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Abstract

This paper aims to broaden the present CSR literature by examining the absence of CSR
within the context of a developing country. This is an area which to date is relatively
under researched in comparison to the more widely studied presence of CSR within
developed Western countries. For this purpose, 23 semi-structured interviews were
undertaken with senior corporate managers in Bangladesh. The findings suggest that the
main reasons for non-disclosure include lack of legal requirements and lack of
knowledge/awareness. The other reasons mentioned are lack of resources, poor
performance and fear of bad publicity and inherent dangers in additional disclosures. The
paper has raised some serious public policy concerns by exploring the underlying motives
for absence of CSR in general and some eco-justice issues in particular (e.g. child labour,
equal opportunities and poverty alleviation). These significant issues require careful

consideration by the policy makers at the national, regional and international levels.
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1. Introduction

Previous research on CSR has predominantly explored the presence of CSR within
various contexts. It has been contended (O'Dwyer, 2002) that by conducting an “enquiry
of absence” (Choudhury, 1988, p.555) the “presence” orientation of previous CSR
literature can be widened. Choudhury (1988) provides a framework for researching the
absence of accounting in an organisational context. According to this framework
accounting absence can be understood from two distinct perspectives. Firstly, the absence
may be interpreted in a pathological sense and secondly, the absence can serve a
functional role and can be seen as a virtue. In this second virtuous interpretation the
absence could be seen as helping to enhance trust, constructing ambivalence and
sometimes playing a symbolic role. According to the first thesis the researcher
explaining the absence assumes it is an example of management failure and makes an
attempt to understand the reasons for such failure. From this perspective, Choudhury

offered a taxonomy of accounting absence described as follows:

A need-based interpretation of accounting absence relates to the situation where the researcher
has, based on his or her understanding of the observed’s goals, felt accounting to be necessary, but
the observed deemed it was not required. Where the observed fails to draw on the extant stock of
accounting knowledge because of ignorance of its existence or potential, the void is awareness-
based. On the other hand, possibility-based absence refers to situations where the observed
considers that, given the constraints faced, it is not feasible on economic, political or other
grounds, to adopt a particular form of accounting. (p.553, emphasis added)

Whilst accepting that Choudhury developed this framework for the specific consideration
of accounting systems (such as “budgetary systems”, p.550) it is believed that it can
inform this research into CSR absence. In fact the justification given by Choudhury

(p-549) for the importance of the study of accounting absence is equally applicable and



would prove equally compelling if the word accounting in the following quote was
replaced by CSR:

Little attention has been directed towards the instances of accounting absence, that is, where
accounting was expected but is not. Such a focus would seek to establish the conditions in which
particular forms of organizational accounting do not exist, and, subsequently, the reasons why
accounting does or does not make the transition from non-being to being. In other words, it is
necessary to ask: Why is there no accounting here? What are the characteristics of this accounting-
less environment? (Emphasis in original)

At present, there is little research that has been explicitly designed to explore, in detail,
corporate reluctance to disclose on social, ethical and environmental matters in general
and eco-justice issues in particular. Such exploration of absence could provide an
opportunity to develop a fuller understanding of corporate motivations for social
reporting. Further, this paper aims to broaden the present CSR literature by considering
its absence within the context of a developing country. This is an area which to date is
relatively under researched (but see Belal, 2001; Imam, 2000; Kuasirikun & Sherer,
2004) in comparison to the more widely studied presence of CSR within developed
Western countries. Previous studies (Belal, 2001; Imam, 2000) have indicated that there
is a low level of CSR in Bangladesh and the main objective of this study is to investigate
why Bangladeshi companies disclose very little or nothing on social and environmental
issues in general and significant eco-justice issues in particular. Belal (Forthcoming)
presents a study of the social and environmental disclosures made within the annual
reports (related to the year 1999/2000) of 87 Bangladeshi companies using a framework
of 20 disclosure categories. A summary of the findings highlighting the extent of

disclosure under different categories is shown in Table 1.

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE



The above table indicates that while high numbers of companies made disclosures under
the categories of human resource development (62%) and recognition of relevant
stakeholders (80%), very few companies made disclosures under the categories dealing
with eco-justice issues such as child labour, equal opportunity and poverty alleviation.
The almost total absence of disclosures in this regard highlights the unwilling attitude of
Bangladeshi companies to address these issues that, as we discuss below, are of

importance both globally and specifically to Bangladesh.

The use of child labour in the supply chain is an emotional issue that is of grave concern
to the policymakers and Western consumers/buyers (see for example Ray, 2004; Kolk
and Tulder, 2002; Basu and Tzannatos, 2003; Lopez-Calva, 2001, Palley, 2002). As such
there have been a number of international initiatives, primarily through the auspices of
the International Labour Organization (ILO), the World Bank and UNICEF, aimed at
addressing this issue. Kolk and Tulder (2002, p.292) report that ILO convention No. 138
(1973) “stipulates a minimum age of 13 years” for “light work which is not to be harmful
to [children’s] or development, and which is not such as to prejudice their attendance at
school”. Despite these initiatives the ILO (1998) report that globally there are an
estimated 250 million child labourers between the ages of 5 and 14 and Kolk and Tulder
(2002) report that in some countries 69% of the child labourers will face some kind of
hazard within their working environment. Palley (2002) states that, in absolute terms,
Asia has the most child labourers, although a higher proportion of African children work.
Drawing on figures from the World Bank (2001), Ray (2004. p.5) notes that “child labour

