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This report addresses the measurement and reporting on corporate 
citizenship activities, which typically include programs and grants to 
address societal issues, employee volunteerism, and community 
engagement. Unlike corporate sustainability efforts, which are the 
subject of increasing disclosure regulations in the US and Europe, 
corporate citizenship initiatives are not subject to extensive 
regulation. While corporate citizenship and sustainability efforts are 
related, the programs, audiences, and metrics in each area are 
often distinct. This report discusses current practices that 
companies can consider and adopt in the corporate citizenship 
arena. 

Trusted Insights for What’s Ahead™ 
• There is significant room for improving and increasing the consistency 

of corporate citizenship reporting. With 35% of citizenship executives 
dissatisfied with the current state of their company’s reporting and 81% 
expecting it to become more challenging in future, companies should focus 
on corporate citizenship reporting, even as they devote more resources to 
ESG disclosures. They can begin by reporting the dollar amount of their 
annual charitable contributions—a practice undertaken by most of the largest 
firms but only 25% of the Russell 3000 companies overall. 

• Especially given the lack of regulatory requirements, companies should 
clearly understand the business purpose of corporate citizenship 
measurement and reporting. Reporting is typically aimed at bolstering the 
firm’s reputation among employees, consumers, and the broader public. 

Current Practices in 
Measuring and 
Reporting on 
Corporate Citizenship  
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Measurement not only supports reporting but also helps to improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the corporate citizenship function.  

• While corporate citizenship can learn from other types of corporate 
reporting (financial, ESG, sustainability), it should not duplicate them. 
Corporate citizenship reporting diverges in multiple, important ways, 
including different audiences, an increased emphasis on storytelling, and the 
absence of regulatory obligations and associated internal disclosure-related 
bureaucracy. As with ESG reporting, it is important to combine both 
quantitative metrics and qualitative narratives.  

• While there are advantages to measuring and reporting on the societal 
outcomes of corporate citizenship efforts, the sector’s lack of general 
standards and measurement guidance leaves many companies with 
little direction on how to do so in practice. While 98% of leading 
companies report quantitative information on their citizenship financial inputs 
(typically donations), and 58% share quantitative output metrics (such as 
people served), only 21% publish quantitative outcome metrics. Notably, 
60% of surveyed firms aspire for more consistent outcome reporting. 

• Companies should collaborate with their nonprofit partners to cocreate 
measurement and reporting frameworks, interpret data, and attribute 
results. According to our survey, nonprofits are more engaged on the “front 
end” of measurement (supporting data collection and analysis, identifying key 
issues, determining metrics) than the “back end” of reporting (interpreting 
results, benchmarking, reviewing drafts).  

• Company leaders should encourage more effective internal governance 
for citizenship measurement and reporting that leverages the input and 
expertise of functions and business units across the enterprise. There 
is an opportunity within many firms for greater input from marketing, finance, 
human resources, investor relations, technology, and government relations.  
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Why Measure and Report on Corporate Citizenship? 

Business benefits and stakeholder expectations 
Unlike ESG and sustainability reporting, few legal requirements, reporting frameworks, and 
standardized reporting practices apply to corporate citizenship and philanthropy.1 Despite the 
lack of legal obligations, many firms choose to measure and report on their citizenship efforts for 
business and societal purposes.  

According to our survey, companies primarily report on corporate citizenship to enhance their 
reputation with current and prospective employees and consumers and with the communities in 
which they operate. These reputational benefits are a vital element of corporate citizenship’s 
business case and return on investment and highlight the fact that employees, consumers, and 
the general public are the primary audience for citizenship reporting. This differs from ESG and 
sustainability reporting, which is often focused primarily on investors, regulators, and ESG rating 
agencies. 

  

Effective measurement is also important for enhancing the performance of corporate citizenship 
programs and investments—reflecting the well-known adage, “What gets measured, gets 
managed.” 2 Accurate measurement can guide businesses to allocate citizenship resources 

about:blank
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/corporate-social-impact-practices/how-CSR-philanthropy-increases-shareholder-value
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainability-practices
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainability-practices
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more efficiently, instill trust among stakeholders, and enable a culture of constant learning. 
Citizenship information is also valuable internally and is often underleveraged. For example, 
human resources departments can leverage citizenship stories to attract workers, while R&D 
can utilize citizenship insights to identify new market opportunities. 

