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Abstract 
As a response to increasing influences of transnational corporations (TNCs) over the lives of 
the poor, development NGOs have tried to promote TNCs’ responsibility in cooperative ways: 
partnership in development projects and voluntary regulations. Notwithstanding some degree 
of success, these cooperative ways have failed to bring fundamental changes to TNCs. This 
paper outlines the limitations of the mainstream corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 
suggests a human-rights-based approach as an alternative to the current CSR discourse. Re-
framing the CSR discourse with human rights involves collective actions of grassroots people. 
People in developing countries have been neglected in the CSR discourse; however, they have 
power to change the discourse as labourers, consumers and citizens. Drawing on case studies, 
this article suggests that NGOs should support grassroots people in constructing collective 
visions in terms of human rights, facilitating participatory and empowering process, and 
maximising power through creating information flow and building global networks.   
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Introduction 

With the rapid change accompanied by globalisation, the increasing influences of 
transnational corporations (TNCs) over people’s lives in developing countries have raised a 
question of what should be done by development non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 
The number of TNCs has dramatically increased from 7,000 in 1970s to 78,000 in 2007, and 
they exert their power throughout the world with more than 780,000 branches (Madeley 
2008). Despite some positive functions, TNCs are generally criticised for their negative 
influences on the livelihood of local people (Fox 2004; Madeley 2008). This has led to the 
promotion of corporate social responsibility (CSR) since 1990s (Karp 2014). Although CSR 
is diversely named and defined (Andrews 2013), the European Commission (EC) states that 
CSR is ‘a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their 
business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis’ (EC 
2001, p.6 in Hond et al. 2007). 

Following this definition, development NGOs have promoted CSR through establishing 
codes of conduct, granting certificates to help consumers make informed choices, operating 
development programs in partnership, and conducting performance measures and social 
audits (Fox 2004; McIntosh 2003). To some degree, these programs have provided a vehicle 
to improve corporate practices. However, NGO programs in the name of CSR have not been 
responsive to local people’s needs and voices (Andrews 2013). In addition, few studies show 
that TNCs’ CSR has successfully encompassed the social and environmental concerns that 
people in developing countries have (Gilberthorpe & Banks 2012). This is possibly because 
of the difficulty in measuring outcomes such as the social and environmental benefits to 
developing counties (Thekdi 2016). This paper would rather locate the reason for limited 
success in the way CSR discourse is constructed.  

CSR discourse has been dominated by Northern players (Andrews 2013; Fox 2004; 
Idemudia 2011). It has centred on corporations’ voluntary actions and consumers’ power in 
developed countries (Frynas 2005). Therefore, the majority of international development 
NGOs have tried to influence companies and citizens in the developed world. Their 
inattention to people’s agency in developing countries resulted in ineffective and 
inappropriate CSR programs (Gilberthorpe & Banks 2012; Idemudia 2011) and raised 
questions about NGO legitimacy (Arenas et al. 2009). This paper notes that people in 
developing countries have potential power as labourers, consumers and citizens to influence 
TNCs’ practices. This can open up the possibility of grassroots social movements for CSR 
(Andrews 2013; Bond 2008). NGOs can find their roles as facilitators and advocates for 
grassroots social movements, an approach suggested as most effective in holding TNCs 
accountable in the context of developing countries (Jamali 2014).    