is a particularly serious issue in South Asia (especially Nepal and Bangladesh) and in



some countries in East Asia such as Cambodia and Thailand”. In fact the World Bank
(2001) figures identify Bangladesh as having a 29% participation rate for children aged
10-14 years. Today, there remains widespread use of child labour in garments and
tannery companies as evidenced by several newspaper reports, for example, a newspaper
report suggests 13% of garments workers to be children (Hossain, 2001). Both economic
considerations, poverty, and social customs have been suggested as reasons for high child
labour rates in Bangladesh (see for example Delap, 2001; Amin et al., 2004 and Rahman
et al., 1999) and these root causes must be addressed by Bangladeshi employers if the
situation is to be improved. Why then is there an absence of comment on the issue of

child labour within the reporting of Bangladeshi companies?

The importance of poverty as an explanation for child labour was touched upon above
and it must be recognised that Bangladesh is one of the poorest countries of the world
with a per capita income of only $440 a year (World Bank, 2005). Furthermore, Khan
(2000, p.879) reports that “[ploverty is so widespread that 80 percent of the rural people
are poor, defined in terms of calorie intake (2,100cal) and more than half of the
population is below the subsistence level (less that 1,800cal) who cannot meet the basic
needs of life, resulting in lower ability to work and lower production.” The issue of
poverty alleviation is one, which falls first on the national government, but Chowdhury
and Bhuiya (2004, p.371) suggest that in the case of Bangladesh the government “has not
always performed this role to its full potential”. As well as government efforts there has
been a significant amount of aid ($38 billion between 1980 and 2000 according to

Benson and Clay, 2003, as cited in Mclean and Moore, 2005) and poverty alleviation



work by NGOs, such as BRAC (see Chowdhury and Bhuiya, 2004), which have not been
able to resolve this problem. More recently calls have been made (PWBLF, 2001;
Rugman, 2001) asking companies to share the responsibility of poverty alleviation in the
community where they are operating as the government of the poor countries alone can
not address this massive issue of poverty. We must ask here, then, why is there no
reporting on poverty and its potential alleviation within the reporting by Bangladeshi

companies?

As discussed, poverty levels in Bangladesh are high, but this is even more so for women
who “generally receive less household resources for their food, education, health and
clothing than men” (Siddique, 1998, p.1096). This situation is not helped by the
“extremely patriarchal” nature of Bangladeshi society (Kabeer and Mahmud, 2004, p.94)
that can restrict the opportunities to women to working as “unpaid family labour or paid
work that can be carried out in the home”. According to the World Bank (1990) women
accounted for only 7% of the total labour force in Bangladesh in 1987. Since the early
1980s there has been some change in that due to liberalization there is now a thriving
export garment industry, where the vast majority of employees are women. Even here
though the motivation for employing women has been argued to be “the ‘primitive’
exploitation of labour: the extraction of the maximum possible labour at the minimum
possible costs” (Kabeer and Mahmud, 2004, p.95). It is also reported that discrimination
against women in the workplace is widespread in Bangladesh in general and in the
garments companies in particular (Newsware, 1999; Rashid, 1998). Given the limited

education and skills training of many Bangladeshi women their opportunities cannot be



considered to be equal and this is despite the constitution of Bangladesh that “clearly
articulates the equality of men and women in all aspects of public life” (Andaleeb and
Wolford, 2004). Adams and Harte (2000) make a strong case of corporate reporting of
equal opportunities. In their study they found corporate unwillingness to provide ‘free
and frank account of” equal opportunities in employment practices. Table 1 in this study
reports similar reluctance in the Bangladeshi context. So again, we ask why given the
importance of this issue, both globally and in the Bangladeshi context, is there such an

absence of reporting in this area by Bangladeshi companies?

We have argued, but see also Belal (Forthcoming), that these eco-justice issues are not
only important globally and for developing countries in general, but also for Bangladesh
in particular. In the following sections we explore why Bangladeshi companies are
reluctant to disclose social and environmental issues in general and eco-justice issues in
particular. This paper proceeds with a section that reviews prior literature on the presence
and absence of CSR. The third section sheds light on the research procedures adopted for
the collection of data. In contrast to many of the previous studies, which imply
motivations from an analysis of levels of CSR, this research documents the views of
managers as gathered through an interview process. This paper, therefore, also addresses
the call for such empirical work by Gray (2002). Section four presents the findings
obtained via the interviews. Finally, analytical comments and concluding remarks are

provided in section five.

2. The presence and absence of CSR



Gray, Kouhy & Lavers (1995) suggest that there are three theoretical contexts for CSR
research and these are “decision usefulness” theory, positive accounting theory (which is
discounted as having little to offer), and social and political theories. The social and
political theories are further classified into “stakeholder”, “legitimacy” and “political
economy theories” (PET). Much of the subsequent, and rapidly growing CSR literature,
has used these suggested theories as a basis to explore and in some cases explain CSR
practice. Predominant within the literature is legitimacy theory (Deegan, 2002; Deegan,
Rankin, & Tobin, 2002), which suggests that organisations require legitimacy to be able

to continue to operate.

