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The purpose of this paper is to explore the relationship between internal communications and corporate
volunteering in order to better understand how companies promote volunteerism among employees.
According to Aguilera et al. (2007), volunteerism can be promoted by directly communicating about such
programmes, as well as indirectly communicating to employees on organizational purpose, strategy and
values. A survey has been conducted with employees of three multinational companies, and data were
analysed to comprehend the relationship between employee understanding of their company’s organizational
purpose, CSR strategy and employee participation in both structured volunteering programmes and
out-of-work volunteering. The authors concluded that management of internal communications has
an impact on aligning employees’ perception of the company’s organizational purpose with its CSR
strategy and in prompting them to actively take part in employee volunteering programmes. The research
conducted proves the interdependence between internal communications and corporate volunteering:
when the internal communications were effective, there were higher volunteering engagement rates
and a more positive organizational image. In addition, the research provides an understanding of the
state of corporate volunteering and its relationship with internal communications in a country which
could be described as an emerging market both from the point-of-view of local approaches to CSR
as well as its economic status. Findings have been used to identify how companies can better align
their organizational purpose and CSR strategy via internal communications in order to better promote
volunteering programmes amongst staff.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Internal Communications within a Strategic Narrative

The concept of communications within the setting of an organization was conceived by
American writers at the end of the 1940s. Simon (1997) considered communication as the
essence of an organization, as part of his treatise on organizational behaviour in the 1940s.
The relationship between communications and the organization has since developed; today,
the definition of strategic communications focuses on how an organization promotes itself
through “intentional activities of its leaders, employees and communications practitioners”
(Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 7). Strategic communication provides organizational leaders with
the ability to purposefully advance the organization’s mission. Corporate social responsibility
(CSR) within the context of business practice was a matter of profound academic research,
both in terms of a company’s responsibilities to society and the relationship between a firm’s
CSR activities, its profitability and value. CSR has been widely adopted by corporations over
the last thirty years (Bies et al., 2007); so has a specific aspect of CSR, that of corporate
volunteering (Mirvis, 2012). It has become increasingly common for companies to put in
place employee volunteering programmes as part of their CSR strategies. Less attention
has been paid, however, to the relationship between internal communications, corporate
volunteering and organizational purpose. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) believe the discipline
should be used to control the environment and maintain the autonomy of an organization.
In contrast, Quinn (1978) argues that strategy is based on the experience of all employees
and as such communication should be also bottom-up to share experiences and prior

learnings and thus to support strategy formulation.

Internal communications have a part to play within a strategic communications context.
Internal communications, which can be defined as transactions between individuals and groups
in organizations at various levels and in different areas of specialization (Frank, Brownell,
1989), facilitate the creation and exchange of messages within a network of interdependent
relations (Goldhaber, 1990). Kalla (2005, p. 302) defines internal communications as “all
formal and informal communication taking place internally at all levels of an organization”,
while Orsini (2000, p. 29) defines internal communications as “the full range of ways that

people communicate with each other within the organization”.
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As the focus is within the organization, the categorization of internal stakeholders is limited.
Freeman (1984) listed employees as one of key stakeholder groups in his conceptualization
of a modern corporation. Extending Freeman’s work, Welch and Jackson (2007) refined
the internal stakeholder to three categories: team peer; project peer and line manager
relationships. However, as highlighted by Ruck and Trainor (2012), these groups are static

and membership is defined by responsibilities and position rather than other associations.

1.2. Employee Engagement through Internal Communications

The concept of employee engagement, also referred to as organizational engagement, has a
wide variety of definitions which vary based on business, psychology and human resources
interpretations (Macey, Schneider, 2008). Employee engagement is primarily defined as
both an employee’s emotional and intellectual commitment to the organization (Baumruk,
2004) or the effort exhibited by employees for their organizations (Frank et al., 2004). Truss
et al. (2006) defined employee engagement in psychological terms as “passion for work”,
while Kahn (1990, p. 694) defined employee engagement as “the harnessing of organization
members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people employ and express themselves

physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances”.