The need for best practices 
There is room for improvement across the private sector in how corporate citizenship is 
measured and reported. Many companies limit the depth of information they share externally: 
only 61% of the S&P 500 companies (and 25% of the Russell 3000) publicly reported the 
amount of their total charitable contributions in 2022. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corporate citizenship executives are aware of these limitations. According to our poll, 36% are 
somewhat or very dissatisfied with the current state of their company’s reporting, and only 15% 
are very satisfied. 
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81% of companies expect corporate citizenship reporting to become more challenging over the 
next three to five years, reflecting: 

• Heightened stakeholder expectations for companies to address societal issues; 
• Evolution and change in the objectives, capabilities, and partnerships of the citizenship 

function; 
• Challenges associated with measuring and quantifying societal impact; and 
• New reporting requirements and regulations for sustainability efforts, including moves 

toward mandatory disclosure in the US and Europe. 

Best Practices in Measuring Corporate Citizenship and 
Philanthropy 

Collecting information 
 According to our poll, many companies face the challenge of ensuring the accuracy and 
reliability of their citizenship information. Firms also grapple with collecting information across 
several internal functions and across multiple nonprofit partners. To determine what data to 
collect, companies should start with internal management requirements and then factor in 
external reporting. 

  

about:blank
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/civil-just-society/toward-stakeholder-capitalism-CEOs-C-suite
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/corporate-social-impact-practices/governance-and-management-of-corporate-citizenship-overview
https://www.conference-board.org/webcast/ondemand/csr-impact-measurement
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainability-practices/environmental-factors-should-be-considered-by-the-whole-board
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/ESG-reporting/will-updates-to-reporting-standards-improve-corporate-sustainability-practices
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To improve capacity for collecting, analyzing, and verifying accurate information, companies can 
consider: 

• Investing in robust data management systems; 

• Leveraging technology and automation to streamline data processes; 

• Partnering with and building the capacity of nonprofit organizations for measurement of 
societal initiatives; 

• Upskilling corporate citizenship professionals in data collection and analysis; and 

• Approaching citizenship measurement and reporting as an ongoing process rather than 
a one-off annual exercise. 

Quantitative metrics 

Corporate Citizenship Metrics 
 
There are four types of quantitative metrics used in corporate citizenship 
measurement and reporting: 

Inputs: The resources and investments put into citizenship programs, such as 
financial contributions, employee volunteer hours, and in-kind donations. 

Outputs: The activities that occur because of the inputs, such as the number of 
people reached. 

Outcomes: The resulting improvement in the intended beneficiaries’ well-
being, such as health, education, income, or housing. For example, the number 
of children gaining reading proficiency or the number of unemployed people 
gaining jobs. 

Return on Investment (ROI): The financial outcomes and benefits derived 
from corporate citizenship programs and investments by the company, such as 
increased employee engagement or innovative new products and services. 

Quantitative data is a core pillar of corporate citizenship measurement and reporting. According 
to analysis by The Conference Board of the corporate citizenship reporting practices at 100 
leading companies, virtually all (98%) publicly share at least one quantitative metric on the 
financial inputs that enable citizenship programs and partnerships (most commonly, total 
charitable contributions).  

Based on this analysis, The Conference Board has identified nine “universal” quantitative input 
metrics that all companies can consider reporting on as a baseline. These metrics relate to core 
citizenship activities that virtually all companies undertake and are under the control of the 
company, straightforward to calculate and verify, and comparable across companies and 
industries:  
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1 Total contributions 

2 Total corporate contributions 

3 Total corporate foundation contributions (if applicable) 

4 Total cash contributions 

5 Total in-kind contributions 

6 Total contributions as a percent of revenue and/or pretax profit 

7 Total employee contributions 

8 Total employee volunteer hours 

9 Total disaster response contributions (if applicable) 

A smaller number of companies (58%) report on the direct outputs of their citizenship 
investments (such as the number of people reached), while only 21% report on the outcomes of 
these initiatives (such as improved health outcomes.) Three percent also share quantitative 
metrics on the ROI of citizenship to the firm itself, typically by linking citizenship efforts with 
internal business metrics such as employee engagement. 

Measuring societal outcomes has several benefits, including evaluating and demonstrating real-
world impact. Outcome measurement is also perceived by many corporate citizenship 
executives to be challenging due to the complexity of social issues, the lack of standardized 
metrics, and difficulties in attributing causality.3 In practice, these challenges can be efficiently 
overcome by identifying clear success thresholds, focusing on measuring key outcomes (such 
as school performance), and making simple contribution calculations to determine a specific 
company’s impact.4 There is a clear need for improved general standards and measurement 
guidance in this area: most survey respondents consider societal outcomes to be the area that 
will benefit the most from more consistent reporting practices.  

about:blank
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While quantitative metrics can provide important context and enhance citizenship reporting, 
companies should not lose sight of the importance of storytelling. Reporting that a company 
gave “$X million” to a particular cause may not move key audiences such as employees, 
consumers, and the general public. What matters more than the dollar amount or the people 
served are the stories of transformation. Companies should use quantitative data alongside 
engaging case studies, interviews, testimonials, photographs, and videos to provide stories that 
will truly resonate with target audiences. 