The results from empirical studies based upon legitimacy theory are mixed. The
conclusion from a number of studies (Campbell, 2004; Deegan et al., 2002) supported
legitimacy theory whilst other studies (Adams, Coutts, & Harte, 1995; Guthrie & Parker,
1989; O'Dwyer, 2002) have suggested that legitimacy theory fails to sufficiently explain
levels of corporate social disclosure and non-disclosure. These authors often turn to the

broader political economy of accounting theory for explanation.

Of interest to this research is the ability of the political economy of accounting theory
(PET) to offer some insight into reasons for the absence of CSR as well as its presence
(Adams & Harte, 1998; Adams et al., 1995; Guthrie & Parker, 1989). In each of these
studies an absence of CSR, or non-disclosure, was argued to result from the influence of
powerful groups in society, including management and financial stakeholders,
deliberately silencing, suppressing and confusing the issues in order to ensure the status

quo. Therefore the absence of CSR is a conscious decision made for reasons of self-



interest (Guthrie & Parker, 1990). Similarly, although not drawing directly on PET,
Chwastiak and Young (2003) forcefully argue that the "dominant discourses" silence
"injustices" in order to "allow us to ignore more easily the distasteful and objectionable
aspects of the systems in which we live" (p.534-5). PET has also been used to argue that
where voluntary CSR does occur it is motivated by a desire to influence possible future
regulation (Adams et al., 1995; Guthrie & Parker, 1990). In these circumstances
voluntary disclosures may delay or completely avoid the need for, potentially more

stringent, mandatory disclosures.

The question as to whether the presence of CSR is dependent upon a number of
contingent factors has been empirically tested. Adams (2002) suggested that these factors
could be distinguished into "corporate characteristics", "general contextual factors" and
"internal contextual factors". Of these categories the majority of research has
concentrated upon corporate characteristics such as size, industry grouping, corporate
age, levels of systematic risk and more emphasis on the long run. Internal contextual
factors consider how the governance structure and/or the personal characteristics of
senior managers may impact upon CSR. Within general contextual factors Adams (2002)
suggests that the country of origin is important and specifically the "social and political
context" of the country is more important than economic factors. Furthermore, a number
of factors have been suggested to be relevant to a country’s social and political context,
such as levels of regulation and the threat of such regulation (Adams et al., 1995;

Freedman & Patten, 2004; Harte & Owen, 1991), and pressure from the public, media or

community pressure groups (Neu, Warsame, & Pedwell, 1998; O'Dwyer, 2002; Tilt,
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1994).

The discussion above provides a great number of potentially contingent factors for the
presence of CSR and thus we could contend that the absence of CSR can equally be
explained by the absence of the aforementioned factors. In fact much less research has
been undertaken to investigate the absence of CSR within annual reports, as the vast
majority of studies has concentrated on the largest companies in socially and
environmentally sensitive industries within developed countries. Of course these studies
have been specifically designed to find and comment upon CSR. There are a number of
exceptions to this and these studies do actually explicitly comment upon reasons for the
absence of CSR. Firstly, the importance of cultural attitudes within a country was
specifically reported as a reason for non-disclosure by Adams (2004). Gao et al. (2005)
consider the very low levels of CSR within Hong Kong and note that these companies
had faced little pressure from community pressure groups and further that the government
had failed to adequately enforce social and environmental legislation. Kuasirikin and
Sherer (2004) appear to contradict the importance of these social and political factors
when they note that, despite increasing social and environmental legislation, increased
public awareness and worsening social and environmental conditions, levels of CSR
within Thailand have not improved. They continue, however, that in reality a failure to
enforce legislation, a lack of effectiveness by Thai social and environmental pressure
groups, and an absence of mandatory social and environmental disclosures explain the
continued absence of CSR. The importance of an absence of regulatory CSR

requirements is also noted by Adams, Coutts and Harte (1995) and is suggested as the
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primary reason for a lack of CSR in Jordan by Naser and Baker (1999).

O'Dwyer's (2002) study provides an interesting insight as it is based on managerial
perceptions of CSR and specifically considers absence. A number of specific reasons for
non-disclosure were identified by the interviewees and not all of these can be seen to be a
lack of a contingent factor that explains CSR presence. One cultural factor of importance
within this Irish context was the level of cynicism of the relevant publics and the
suspicion with which they would interpret CSR. In fact, culturally in Ireland, people did
not tend to publicise "good-deeds" and so if companies started to do this then their 'real'
motivations would be questioned. The interviewees expressed a belief that CSR could
perversely increase, rather than repair, a legitimacy gap and actually result in greater
pressure and increased scrutiny. This results from a concern that the disclosures
themselves provide evidence that can be used against the organisation. O'Dwyer (2002)
contends that such disclosure can confer increased legitimacy to the social and
environmental claims of the pressure groups, a suggestion that is also made by Neu et al

(1998).