The lack of a commonly-agreed definition complicates efforts to implement and measure
the concept in the workplace (Ferguson, 2007). The definition of employee engagement
given by Robinson et al. (2004, p. IX) states it is “a positive attitude held by the employee
towards the organization and its value. An engaged employee is aware of business context,
and works with colleagues to improve performance within the job for the benefit of the
organization. The organization must work to develop and nurture engagement, which
requires a two-way relationship between employer and employee.” This definition allows
for a distinction between engagement and other concepts such as employee satisfaction,
commitment, and organizational behaviour whilst highlighting the duality of employee

engagement, as a dialogue between employer and employee.

As organizations strive to create a more efficient and productive workforce, they have focused
on employee engagement; increasingly, organizations understand the importance of internal

communications in relation to organizational engagement (Argenti, 1996). Studies support
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a positive relationship between effective communication and organizational commitment
(DeCotiis, Summer, 1987; Mathieu, Zajac, 1990). Internal communications play an essential
role in “building and nourishing employee relations, establishing trust, providing timely and
reliable information and thereby contributing to general motivation, particularly in times
of change and stress” (Dolphin, 2005, p. 172). Through effective internal communications
employees are empowered to become part of the solution and become more committed to

the organization (Zajkowska, 2012).

For Bovée and Thill (2008), internal communication is the exchange of information and
ideas within an organization. Examining internal communications from an employee’s
point of view, Truss et al. (2006) argue that the three key factors for employee engagement
are having opportunities to feed one’s views upwards, feeling well informed about actions

within the organization, and believing that one’s manager is committed to the organization.

1.3. The Concept of CSR and Employee Volunteering

As a concept, CSR has dozens of definitions but academic literature lacks a unifying description
(Berete, 2011). Bowen (1953) defines CSR as organizational policies, decision and actions
that align with societal goals and values. Davis (1960) and McGuire (1963) defined CSR as
actions taken for reasons other than for economic or technical benefits. Jones (1980) refined
the concept to include an obligation to groups other than stockholders and insisted CSR’s

obligations must be broad, voluntary and process-driven.

Today’s definitions of CSR are business-oriented (Okoye, 2009) with Fifka’s (2009) description
of CSR as a company’s economic, legal and voluntary responsibilities to participate in the
social development of the communities where they operate which are aligned with existing
business strategies and product resources being typical of modern academic writing. One
frequently-quoted definition which is cited by Aaronson (2003) is that from the NGO
Business for Social Responsibility, which is “business decision-making linked to ethical
values, compliance with legal requirements, and respect for people, communities, and
the environment around the world”. Carroll and Shabana (2010) note that no matter the
exact characterization of CSR, there are three key thoughts underlining today’s concept:

ecological; social and economic responsibilities. Research suggests numerous positive
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benefits stemming from CSR for both individuals and organizations, including increased
innovation (Hull, Rothenberg, 2008), shareholder value and financial performance (Orlitzky
et al., 2003; Waddock, Graves, 1997). Internally, research by Glavas and Piderit (2009) has
found that employee engagement is higher for employees who believe they are working

for corporations that are good corporate citizens.

Whilst studies suggest a positive correlation between a corporation’s economic performance
and CSR adoption, the effectiveness of any CSR strategy varies owing to the strategy’s
operationalization, the stakeholder focus, and methodology employed (Caligiuri et al., 2013);
CSR can be perceived to be neutral or negative (McWilliams, Siegel, 2000) and philanthropic
activities do not always have a positive relationship for a company’s financial performance
(Brammer, Millington, 2008).