Assurance 
According to our survey, 90% of companies undertake some kind of assurance on corporate 
citizenship information, with most (52%) doing so internally rather than externally. Thirty-nine 
percent undertake external assurance, typically carried out by expert external auditing or 
consulting firms. The push for external assurance in ESG reporting is likely to increase as 
regulatory reporting requirements increase, but it is not clear whether it will also become more 
common in citizenship reporting.  

External assurance, while demonstrating commitment to transparency and accountability, 
should be used selectively and strategically. While external assurance for ESG and 
sustainability reporting typically incurs substantive time and resource expenses, corporate 
citizenship reporting can benefit from a lighter touch which evaluates internal consistency and 
coherence. Nonetheless, organizations may prefer a blend of internal and external assurance to 
balance efficiency and credibility. 

Internal governance: Measurement 
The corporate citizenship function has primary or shared responsibility for citizenship 
measurement at 89% of surveyed companies. Sustainability and corporate affairs often take a 
leading role. Business units also share responsibility at 42% of firms, which reflects an 
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increasing overlap of key citizenship metrics with core business interests. For example, a bank’s 
citizenship measurement may include the number of customers, branches, or ATMs in 
underserved communities. 

The human resources function is responsible for citizenship measurement and reporting at one 
third of companies. As current and prospective employees represent the primary audience for 
citizenship reporting, there are advantages to involving human resources at all stages of the 
measurement and reporting cycle. In a similar fashion, companies may also benefit from 
strengthening the role of the finance department in reviewing citizenship information and data. 

 

Best Practices in Reporting on Corporate Citizenship and 
Philanthropy 

What corporate citizenship can learn from other types of reporting 
While corporate citizenship reporting differs from other types of disclosure (ESG, sustainability, 
financial), companies can adapt certain learnings and practices. From financial reporting, 
citizenship can adopt an increased focus on accurate and auditable data provided in a 
consistent manner to provide for clear comparability. From ESG and sustainability, citizenship 
can incorporate a longer-term perspective for societal impact and closer alignment with core 
business strategy.  

At the same time, citizenship should not try to duplicate these reporting types. There are 
important ways in which citizenship should diverge: 

about:blank
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• Bureaucracy: Avoid excessive bureaucracy that can accompany compliance with the 
regulatory requirements associated with financial and sustainability reporting. 

• Regulation: Complying with financial and sustainability regulatory requirements can 
also hinder effective communication. 

• Narratives: While financial reporting generally prioritizes quantitative data, citizenship 
blends both quantitative and qualitative insights to address societal issues. 

• Third parties: Citizenship reporting becomes more impactful when presenting 
perspectives of third parties, unlike financial and sustainability narratives that are 
generally centered on the company. 

Telling your story 
Companies should approach citizenship reporting through the lens of storytelling. A focus on 
storytelling enables companies to go beyond numbers to humanize their impact, spotlighting 
nonprofit collaborations and beneficiaries’ personal narratives. This approach crafts a relatable 
narrative about a company’s societal contributions, which resonates with key stakeholders. An 
analysis of the reporting practices at 100 leading companies by The Conference Board 
identified recurring themes in citizenship reporting, including disaster relief, racial equality, and 
local community needs. Education, hunger, health, and economic opportunity are also 
commonly highlighted. 
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To maximize impactful storytelling, companies should choose an appropriate reporting medium. 
Our study of 100 firms revealed a range of channels: 

• Including a “communities” or “social” section within broader ESG reports (56% of 
companies). For example, Cargill reports on its citizenship activities through a section 
on “community impact” in its annual ESG report. 

• Publishing a standalone citizenship report (10%). FedEx publishes an annual Global 
Citizenship Report, which is distinct from the company’s annual ESG report. 

• Communicating through the company website (17%). AT&T shares extensive 
information and metrics through its community engagement and philanthropy webpage. 

• Presenting in a cross-functional impact report (7%). General Mills’ Global Responsibility 
report focuses on three thematic areas (food, planet, people). 

• A traditional CSR report (4%), such as Walt Disney’s annual report.  

ESG and sustainability reports are targeted at a financial and investor audience and formatted 
to be easily scraped by ESG rating agencies. Companies may benefit from reporting on 
corporate citizenship initiatives outside of, or at least in addition to, ESG and sustainability 
reports to enable a greater depth of storytelling. 