Two further reasons for non-disclosure within the context of a developing country, as
suggested by Teoh and Thong (1984), were a desire to keep the annual report brief and a
degree of secrecy over the company's activities. Finally, there is a strong message from
much of the empirical research that CSR is dominated by the reporting of good or
positive news (see for example, Deegan & Rankin, 1996; Harte & Owen, 1991) and,
therefore, there is an absence of reporting of bad news. From this we could surmise that

where there is a lack of good news there will be a subsequent lack of CSR.
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In conclusion, this section has provided a review of both the theoretical and empirical
literature on reasons for the presence and absence of CSR. Most notably when
considering the absence of CSR it appears that PET has much to offer. Gray, Owen &
Adams (1996, p.48) also contend that part of the PET ‘is especially useful in helping to
explain the absence of CSR’. This theory specifically considers that the suppression of
certain information and the silencing of certain voices actually is a powerful weapon in
the armoury of influential groups within society. There are also a great number of factors
that have been argued to be related to the likelihood of CSR. Most of the studies that have
considered this have done so through empirical investigations of levels of disclosure
within annual reports and how this is related to the presence or absence of a number of
contingent factors. In contrast a smaller number of studies have addressed motivations for
CSR within annual reports through seeking the views of managers and other interested
parties. It is this method that has been adopted here and this is considered in more detail

in the following section.

3. Research Method

This paper reports on a study of managerial perceptions, which considered the current
state of and future prospects for CSR in Bangladesh. This examination was carried out
via in depth semi-structured interviews in 23 companies during the period of December
2001 to March 2002. A part of the interviews was devoted to develop a critical
understanding of the reasons for non-disclosure on various eco-justice issues and it is

these issues that are being reported in this paper.
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The interviewees in this study were company secretaries, as within the Bangladeshi
context they appear to be the most knowledgeable person in the company. They are also
closely involved in providing corporate information to the outside world including the
production and compilation of annual reports. Moreover, when companies were contacted
for information and interviews in most cases company secretaries were nominated as the
contact person. Previous researchers have also used company secretaries as the key

informants (Jackson, Milne, & Owen, 2000).

Initially Interviewees were contacted via written letters asking for annual reports and also
soliciting interviews. Most of the contacts were made through this process. Additional
contacts were made during the researcher’s field trip to Bangladesh. By following these
procedures 23 interviews were obtained from companies across ten industrial sectors (See
Table 2).

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE

Table 3 summarises the disclosure profile of the individual interviewee’s companies and
all 23 of these 23 companies do provide some CSR within their annual report. We can
see, however, that none of these 23 companies reported anything in terms of child labour
(disclosure category 5) and equal opportunities (disclosure category 7). In terms of
poverty alleviation (disclosure category 10) one company, a bank, did provide some
disclosure.

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE
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At the time of the interviews all of these companies were listed on the Dhaka Stock
Exchange except two state owned enterprises in the public sector. At 31% December,
2003 there was 248 listed companies in Bangladesh (Ahmed & Karim, 2005). Therefore,
the total number of interviewees does not constitute a representative sample in the
statistical sense to allow generalisations. However, they do provide interesting insights on

the absence of CSR in Bangladesh on various eco-justice issues.

4. Findings
This section considers the reasons offered by the interviewees for their organisations non-

disclosure.

Lack of Legal Requirements

Like many other countries CSR is not a mandatory requirement in Bangladesh. A number
of interviewees expressed the view that the main reason for not disclosing these
significant issues is the absence of legal requirement. The prevailing managerial attitude
is: we will only comply if we are legally bound to do so. The following quotations are

llustrative of this attitude.

There is no regulatory requirement for social disclosures in Bangladesh. Why should I talk more?
(Interviewee 5)

In fact we do not report with much seriousness. The minimum disclosure we make is due to the
legal compulsion so we do not make complete disclosures. We feel that compliance with
minimum legal requirements constitutes enough disclosure. (Interviewee 19)

Lack of Awareness/Knowledge

Given the fact that the phenomenon of CSR is comparatively new to the companies in
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developing countries many of them may not be familiar with the processes and
requirements of it. Most of the interviewees (particularly those from the domestic
companies) shared this concern. They contended that some of the reasons for non-
disclosure might be attributed to lack of awareness and knowledge amongst corporate

managers regarding CSR in general and disclosure on eco-justice issues in particular.

To be honest we do not have much idea about how to develop this sort of thing but we are moving
slowly. You will see the difference between this year’s report and that of ten years back. More
disclosures are coming up. Eventually it will come. (Interviewee 12)

There was some lack of awareness. Our previous management adopted a policy of as little
disclosure as possible but under the new management we are changing now. We would include
more and more non-financial issues in future to make ourselves more transparent and accountable.
Even two years back this attitude was not there. (Interviewee 14)

Lack of Resources

Belal and Owen (2004) argue that it is more likely that companies in developing
countries will be put under pressure to comply with the requirements of international
social accounting standards/codes. They expressed concern that while such externally
driven compliance strategy is unlikely to achieve the desired outcome on the ground they
would essentially involve additional costs. It is feared that supply chain companies will
be compelled to bear these additional costs. Several interviewees from the domestic
companies appear to be concerned about this. Some of them expressed the view that CSR
might be more appropriate for the larger companies having additional resources. For

example, one interviewee says,

Larger companies are more likely to do it because they have got the resources. As a small
company we do not have many resources to undertake additional disclosures which involve
additional costs. Scarcity of resources is one of our main limitations. (Interviewee 20)

Poor Performance and Fear of Bad Publicity
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Two more factors for not disclosing could be related to the fact that companies were not
actually undertaking enough social activities and that additional disclosure could bring
adverse publicity, particularly if the disclosures are not positive. Moreover, in line with
the strong opponents of CSR (Friedman, 1970) it was argued that a company’s main
objective should be to make profits and there is little scope for diverting resources to non-

essential activities.