Skoko and Mihovilovi¢ (2014) point out that responsible contemporary management is
more aware of the fact that purely profit-oriented business, without care for society, the
environment and all stakeholders, cannot be sustainable in the long-term. According
to Allen et al. (2011), the definition of corporate volunteerism includes a wide range of
corporate sponsored or encouraged activities designed to serve those in need. Corporate
volunteering programmes are generally formal, whereby corporations allow employees
to volunteer with NGOs during office hours. Bussell and Forbes (2008) describe corporate
volunteering as giving one’s time, knowledge, or skills as part of a community service,
outreach, or social responsibility activity on company time without additional compensation

or direct personal remuneration.

Corporate volunteering has grown in popularity since the global economic crisis. CSR has
never been as popular among corporations as it is today. Ninety-five percent of the world’s
250 largest companies report their CSR activities, and CSR activities are picking up pace
in the US, Europe and Asia (KPMG, 2011). Similarly, corporate volunteerism has proved
popular with employees, as it enables them to be directly involved in a company’s CSR
strategy (Mirvis, 2012); employees who engage in corporate volunteering have been found

to be more engaged in their workplace (de Gilder et al., 2005).

COMMUNICATION MANAGEMENT REVIEW, 1(2016) 2
ORIGINAL SCIENTIFIC



1.4. CSR and Internal Communications

While CSR and corporate volunteering can prove beneficial to an organization’s employee
engagement, research by Bhattacharya et al. (2008) has found that employees, including
those who want to be engaged in such activities, are often unaware of their employer’s
CSR policies and activities. In addition, many employees are unable to learn about their
company’s CSR programmes. In a study conducted by Bhattacharya et al. (2008) within a
multinational FMCG, 90% of respondents agreed it was important for the company to be
engaged in CSR; only 50% agreed that they had a good understanding of the company’s

CSR commitments.

CSR communication can take place through offline communication channels via print, through
in-house media including intranets and brochures, and externally through the internet and
CSR reports (Chaudhri, Wang, 2007). The most popular means of communicating CSR to
stakeholders include voluntary CSR reporting, media, paid advertising, product-labelling

and internal communications (Strandberg, 2009).

Part of the challenge associated with communicating both externally and internally on CSR
would appear to be related to the frequency of communications. Companies which over-
communicate risk a negative response from their employees, who may perceive the increase

in information on CSR activities as an effort to promote the company (Strandberg, 2009).

1.5. Employee Voice and CSR Strategy

As a key stakeholder in any organization, employees impact CSR policy through their
perceptions, evaluations, judgment of and reaction to CSR programmes and actions (Rowley,
Berman, 2000). This view builds upon the interpretation of CSR offered by Barnett (2007),
who notes that CSR is a type of corporate investment which is oriented both towards the

improvement of social welfare and of stakeholder relations.

The relationship between employees and CSR strategy, development and execution is complex.
Employees can be and often are agents for social change when they influence their corporations

to behave in a socially responsible manner (Aguilera et al., 2007). There is debate as to how
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much employees influence or are influenced by the concept and growth of CSR. Aguilera
et al. (2007) view employees as an independent variable which has helped to promote CSR
within organizations, whereas Peterson (2004) views employees as a stakeholder group that
is more influenced by CSR. Barnett (2007) considers that employees are both influencers of

and influenced by CSR policy within the context of organizational performance.

The interconnection between CSR, corporate volunteering and employee engagement has also
been researched. Multinational companies are “slowly moving from traditional measures, like
counting volunteers and hours of service, to adopting more strategic measures built around
increasing business or social impacts” (Hills, Mahmud, 2007). Companies are increasingly
engaging in employee volunteering as a form of community involvement in response to
increased expectations for them to be socially responsible (Muthuri et al., 2009). Bondy et
al. (2008) discussed various CSR mechanisms in the context of multinational companies’

codes of conduct and recognized certain differences depending upon the region.

