computing grid to tackle projects that benefit humanity. The grid accesses a largely 
unnoticeable percentage of personal computers’ processing power only during downtime. Link 
hundreds of thousands of these small bits of processing power together and suddenly nonprofits and 
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humanitarian organizations have a networked supercomputer able to analyze huge volumes of data 
at warp speed. Areas of research include cancer, HIV/AIDS, clean water, neglected tropical diseases, 
malaria, muscular dystrophy, clean energy, and access to nutritious rice.16

6. Measure and improve. 

Establishing agreed-upon measures of success has several benefits: It cuts through politics to 
concentrate networks on results first and resources second. It forces one to ask, “Who is best 
positioned to help achieve the outcomes we care about measuring?” As such, it’s a useful tool to 
vet partners. It serves as a mechanism to focus members of the network on delivering solutions 
for which they’re best suited. This is the approach that the WellPoint Foundation has taken to its 
work promoting health, wellness, and nutrition. The WellPoint Foundation invested time to review 
and assess the outcome metrics that would determine whether it was helping make progress. The 
metrics set the terms of the kinds of collaborative strategies to engage on with nonprofits. WellPoint 
can use these metrics to define the outcomes it wants and then work with the organizations that it 
feels will best help achieve those outcomes.17  
 

III. Implications
What happens when you shift your perspective and start viewing your company as part of a broader 
network?  Among the benefits of this comprehensive approach is that it helps address a core 
challenge. We call it the “how much” challenge. How much:

• do I need to report?
• do I need to invest in ESG practices?
• time do I need to spend with ESG stakeholders? and
• accountability must I take on to “own” or “lead” the problem?
 
Engaging with and mobilizing networks changes the conversation away from assigning blame and 
responsibility to creating shared responsibility and establishing the right roles among stakeholders.

An additional benefit is to move companies away from the trap of running CR approaches that are 
too oriented to either compliance on one side or traditional communications on the other. 

Last but not least mobilizing networks builds international relationships that open up markets for 
the future. It engenders trust and creates the opportunity to engage the full network in realizing the 
benefits of the accumulated trust which translates into social capital. At the very least, companies can 
work with their network partners to spread the word about their collaborative CR accomplishments, not 
as green-washing, but as evidence-based outcomes. The network that did the work in effect becomes 
the network to tell the story of the work and spread the trust and goodwill that creates new and lasting 
customer relationships. 
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IV. Conclusion
The growth of global connectedness has created the conditions for CR 3.0 with profound 
implications for how companies, NGOs, and governments should think about corporate 
responsibility. To borrow from Thomas Friedman, we live, work, and do business in an increasingly 
flat world. To a significant degree, this translates to living in an increasingly networked world. Despite 
the lines drawn on maps, we are all drawn into supply chains, disease epidemics, and cultural 
networks that span the globe. 

Tremendous breakthroughs in communications and information technology mean that these networks 
are no longer abstract and invisible to us or to others. The social networks of LinkedIn and Facebook 
reveal our ties to one another in unprecedented ways. Hubs, brokers, influencers, and other Vital 
Connectors are being exposed. The world can see our connections and judges us more and more by 
our connections to others. At the same time, we have an unprecedented ability to mobilize and scale 
our networks to take action. 

Each of us is a node on our own personal network diagram. The more connected we become the 
more commercial success depends on managing, growing, and maneuvering within our networks. 
When we change our frame of mind to view ourselves as part of a networked world, we realize that 
our ability to add value lies in our connections to others. To solve any kind of problem, it makes 
sense to start by thinking of how to use, engage, and activate our networks.

In this context, CR has suffered from a paradox. CR executives are at once the most experienced 
at identifying, understanding, and managing networks, and yet the networks CR engages with are 
arguably the least valued and appreciated in the firm.

This is a mistake. One of the principal lessons of CR 1.0 was that companies don’t exist in isolation 
from society or the environment. Each impacts the other. Ignoring your downstream pollution or 
a human rights violation lurking in one of your third-tier suppliers will come back to bite you. And 
one of the principal lessons of CR 2.0 was that there’s money to be made in all this do-gooding. By 
listening to the values of your customers’ customers and investing in your suppliers’ suppliers, you 
can create high-value products and services that attract new customers at a premium. 

For corporate responsibility executives, CR 3.0 has a simple premise: use networks to solve the 
biggest CR challenges and to capture opportunities for greater net worth.  

CR 3.0 highlights the opportunity for greater engagement, coordination, collaboration, and 
participation in networks to support both business and ESG goals. By taking advantage of the 
visibility, connectedness, and instantaneity of their networks, CR executives can tap into the power of 
networks to improve their own performance and the value that CR brings to the overall business. 

It’s not just that taking advantage of network effects improves the probability of success of a CR 
initiative, as Brian Uzzi’s research on New York’s garment district showed, it also increases the 
probability of success in business overall. When companies collaborate across their full value 
chain, they improve the probability of their success overall. In the same way that Homo sapiens 
out-collaborated Neanderthal into extinction, highly networked companies that maximize their CR 
3.0 strategies have a greater probability of finding the social problems that create new value for 
customers, shareholders, and society as a whole. 
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We all know the positive impact that businesses can make in communities. And when businesses 
work together with one another, nonprofits, governments, communities, and citizens, the difference 
can be dramatic. This is the CR 3.0: the Network Effect.
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