I don’t want to disclose anything beyond statutory minimum requirements. I think that’s enough.
Why should I go for extra disclosures that might create bad and adverse publicity? For example, if
I disclose on welfare activities even the small shareholders might ask me why are you spending
our money on welfare activities. That’s why we don’t disclose these things through the annual
report. (Interviewee 13)
For public sector companies there are two reasons for non-disclosure: Firstly, lack of
awareness, skills and knowledge, and secondly, the fear of bad publicity arising out of
negative disclosures. The first reason has already been discussed above. The second
reason, noted by the paper manufacturer, probably refers to the criticism attracted from
the media for environmental pollution created by the company. The company preferred to

remain silent on this issue fearing further criticism. Another private sector textile

manufacturer also refrained from disclosure fearing bad publicity:

....... on certain areas, for example, child labour and right to collective bargaining, we are not good
performers. So we don’t want to disclose this negative aspect because of the fear of bad publicity
at home and abroad [foreign buyers]. (Interviewee 20)

Inherent Danger
Few interviewees argued that there are inherent dangers in disclosing certain things like
donations and contributions to other charitable work because in this case more and more

people may line up demanding donations from the company for their charity/community
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projects. These requests might be undesirable on the part of cost conscious companies
and they may have to justify their decisions to the shareholders in terms of impact on the

bottom line profit:

We are not disclosing because we do not want to invite trouble. There are inherent dangers in it.
We don’t want unsolicited invitations to participate in voluntary projects. In order to participate in
these projects you need financial commitment. It must have a positive impact on the profit. In our
country this is mostly done by the consumer oriented companies. They do a lot of sponsorship
activities. (Interviewee 4)

5. Summary, Discussion and Conclusion

According to the interviewees, the main reasons for non-disclosure include lack of
mandatory requirements and lack of knowledge/awareness. The other reasons mentioned
are lack of resources, poor performance and fear of bad publicity and inherent dangers in

additional disclosures.

The absence of CSR due to lack of regulation could be explained with reference to the
argument that disclosure is often made in response to the demand from state agencies in
the form of formal regulation (Boden, 1999; Jackobs & Kemp, 2002) as well as from the
non governmental, or social institutions in the form of informal regulation such as social
pressures, sanctions and boycott (Tilt, 1994). While environmental reporting in some
developed countries like Spain (Larrinaga, Llena, Moneva, Carrasco, & Correa, 2002)
results from mandatory requirement, social and environmental reporting in the UK is, by
contrast, a response to demand from social constituents. In Bangladesh neither formal nor
informal regulation is presently requiring companies to disclose. In the absence of
effective legal enforcement mechanisms it is doubtful to what extent formal regulation
will be helpful in this regard. On the other hand, the newly emerging pressure groups in

Bangladesh are yet to be organised in a way so as to be able to demand this type of
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disclosure. In this way, absence of CSR can be explained by the absence of key state and
social institutions. This finding also accords with the findings of several previous studies

(Adams et al., 1995; Kuasirikun & Sherer, 2004; Naser & Baker, 1999).

The absence of CSR due to lack of knowledge/awareness and resources appear to be a
plausible explanation particularly relevant from the context of developing countries. It is
true that the corporate managers in developing countries need necessary training to
achieve required skills and knowledge to be able to embark on CSR activities. This
would require commitment of additional resources which might be lacking particularly in
domestic companies as suggested by some interviewees. These factors have not been
discussed in the prior literature but could provide convincing explanation for the absence

of CSR in developing countries in particular.

The absence of CSR as attributed to these factors can be understood with reference to the
theoretical framework for researching the absence of accounting in organisational settings
(Choudhury, 1988). Lack of awareness, in terms of training, knowledge and skills, as a
reason for not disclosing provides support for the awareness-based argument of
accounting absence. In other words, corporate managers in developing countries could
not draw on the stock of knowledge and experience that have been developed in the
developed countries over the years mainly due to lack of resources and access. In this
context the possibility-based argument can be used to explain lack of resources as a
reason for reluctance to disclose where the companies in developing countries like

Bangladesh face resource constraints — financial as well as non-financial (such as lack of
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knowledge).

According to Chowdhury’s (1988) framework the absence of CSR could be interpreted
from a “virtuous” perspective as well. One Interviewee said that they were not good
performers on the issues of child labour and the establishment of rights to collective
bargaining. By not making such negative disclosures the company was able to avoid bad
publicity and to make its shortcomings less visible in the eyes of factory inspectors and
the media. In this sense, there could be virtue (at least from the corporate perspective) in
the absence of CSR because of the fact that the company was able to avoid criticism

through non-disclosure of negative aspects.

Thus, another possible reason for the absence of CSR could be attributed to the poor
social, ethical and environmental performance of companies as noted by the interviewee
above. It is likely that companies would not disclose this negative information
voluntarily. In this case a possible explanation may be found in political economy theory
(PET). One study that successfully used PET to explain corporate equal opportunities
(non-) disclosure was that of Adams et al (1995). The study indicates that by refusing to
disclose more, companies effectively control the disclosure agenda and information flow.