In multinational companies, decisions about CSR strategy are often taken by management,
who look to maximize benefits for multiple stakeholders (Caligiuri et al., 2013), including
shareholders, employees and the community. Corporations which include shareholders
as stakeholders are often motivated to undertake CSR not only to do good, but also to
increase competitiveness, improve reputation and enhance goodwill to increase financial

performance (Aguinis, Glavas, 2012).

However, in contrast to other CSR tools such as financial donations which are typically
made by executive management, corporate volunteering may often be led by employees
from the bottom-up primarily due to corporate volunteering’s differing needs — the
long-term success of any corporate volunteering programme is due to the employees
themselves (Grant, 2012). One study of American companies suggested that most corporate
volunteering programmes are “planned, organized and executed by employees”: 62 percent
of programmes surveyed were employee-led, of which 15 percent were solely managed by

employees (Wainwright, 2005).

Within the context of corporate volunteering, various research suggests that employees
make the choice to participate in a corporate volunteering activity for various reasons,

including being asked directly (Brudney, Gazley, 2006), feeling pressured or coerced by
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peers/superiors (Houghton et al., 2009), commitment to the organization (Peloza et al.,
2009), or receiving paid time off, incentives, donations or other benefits that enhance the
desirability of corporate volunteering (Peterson, 2004). Grant (2012) argued that employees
who lack enriched job designs, experience stronger motivation to compensate for these
job designs through corporate volunteering. However, no research reviewed by the author
focuses on employee involvement in corporate volunteering policy development and the
benefits of this involvement to employee engagement. Whilst employees in countries such
as the US are developing and promoting activities themselves (Wainwright, 2005), there
seems to be a disconnection between organizations and employees in terms of choosing

volunteering causes that matter to the workforce.

The aim of the present research is to contribute to a better understanding of the link
between internal communications and corporate volunteering, to understand why employees
volunteer and how corporations can better promote their corporate volunteering programmes
through internal communications. As more corporations adopt corporate volunteering as
part of a wider CSR strategy, the more important internal communications will become to

their success in promoting volunteering among employees.

1.6. Research Hypotheses and Questions

Several interest areas and research questions have been highlighted within the present

research:

1. To determine the percentage of employees who have volunteered in a volunteering

programme, either corporate or non-corporate.

2. What is the influence of internal communications on corporate volunteering within an

organization?
3. What employee groups are more likely to take part in a corporate volunteering program?

4. What are barriers and incentives to the promotion of corporate volunteering through

internal communications;

5. How corporate volunteering benefits a corporation’s organizational engagement efforts?
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Based on the previous research findings, the following research hypotheses are proposed:

« H1: Effective internal communications in multinational organizations operating in the

emerging markets result in higher volunteering engagement rates.

» H2: Effective internal communications in multinational organizations operating in the

emerging markets result in more positive organizational image.

2. Methods and Sampling

The scope of research is focused on a survey of employees in three multinational companies
which already have CSR strategies and employee volunteering programmes in place. Each
organization has been viewed separately, and within each organization different employee
groups were surveyed. Consideration is given to the motivation employees have to volunteer
their time and skills outside of corporate employee volunteering programmes and on their

own volition.

The questionnaire was hosted online on the Survey Monkey data collection platform and
consisted of twenty questions. Prior to sending the survey to chosen companies, a pilot
survey was undertaken with five respondents — one from each of the organizations which
took part in the survey, one from a government-based organization which promotes
volunteering, and one from a non-governmental organization that requests volunteers from
the private sector. None from the pilot group took part in the full survey. The first part of
the research instrument aimed to provide an understanding of the employee’s volunteering
habits via dichotomous yes/no response options. The second part aimed to get a sense of
the employee’s views on corporate volunteering, while the third part of the questionnaire
explored the employee’s perception of his/her company and how it is being influenced by
either corporate volunteering and/or the company’s CSR strategy. The fourth section of the
questionnaire focused on internal communications practices and its effect on employee
volunteering, while the final question was an open-ended question for employees to note

their own thoughts and feelings about corporate volunteering in their own company.

