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Abstract

Although the market for organic products has been growing in Austria for a few years, the rising competition of so called regional, natural or sustainable products should be taken seriously. One solution in times of “conventionalisation” of organic farming could be higher ethical standards in organic farming and more effective communication of ethical values, as it has already been practised by a great number of medium-sized and large enterprises under the name of “Corporate Social Responsibility” (CSR). CSR refers to all services that are beyond legal requirements, performed on a voluntary basis. This article discusses the topic CSR and similar approaches in the Austrian organic sector on the basis of 30 interviews with Austrian organic farmers and processors. Its level of familiarity, its institutionalisation and the farmers´ and processors´ attitudes towards the Anglo-American concept are analysed. The article also points out which CSR services could be performed in the organic food chain by giving concrete examples and presents a typology of three different groups of organic farmers and processors concerning their exposure to written marketing of CSR or similar services.

Introduction and objectives

The promotion of regional products and the growing anonymity in the organic supply chain make it more difficult for organic products to keep the status of being something special and unique in the debate on sustainable land use. Therefore, this paper introduces the concept Corporate Social Responsibility, explores its level of familiarity among organic farmers and processors, and their attitudes towards the concept. Besides, the paper describes which CSR services are performed in the organic sector and investigates if these CSR services are also communicated to the consumers in a written form.
We use the neo-institutionalism as our theoretical framework. Therefore, we focus on CSR, IFOAM principles and standards/regulations of organic farming, as well as the actors’ perspective. Our hypotheses are:
1) CSR has been an instrument used by large companies so far, not (yet) by small- and medium-sized organic enterprises.

2) In order to stand out in the market, innovative organic initiatives perform services that go beyond the regulations. 

3) The concept CSR is not (yet) viewed as being compatible with the values of organic farming.

In the tradition of qualitative research, we follow a case study approach where we do not have the objective to get representative results. 
Methods 

This explorative study is based on case studies of 30 small and medium-sized enterprises
 throughout Austria that produce and/or process organic food products and are also responsible for their own marketing. The enterprises or initiatives must have developed a CSR or similar approach, which means that they perform services that go beyond legal standards: the regulation of organic farming (EC 2092/91) and also beyond regulations of the national organic associations. Their focus has to be on organic domestic products. 

Table 1: Characterisation of actor sample

	Sample Size
	Initiative
	Head-count
	Exlusively organic?

	10
	Care farms which are partly also processors
	< 50
	Yes

	14
	Family farms and small size farmers´

cooperatives
	< 50
	Yes

	3
	Small processors
	< 50
	Yes

	3
	Medium-sized processors
	< 250
	No


Whenever available, we analysed written material of the initiatives (e.g. website, leaflet, information on the product, etc.). In addition, phone and face to face interviews were conducted on the basis of a guideline questionnaire with open and closed questions. 

Results and Discussion 

1. What is CSR and how is it institutionalised in Austria? 

The concept of CSR has gained importance in Central Europe in the last years. In the business sector, numerous medium-sized and large companies established CSR to demonstrate and communicate ethical values to improve their corporate image. Meanwhile, also numerous Austrian companies include CSR concepts in their corporate strategy. The European Union defines CSR as “a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis”.
 CSR is closely linked to the concept of sustainable development: companies have to be conscious of their economic, ecological and social impacts. 

RespACT, the Austrian business council for sustainable development, is the leading platform for Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainable Development in Austria. Its objective is to enhance the implementation and communication of CSR in Austrian companies.
 

If we focus on the IFOAM principles which have a model function for the whole organic food chain, the crucial question arises: are they obligatory or voluntary? On the one hand they are partly integrated into the organic standards and inspected during the control process, but on the other hand the principles transport a lot more than the standards. What we know is that organic farmers as well as processors perform several services which go beyond the standards and regulations, especially in rural areas: In addition to agricultural production and ecological services, organic agriculture acts as an essential stimulator for the region as regards employment and infrastructure. Besides, organic agriculture contributes to the conservation of cultural landscapes, supports social interactions and processes, and promotes socio-cultural activities like the preservation of rural customs. We can conclude that organic agriculture provides several services, which are in line with CSR. 

2. How familiar are organic farmers and processors with the concept of CSR?

Hardly any of the interviewed organic farmers and processors knew the term CSR. This might be due to the fact that CSR hardly appears in the Austrian agricultural debate. Terms like eco-social responsibility, developed and promoted by the former minister of agriculture Josef Riegler, or sustainability, are on the contrary well-known.
In contrast to the first group, the interviewed medium-sized processors were familiar with CSR and argued that CSR or other ethic approaches had been part of their corporate philosophy for many years (e.g. one company has been supporting a development aid project for more than 20 years now). However, the increasing political, economic and medial attention on these topics and the interest of large international corporations in CSR is a recent development. The interviewed organic processors associated the term CSR mainly with a theoretical concept, a temporary fashion, in short – a concept that is difficult to identify with. They stressed that for them the concrete activities or services were more important than the development of a conceptual CSR approach.

3. Which CSR activities are practised in the organic sector and how are they communicated? 
In our case studies, we identified CSR or related activities which focus on ecological, social, cultural, economic or animal welfare aspects. Examples are the support of social projects, work and possibilities of integration for disabled people, the preservation of highly sensitive cultural landscapes and biodiversity, specific protection of the environment, etc. The interviewees were asked if they performed additional services going beyond organic standards and if they communicated them as well. Three groups of initiatives were identified concerning written marketing measures of CSR services:

1. Initiatives performing services that go beyond the organic standards but do not communicate them in a written form.

2. Initiatives claiming to do more than organic in their promotions but that are in reality “only” organic without performing any additional services.

3. Initiatives performing services that go beyond organic that also communicate them to the consumers in a written form.

The case studies revealed that generally marketing in the form of leaflets or websites is not practised by a great majority of the interviewed small organic farmers and processors. Reasons for not using written communication are lack of time, lack of know-how in marketing, or no sales problems. Moreover, some initiatives do not communicate their additional services since the owners take what they do for granted. Others do not want to market their values and beliefs in the form of a CSR concept because they view CSR as a tool used by large companies that want to mask their unethical behaviour by “green washing”.

As regards “care farms” some interesting findings were revealed: They do not want to stress the social aspect of their initiative in their marketing, because for them the most important message they want to deliver to the consumers is the fact that they are producing high quality goods. They do not want to attract consumers who buy their products only because of sympathy for the people working at the “care farms”. They believe that as soon as consumers get interested in their products, they can provide them with more information about the background of the farm.

Most interviewed medium-sized processors communicated CSR or similar services in a written form.
Conclusions 

CSR is a well-known concept for medium-sized and large enterprises in the Austrian food sector, whereas the great majority of organic farmers and small organic processors are not familiar with it. However, the case study analysis in Austria reveals that there is a large amount of organic farmers and processors who perform services that go beyond organic guidelines but do not communicate them effectively to the consumers. These CSR or similar activities could be used to highlight organic products produced under higher ethical conditions. Following a neo-institutional perspective, we conclude that there is a type of organic farmers and processors who neither want to follow a utility- nor a norm-oriented CSR approach. They seem to prefer individual concepts for their CSR activities as well as for their personal communication with the consumers to transport their specific values. 
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