They only disclose favourable news. As Adams et al. (1995) note,

Accounting reports may selectively fail to communicate information where this is not consistent
with business self-interest. Thus non-disclosure is seen as an effective means of intervention and
confusion. (P.103)

Alternatively, it could be that companies do not comply with the provisions of
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Bangladesh Factories Act, 1965 relating to child labour and other employee related
matters. By disclosing such non-compliance it might alienate its employees and attract
criticism. Also it could make the work of factory inspectors easy and might mobilise
public opinion to challenge their illegitimate behaviour. Thus, while disclosers provide
some limited information to legitimise their relationship with the society, by not
disclosing companies can perhaps be able to avoid adverse publicity. Several

interviewees reported such a fear of bad publicity.

To conclude, this paper contributes to the CSR literature by exploring the absence of
CSR from a developing country context. In doing so it widens the “presence” orientation
of the previous CSR literature. The paper has raised some serious public policy issues by
exploring the underlying motives for absence of CSR in general and some eco-justice
issues in particular which are of concern to the wider public. While it appears to be that
future CSR agenda in developing countries like Bangladesh would be driven by external
pressures from international market, international agencies and multinational
corporations (Belal & Owen, 2004) it is also important to consider the implications it has
for the companies in developing countries in terms of necessary skills, knowledge and
other resources which are lacking at the moment according to the findings of this study.
In the absence of adequate resources and an enabling structure to monitor compliance if
domestic companies are forced it would more likely to lead to passive compliance which
might not achieve the fundamental objective of social accounting to promote corporate
transparency and accountability (Medawar, 1976). These significant issues require
careful consideration by the policy makers at the national, regional and international

levels.



21

Acknowledgements

Thanks to the participants of CSEAR Summer School, University of Dundee, UK,
September, 2004 for their useful comments on an earlier draft of the paper. The funding

provided by the Sheffield University Management School to the project is acknowledged.

References

Adams, C., 2002. Internal organisational factors influencing corporate social and ethical
reporting. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 15(2), 223-250.
Adams, C., 2004. The ethical, social and environmental reporting-performance portrayal

gap. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 17(5), 731-757.

Adams, C., & Harte, G., 1998. The changing portrayal of the employment of women in
British banks' and retail companies' corporate annual reports. Accounting,
Organizations and Society 23(8), 781-812.

Adams, C., & Harte, G., 2000. Making discrimination visible: the potential for social
accounting. Accounting Forum 24(1), 56-79.

Adams, C. A., Coutts, A., & Harte, G., 1995. Corporate Equal Opportunities (Non-)
Disclosure. British Accounting Review 27(2), 87-108.

Ahmed, J., & Karim, W. 2005. Compliance to International Accounting Standards in
Bangladesh - A Survey of Annual Reports. Paper presented at the ICAB Seminar,
Dhaka.

Amin, S., Quayes, M. Shakil and Rives, J. M. (2004) Poverty and Other Determinants of
Child Labor in Bangladesh, Southern Economic Journal, 70(4), 876-892.

Andaleeb, S. S. and Wolford, G. V. (2004). Participation in the workplace: gender
perspectives from Bangladesh. Women in Management Review, 19(1/2), 52-64.

Basu, K. and Tzannatos, Z. (2003) The Global Child Labor Problem: What Do We Know
and What Can We Do? The World Bank Economic Review 17(2), 147-173.

Belal, A., 2001. A Study of Corporate Social Disclosures in Bangladesh. Managerial
Auditing Journal 16(5), 274-289.

Belal, A. R., Forthcoming. The Current State of Corporate Social Reporting in
Developing Countries. Ashgate, Aldershot.

Belal, A. R., & Owen, D. 2004. The Views of Corporate Managers on the Current State
of, and Future Prospects for, Social Reporting in Bangladesh: An Engagement
Based Study. Paper presented at the 4th APIRA Conference, Singapore.

Benson, C. and Clay E. (2003) Economic and Financial Impacts of Natural Disasters: An
Assessment of Their Effects and Options for Mitigation: Synthesis report.
Overseas Development Institute Publications, London.



22

Boden, R., 1999. Figure it out yourself: financial reporting, accountability and the self-
employed. Critical Perspectives in Accounting 10(1), 37-64.

Campbell, D., 2004. A longitudinal and cross-sectional analysis of environmental
disclosure in UK companies--a research note. The British Accounting Review
36(1), 107-117.

Choudhury, N., 1988. The seeking of accounting where it is not: towards a theory of non-
accounting in organisational settings. Accounting, Organisations and Society
13(6), 549-557.

Chowdhury, A. M, R. and Bhuiya, A. (2004) The Wider Impacts of BRAC Poverty
Alleviation Programme in Bangladesh. 16(3), 369-286.

Chwastiak, M., & Young, J. J., 2003. Silences in annual reports. Critical Perspectives on
Accounting 14(5), 533-552.

Deegan, C., 2002. The legitimising effect of social and environmental disclosures - a
theoretical foundation. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 15(3),
282-311.