Single-stage cluster probability sampling was used for the research (Easterby-Smith et al.,

2012) to ensure all employees from each company at a single location were targeted, thereby
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reducing the time required to complete the survey and to reduce any potential sampling
error. The clusters for the three companies are heterogeneous; the within-cluster differences
are high for each organization while the between-cluster differences are lower, thereby
suiting the cluster probability sampling concept (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Data analysis
was conducted separately for each company, and then compared with data from the other
two companies. The open-ended responses were analysed and segmented into categories

based on Clampitt’s (2009) method for analysing qualitative data collected from surveys.

In total, 90 responses from the employees of three multinational companies, all located
in the United Arab Emirates, were received. The majority of respondents (58.8%) were
between 25 and 34 years old, while 24.4% of the participants were between 35 and 44
years old, while 16.8% were over 45 years old. Survey respondents were mainly female
(62.2%). Gender trends were apparent and could have been influenced by company type
and focus: Company A manufactures and markets goods for the FMCG sector; Company B
is financial, and Company C operates in the energy industry. A complete view of the gender
demographics for each company would have helped to put these responses into focus within
the context of the research area, to understand if one gender in particular has a preference

for corporate volunteering.

The nationality spread was very diverse, and could be taken as typical of the wider nationality
representation found in the private sector in the UAE. The most common functions were

marketing (25.5%), procurement and supply chain (23.3%), finance (14.4%) and sales (13%).

3. Results

The majority of the employees indicated they had volunteered before. Only 16% of respondents
had not volunteered before. Similarly, when asked if they would volunteer again, the likelihood
of future volunteering was high with only 3.3% of the respondents from Company A indicating
that they would not volunteer in the future. Over 50% of employees from Company A indicated
that they did not participate in a company volunteering programme so far, showing either a lack
of volunteering opportunities, knowledge of opportunities or a previous lack of engagement.
Over 90% of Company B employees participated in a company volunteering programme while

28% of the employees from Company C had not taken part in corporate volunteering, even
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though the participants were recruited from an employee volunteering email list. Responses
also indicated strong support across all the companies for corporate volunteering. Overall 98%
of participants responded that they do care if their companies support volunteering efforts;
however, only 75% perceived them as committed to corporate volunteering programmes.
The downward trend continues with only 44% of the participants indicating that they feel
empowered to take part in corporate volunteering. Comparative analysis of the responses
from different companies indicated that, while Company B’s responses to these questions
are consistent, there is a gradual decline in agreement for employees of Companies A and
C. Further research needs to be undertaken to establish why there is a tapering off when it

comes to employee commitment and empowerment in those two companies.

While 64.4% of respondents believe that the perception of their employer has improved
as a result of their corporate volunteering, there is a small percentage (12.2%) that either
disagrees or strongly disagrees with this statement. Compared to this question, ratings are
higher for employee perceptions of their company’s CSR strategy with 72% of the respondents
agreeing that the perception of their employer has improved due to their company’s CSR
strategy. The results might suggest either that CSR practices are positively contributing to

employee sentiment, or that employees are dissatisfied with their corporate volunteering.

When it comes to management support, around half of the participants (53.3%) believe
that their management supports corporate volunteering, while 18.8% disagree or strongly
disagree. A comparison between responses from different companies indicated that Company
B is perceived to provide the most management support (66%), while Company A provides
the least management support to corporate volunteering (46%). Moreover, less than half
of respondents from Company A (47%) think that the company internal communications
promote corporate volunteering, compared to 81% of the respondents from Company B, and
72% from Company C indicating that they are using their internal communications more
effectively. The use of internal communications to encourage corporate volunteering seems
to be more successful in Companies B (2.19) and C (2.29). Previous responses have alluded
to their success in promoting corporate volunteering through internal communications, and
there would appear to be a clear link between promoting corporate volunteering through

internal communications and successful employee engagement.