 

about:blank
https://www.cargill.com/doc/1432219233265/2022-esg-report-all.pdf
https://www.fedex.com/content/dam/fedex/ca-canada/MVP/downloads/2021/FedEx_2020_Global_Citizenship_Report.pdf
https://www.fedex.com/content/dam/fedex/ca-canada/MVP/downloads/2021/FedEx_2020_Global_Citizenship_Report.pdf
https://www.fedex.com/content/dam/fedex/us-united-states/sustainability/gcrs/FedEx_2023_ESG_Report.pdf
https://sustainability.att.com/priority-topics/community-engagement
https://globalresponsibility.generalmills.com/HTML1/tiles.htm
https://globalresponsibility.generalmills.com/HTML1/tiles.htm
https://thewaltdisneycompany.com/app/uploads/2023/03/2022-CSR-Report.pdf
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According to our poll of executives, most companies choose to highlight citizenship stories that 
align with core strategy, have significant societal impact, and are perceived to resonate with 
target audiences. The engagement of shareholders, senior managers, board directors, and third 
parties is less influential.  

 

 

Measuring the effectiveness of reporting 
Companies typically assess the effectiveness of their citizenship reporting through digital 
metrics, social media metrics, employee surveys, and the extent of media coverage and 
awards. While these are important indicators, there is an opportunity for companies to do more 
to measure the impact of their reporting on the business itself. To do so, companies can 
consider surveying consumers, engaging suppliers, or tracking new relationships with business 
partners and other third parties. 
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Internal governance: Reporting 
The corporate citizenship function has primary or shared responsibility for citizenship reporting at 
86% of surveyed companies. Similar to measurement, sustainability and corporate affairs also 
play an important role. Communications is a vital partner at nearly half of firms: bridging the gap 
with stakeholders and translating complex data into compelling narratives. 

Key Partnerships 

Nonprofit partners 
Nonprofit organizations are essential partners for corporate citizenship projects, particularly in 
the “front end” of citizenship measurement (data collection and analysis, identifying key issues, 
determining metrics, suggesting improvements). However, there is significant potential for 
companies to further enhance their engagement with nonprofit partners, especially for larger or 
longer-term projects. Collaborative efforts could involve cocreating measurement frameworks 
and mutually agreeing on metrics. Additionally, companies might consider partnering with other 
corporations, academic institutions, and government agencies to align reporting requirements 
and build nonprofit reporting capacity. 

In contrast, nonprofits play a more limited role in the “back end” of citizenship reporting. Just 
28% of surveyed companies engage nonprofit grantees in validating data, and even fewer 
facilitate input in interpreting results, benchmarking, or reviewing draft reports. If and when 
companies shift to more outcome-based reporting, they will likely want to increase the 
involvement of nonprofits in how the company is interpreting data and attributing the results of 
its efforts toward the specific outcome.  
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Internal audit and legal 
Internal audit plays a leading role in reviewing and approving how corporate citizenship is 
measured, while the legal function plays a similar role in reporting. Internal audit can evaluate 
the strength of measurement methodologies and pinpoint any inaccuracies or discrepancies. 
Legal professionals scrutinize citizenship reports to verify the accuracy of statements and the 
appropriateness of claims made, protecting the organization from legal and reputational risks 
(including claims of “greenwashing”) and ensuring the alignment of citizenship reporting with 
other company communications.  

 

There is often an inherent tension between citizenship and legal departments because where 
citizenship executives may see opportunities for storytelling, lawyers may focus on risks. While 
there is generally no legal obligation to report on corporate citizenship activities, doing so can 
incur legal risk, especially as reporting becomes more specific and concrete.5 Many roundtable 
participants stated that they had effective working relationships with the legal department based 
on mutual understanding and the recognition that effective and accurate citizenship 
communication is in the company’s best interests. 

Future Opportunities for Corporate Citizenship Measurement 
and Reporting 

Increased internal collaboration 
According to our survey, several internal corporate functions are not significantly involved in 
citizenship measurement and reporting. Marketing is notably not involved at many companies, 
despite its central role in brand-building, communication, and customer engagement. This 
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separation represents a substantial missed opportunity, as marketing can elevate reporting to 
powerful storytelling. 

Investor relations teams are also involved only to a limited extent. A study from The Conference 
Board reveals that while institutional shareholders value corporate citizenship, they expect firms 
to tackle major societal issues such as racial equality, healthcare, and economic opportunity 
primarily through their operations and workforce. Senior leaders may want to consider 
strategically integrating citizenship initiatives into ESG/sustainability information for investors, 
emphasizing the alignment with business strategy and the tangible return on investment for 
shareholders. 