Deegan, C., & Rankin, M., 1996. Do Australian companies report environmental news
objectively? Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 9(2), 50-67.
Deegan, C., Rankin, M., & Tobin, J., 2002. An examination of the corporate social and
environmental disclosures of BHP from 1983-1997: A test of legitimacy theory.

Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 15(3), 312-343.

Delap, E. (2001) Economic and cultural forces in the Child Labour Debate: Evidence
from Urban Bangladesh. The Journal of Development Studies, 37(4), 1-22.
Freedman, M., & Patten, D. M., 2004. Evidence on the pernicious effect of financial

report environmental disclosure. Accounting Forum 28(1), 27-41.

Friedman, M. 1970. The Social Responsibility of Business is to increase its profits, The
New York Times Magazine.

Gao, S. S., Heravi, S., & Xiao, J. Z., 2005. Determinants of corporate social and
environmental reporting in Hong Kong: a research note. Accounting Forum 29(2),
233-242.

Gray, R., 2002. The social accounting project and Accounting, Organisations and
Society: Privileging engagement, imaginings, new accountings and pragmatism
over critique? Accounting, Organisations and Society 27(7), 687-708.

Gray, R., Kouhy, R., & Lavers, S., 1995. Corporate Social and Environmental Reporting:
A Review of the Literature and a Longitudinal Study of UK Disclosure.
Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 8(2), 47-77.

Gray, R., Owen, D., & Adams, C., 1996. Accounting and Accountability: Changes and
Challenges in Corporate Social and Environmental Reporting. Prentice Hall,
Hemel Hempstead.

Guthrie, J., & Parker, L., 1989. Corporate Social Reporting: a rebuttal of legitimacy
theory. Accounting and Business Research 19(7), 343-352.

Guthrie, J. E., & Parker, L. D., 1990. Corporate social disclosure practice: a comparative
international analysis. Advances in Public Interest Accounting 3, 159-176.

Harte, G., & Owen, D., 1991. Environmental Disclosure in the Annual Reports of British
Companies: A Research Note. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal
4(3), 51-61.

Hossain, M. Z. (2001). Child labour in Bangladesh: magnitude, trends and features.



23

Available at: http://www.cwa.tnet.co.th/booklet/Bangladesh.htm [27 July, 2001].

ILO (1998) Statistics on Working Children and Hazardous Child Labour in Brief. Bureau
of Statistics, Geneva.

Imam, S., 2000. Corporate Social Performance Reporting in Bangladesh. Managerial
Auditing Journal 15(3), 133-141.

Jackobs, K., & Kemp, J., 2002. Exploring accounting presence and absence: case studies
from Bangladesh. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 15(2), 143-
161.

Jackson, R., Milne, M., & Owen, D., 2000. Environmental Reporting and Medium Sized
Company. Social and Environmental Accounting 20(2), 1-5.

Kabeer, N. and Mahmud, S. (2004). Globalization, Gender and Poverty: Bangladeshi
Women Workers in Export and Local Markets. Journal of International
Development, 16(1), 93-109.

Khan, S. 1. (2000) Gram Bangla model for poverty alleviation and self-reliance.
International Journal of Social Economics, 27(7/8/9/10), 878-892.

Kolk, A. and Tulder, R. van (2002). Child Labor and Multinational Conduct: A
Comparison of International Business and Stakeholder Codes. Journal of Business
Ethics, 36(3), 291-301.

Kuasirikun, N., & Sherer, M., 2004. Corporate social accounting disclosure in Thailand.
Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 17(4), 629-660.

Larrinaga, C., Llena, F., Moneva, J. M., Carrasco, F., & Correa, C., 2002. Accountability
and accounting regulation: The case of the Spanish environmental disclosure
standard. European Accounting Review 11(4), 723-740.

Lopez-Clava, L. F. (2001) Child Labor: Myths, Theories and Facts. Journal of
International Affairs, 55(1), 59-73.

Mclean, S. N. and Moore, D. R. (2005) A mitigation strategy for the natural disaster of
poverty in Bangladesh. Disaster Prevention and Management. 14(2), 223-232.

Medawar, C., 1976. The Social Audit: A Political View. Accounting, Organisations and
Society 1(4), 389-394.

Naser, K., & Baker, N., 1999. Empirical Evidence on Corporate Social Responsibility
Reporting and Accountability in Developing Countries: The Case of Jordan.
Advances in International Accounting 12, 193-226.

Neu, D., Warsame, H., & Pedwell, K., 1998. Managing Public Impressions:
Environmental Disclosures in Annual Reports. Accounting, Organisations and
Society 23(3), 265-282.

Newsware. (1999). Wal-Mart and WTO Tagged for Globalising Poverty. Available at:
www. transnationale.org/bd [30 July, 2001].

O'Dwyer, B., 2002. Managerial perceptions of corporate social disclosure: An Irish story.
Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 15(3), 406-436.

Palley, T. I. (2002) The Child Labor Problem and the Need for International Labor
Standards. Journal of Economic Issues, XXXVI(3), 601-615.

PWBLF. (2001). Business and poverty - experience from Tanzania. Available at:
www.pwblf.org/csr [July 31, 2001].