Most of the respondents stated that their companies do not reach out to them to ask which
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causes are important and how they can help. It seems that the companies are doing little
to engage employees in understanding what matters to them and how to use these insights
to shape corporate volunteering strategies. However, most employees do feel that their
companies are communicating internally on corporate volunteering successes. Similar to
the previous findings, there is less agreement with this statement in Company A, where

communications would appear to be weaker than in the other two companies.

Around one fourth of the respondents (24.4%) responded to the open-ended question, ‘is
there anything else you’d like to add about corporate volunteering in your organization,
with the majority of the responses (12.1%) coming from the employees from the Company A.
Using free text analysis, the most common nouns were volunteering, community, company,

employee and programmes.

The responses for Company A are particularly revealing, and demonstrate a demand for
an increase in volunteering opportunities at the site that are more inclusive in terms of
language and that cater not only to employees but also their families. The issue of a potential
lack of awareness is raised, as is the inability to volunteer during the weekday due to a lack
of time. There is one request to be part of the group that manages corporate volunteering
opportunities, and another which criticizes the company for attempting to turn corporate

volunteering into an opportunity to positively brand the company.

Company B’s responses are more positive, with several respondents praising the organization
and calling for more support for volunteering efforts. Similar to Company A, there is a call for
more corporate volunteering opportunities, particularly those which can cater to employee
teams rather than individuals. One criticism focuses on the company’s priorities, with the

respondent questioning the management’s commitment to volunteering vis-a-vis sales.

Finally, Company C’s respondents highlight a different set of issues, among them the need
for clearer communication that is not lost among work correspondence and an urge to
clarify what is corporate volunteering vis-a-vis charity. One comment suggests volunteers
are usually drawn from the same group, and that others may believe if you are volunteering
you are not focused on your work. Another respondent claims corporate volunteering is
important for stakeholder needs while another looks introspectively to suggest corporate

volunteering helps with personal growth and company networking.
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4. Conclusions and Recommendations

This paper contributes to understanding the relationship between corporate volunteering
and internal communications. The findings support the hypotheses: when the internal
communications were effective, there were higher volunteering engagement rates and a

more positive organizational image.

From the survey, the following conclusions are visible: the employees do want to volunteer,
they want their companies to provide corporate volunteering programmes, and successful
corporate volunteering improves employee perception of their companies. Employees are
volunteering of their own volition; they want to do good for their communities, but they

do not want to turn a corporate volunteering opportunity into a branding exercise.

The findings suggest that internal communications are crucial to employee engagement — the
more that a company informs its employees about programmes and their impact on society,
the more engaged the employees feel. Additionally, the interdependence between internal
communications and corporate volunteering can be explored in more details in future studies.
However, while there is a strong urge to want to volunteer on a company-related programme,
further research could look at understanding why more employees are not following this
through. Are the employees who want to volunteer on behalf of their company lacking time?
Is it a lack of relevant volunteering opportunities? Interviews with the employee and the NGO
worker have both noted the difficulty of finding enough corporate volunteers.

The limitations of the study were related to the sample coming only from three multinational
corporations, all of which have pre-existing corporate volunteering programmes in place
and have internal communications programmes running within their companies. Also the
number of employees included or interested in volunteering programme was not equal
in each corporation. As a result of this, employee feedback could be skewed and be only
indicative regarding the organization as a whole. For this reason, each company’s results

were analysed independently.
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Based on the study findings, the following recommendations can be made:

1) Companies should engage with their employees; learn of their interests and how they

want to engage in corporate volunteering.

2) Companies should allow employees to develop their own corporate volunteering

programmes and support this process.

3) Employee engagement should be empowered through management support and policies

that allow for volunteering including during work hours.

4) Effective internal communications on the opportunities available through a variety of

communications channels should be ensured.

5) Corporate volunteering successes should be communicated internally to promote further

employee engagement in such programmes.
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