Corporate citizenship can also benefit from tighter collaboration with the company’s technology 
function, especially in reporting. Technological advancements promise to reshape corporate 
citizenship reporting by automating data collection, offering more regular personalized 
narratives, and utilizing generative AI for content creation and distribution. While no surveyed 
companies employ generative AI in citizenship reporting yet, many are exploring it.  

New focus areas 
As corporate citizenship continues to evolve, companies may benefit from incorporating new 
areas of focus into their citizenship reporting. Three emerging areas that stand out are: 

• Environmental issues: Many companies are recognizing the intersection of 
environmental and social issues and entering further into this space through corporate 
citizenship efforts. When reporting on environmental initiatives, it may be more effective 
for companies to begin the discussion of environmental issues with people at the center 
rather than with a technical discussion.  

• Economic opportunity and fairness: While economic opportunity issues are a key 
motivator for US consumers—and represent the number one social priority for CEOs 
and C-suite executives globally— these core economic topics often take a backseat in 
corporate reporting to environmental and social themes. 

• ROI to the company: 3% of companies publish metrics connecting their citizenship 
programs to firm value indicators—typically, the positive impact of such efforts on 
employee engagement and retention. Recent research from The Conference Board 
indicates that corporate citizenship influences shareholder value via factors like 
customer choices, employee actions, investor relations, and innovation.  
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Standardized practices 
Our survey shows that 74% of companies agree on the advantages of more uniform, voluntary 
reporting standards for corporate citizenship. Such standardization can enhance the clarity of 
citizenship programs, allowing stakeholders to better assess and compare corporate endeavors. 
To work toward consistency, companies can: 

• Join industry-specific groups aiming for standardized reporting. 

• Benchmark against peers to spot gaps and align with industry trends. 

• Invest in data tools that facilitate corporate citizenship data handling and sharing. 

• Engage diverse stakeholders, including employees and investors, for feedback on 
reporting methods. 

• Publicly pledge to uphold consistent, voluntary reporting standards. 

Conclusion 
As corporate citizenship evolves, so will measurement and reporting. The future of 
measurement will include a greater emphasis on ROI—both to the company and, in key areas, 
to society. The future of citizenship reporting will be interactive, dynamic, accessible, and 
compelling—with new opportunities for impact and competitive advantage. 
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About This Report 
This report presents key findings and insights from original research by The Conference Board 
into corporate citizenship measurement and reporting. This research draws heavily from a 
series of four Chatham House rule roundtables on “Best Practices for Measuring and Reporting 
on Corporate Citizenship and Philanthropy,” held between February 2023 and July 2023 and 
attended by executives from leading companies across a range of industries. Insights from 
these convenings have been supplemented by data from a confidential, eight-question survey of 
executives at 97 leading companies, conducted between July and October 2023. Extensive 
further research has also been undertaken, including an analysis of the reporting practices at a 
representative sample of 100 leading companies for the 2021 disclosure period. 
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Endnotes 
 

1 While corporate-affiliated foundations are legally required to submit annual financial statements to the IRS (Form 990), 
there are no other legal requirements or disclosure protocols that specifically apply to citizenship and philanthropy 
investments. 
2 The often-cited quote “What gets measured gets managed” is usually attributed to Peter Drucker, a widely recognized 
management consultant, educator, and author. In practice, there is no direct evidence of Drucker writing or saying these 
exact words in any of his extensive works, although the sentiment aligns with many of his views on management. 
3 Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are considered the “gold standard” for measuring outcomes due to the strong 
causal evidence they provide. RCTs are also highly expensive and impractical to implement. Companies can instead 
consider more accessible and efficient methods such as forecasting (projecting outcomes based on trends, patterns, or 
simulations), proxy data (using indirect measures or existing data sources as indicators of impact), or qualitative 
research (conducting interviews, focus groups, and case studies). 
4 To effectively address the attribution challenge in social impact initiatives supported by multiple companies, the 
contribution calculation method offers a clear solution. By quantifying each organization's specific contribution, 
companies can appropriately claim a share of the initiative's outcomes proportional to their involvement. This 
straightforward approach provides a fair and easy way to attribute social impact in collaborative settings. 
5 Despite limited regulatory oversight, statements made in published corporate citizenship and philanthropy reports can 
be challenged through litigation. Section 10(b) of the Securities Exchange Act of 1934 creates liability for any corporate 
statements that could be relied on by investors. Most US States also have consumer protection statutes that provide 
civil liability for false or misleading statements to consumers. Plaintiffs can utilize these laws to challenge company 
statements in many fields of activity, including citizenship and philanthropy.  
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