Rahman, M. M., Khanam, R. and Absar, N. U. (1999) Child Labor in Bangladesh: A
Critical Appraisal of Hakin's Bill and the MOU-Type Schooling Program. Journal
of Economic Issues, XXXIII(4), 985-1003.



http://www.cwa.tnet.co.th/booklet/Bangladesh.htm

24

Rashid, R. B. (1998). Women Employment: change and choice for women workers in
Bangladesh. Available at: www. oneworld.org/ips2/mar98 [30 July, 2001].

Ray, R. (2004). Child Labour: a survey of selected Asian countries. Asian-Pacific
Economic Literature, 18(12), 1-18.

Rugman, J. (2001). Power failure. Available at: www.channeld4news.co.uk [July 31,
2001].

SAL (1997). SA8000. Available at: http://www.cepaa.org [August 13, 2001].

Siddique, M. A. B. (1998) Gender issues in poverty alleviation: a case study of
Bangladesh. International Journal of Social Economics, 25(6/7/8), 1095-1111.

Teoh, H. Y., & Thong, G., 1984. Another look at corporate social responsibility and
reporting: an empirical study in a developing country. Accounting,Organisations
and Society 9(2), 189-206.

Tilt, C. A., 1994. The Influence of External Pressure Groups on Corporate Social
Disclosure: Some Empirical Evidence. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability
Journal 7(4), 47-72.

World Bank (1990) Bangladesh Strategy Paper on Women and Development, Asian
Country Department: Washington DC.

World Bank (2001) Attacking Poverty, World Development Report 2000/1, Oxford
University Press, Washington DC.

World Bank (2005). World Development Indicators Database, August 2005. Available at:
http://www.worldbank.org/data/dataquery.html [ 12th October, 2005].




25

Table 1

Extent of Disclosures by Bangladeshi Companies

No. Multinational | Domestic Public Total
Disclosure categories (N=6) (N=73) ?;C:tg)r
(N=87)
1 |SA Standards 0(0) 9(12) 0(0) 9(12)
2 [Mission/Vision Statements 2(33) 19(26) 0(0) 21(24)
3 |Separate policy for social, ethical and environmental matters 1(17) 5(7) 0(0) 6(8)
4 [Board level responsibility/committee to deal with these issues 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0)
5 |Child Labour 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0)
6 |Health and Safety of Employees 2(33) 1(1) 0(0) 3(3)
7 |Equal opportunities towards women/broader gender issues 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0)
8 |Industrial Relations 3(50) 13(18) 0(0) 16(18)
9 |Human Resource Development 6(100) 39(53) 0(0) 45(62)
10 |Poverty alleviation 0(0) 3(4) 0(0) 3(4)
11 |Rural and agricultural development 1(17) 3(4) 0(0) 4(5)
12 [Corruption 1(17) 0(0) 0(0) 1(1)
13 |Other socio-economic issues 4(67) 35(48) 0(0) 39(45)
14 |Observation of various national ceremonies 0(0) 0(0) 4(50) 4(5)
15 |Value Added Statement 1(17) 19(26) 6(75) 26(30)
16 |Contribution to National Exchequer 3(50) 15(21) 7(88) 25(29)
17 | Technological factors 4(67) 23(32) 0(0) 27(31)
18 |Attitude towards environmental matters 2(33) 9(12) 5(63) 16(18)
19 |Recognition of relevant stakeholders 6(100) 57(78) 7(88) 70(80)
20 |Welfare activities 0(0) 0(0) 8(100) 8(9)

(Figures in parenthesis indicate percentage of disclosers in each category)

[Source: Belal, Forthcoming]




Table 2

General Profile of Interviewees

Number of Interviewees

Name of sector Multinationals | Domestic Public Total
Sector
Textile 3 3
Pharmaceuticals and

chemicals 2 2 2 6
Jute 1 1
Engineering 1 2 3
Food 1 1 2
Cement 2 2
Leather 1 1 2
Fuel and power 1 1
Bank 2 2
Miscellaneous 1 1
Total 6 15 2 23
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Table 3
Disclosure Profile of Interviewees
2 Sectors Disclosure Categories
Z 112131415 191011121314 |(15(16|17|18|19 |20
1 Engineering \/ \/ \/ \/ \/ \/
2 Food & allied \/ \/ \/ \/ \/ \/
Pharmaceuticals
3 & Chemi(tals \/ \/ \/ \/ \/ \/ \/ \/
4 Fuel & Power \/ \/ \/ \/
Pharmaceuticals
S & Chemi(t:als \/ \/ \/ \/
6 Leather \/ \/ \/ \/ \/ \/
7 Misc. \ NI N NER
A 3 iR R
9 Cement \/ \/ \/ \/ \/ \/
10 Cement \/ \/ \/ \/ \/
Pharmaceuticals
11 | Phamaceutcals | N N N VN[NV ]A
12 Leather \/ \/ \/ \/
13 Textile \/ \/
14 Bank \/ \/ \/
15 Engineering \/ \/ \/ \/ \/
o] ™ VA IR y
Pharmaceuticals
17 & Chemi(tals \/ \/ \/ \/ \/ \/
Pharmaceuticals
18 & Chemi(tals \/ \/ \/ \/
19 Textile \/ \/
20 Textile \/
2 1 Jute \/ \/
Pharmaceuticals
22 & Chemi:;als \/
23 Engineering \/ \/
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