Human rights have been central to NGO involvement in grassroots social movements. 
Human rights can have universal and normative appeal (Cornwall 2007). However, talk of a 
human rights framework raises a debate about its Western centrism (Nyamu-Musembi & 
Musyoki 2004) and its reference to legal and professional knowledge (Hickey & Mitlin 
2009). As a result, NGOs’ advocacy has been criticised as an ‘elite activism’ (Unerman & 
O'Dwyer 2006) without representation and participation of people living in developing 
countries.  
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This paper suggests that CSR discourse should be shaped around human rights by those 
who are affected by TNCs operating in developing countries. In such a discourse shift, 
development NGOs can take on roles in promoting human-rights-based discourse for 
corporate accountability by facilitating grassroots movements in developing countries. 
Integrating human rights standards and principles into CSR discourse can be a way of 
addressing the problems of the current CSR discourse: CSR remains voluntary to TNCs; the 
agency of people in developing countries is not seriously considered; and NGOs have lost 
their representativeness and legitimacy in their CSR-related programs. This alternative 
approach to CSR discourse can open a new opportunity to effectively hold TNCs to account 
for their human rights violations. Reframing CSR with human rights can also enhance NGO 
legitimacy (Middleton & Pritchard 2013). 

Scope and Overview of the Paper 

The purpose of this paper is to explore how the human-rights-based CSR can be an 
alternative to the present CSR discourse and what NGOs can do to shape CSR discourse 
around human rights as a way of making corporations accountable for people in developing 
countries. ‘NGOs’ here refers to development NGOs which work across the world and mostly 
originate in developed countries.  

This paper is structured as follows. The first section discusses how theories on 
discourse and social movements are relevant to this research. The second section outlines the 
problems of the current CSR discourse and NGO activities in it. This review of CSR 
discourse leads to the necessity for an alternative discourse, a human-rights-based approach 
to CSR. In the third section, case studies demonstrate how people in developing countries 
exercise their power as consumers, labourers and citizens and what kinds of limitations 
remain in grassroots-led social movements. The last section explores how NGOs can play a 
role in overcoming identified limitations of grassroots social movements by reframing CSR 
with human rights perspective.  

Locating CSR in theories on discourse and social movement 

CSR is conceptualised in this paper as ‘discourse’, which defines what CSR is and how it 
should be. The concept of a ‘discourse’ is mainly informed by early work of Foucault. 
Foucault (1972) theorises discourse as a system of constituting and presenting knowledge 
through power. Looking at CSR through the lens of discourse involves analysis of 
‘knowledge and power’ from Foucault’s (1978) perspective. The meaning of knowledge and 
power needs to be articulated first in order to clarify concepts referred to in this paper. With 
regard to ‘knowledge’, Foucault holds that the objects of knowledge are decided by dominant 
discourse (Fairclough 1992). ‘Power’ is defined as ‘a way in which certain actions modify 
others’ (Foucault 1982: 788). Foucauldian power is different from traditional concepts of 
power. Power is not possessed but exercised, and not necessarily oppressive but possibly 
productive (McHoul & Grace 1993; Schirato 2012). To Foucault, power is multi-directional, 
relational and neutral (Fraser 1989; Joseph 2004; Wetherell et al. 2001). Mechanisms of 
power produce knowledge and knowledge reinforces exercises of power (Foucault 1980). In 
other words, knowledge and power influence and shape each other (McHoul & Grace 1993). 
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Discussing interactions between knowledge and power, Foucault’s later work suggests the 
existence of agency in his concepts of ‘the subject’ and ‘resistance’, although the focus of his 
argument is not apparently agency but discursive practices (Fairclough 1992; McHoul & 
Grace 1993). ‘The subject’ is described as an entity with self-awareness and capability to 
make a choice and ‘resistance’ implies the multiplicity of discourses. Context is suggested as 
‘the conditions of existence of a discourse’ (Foucault 1972: 38), but also agency is located 
and shaped in context. Informed by Foucault’s concepts, this paper acknowledges that CSR 
discourse is understood as interwoven with knowledge and power. It also draws attention to 
the ways in which CSR discourse is challenged and re-constructed by interaction between 
local agency and context.  

In CSR discourse, a significant body of literature discusses drivers for and outcomes of 
CSR programs in terms of economic and social benefits to TNCs. For example, TNCs 
incorporate CSR in expectation of customer loyalty, improved brand image, better record in 
staff recruitment and retention, stability without strikes and adoption of innovative ideas 
(Aguirre 2008; Fox 2004; Hond et al. 2007). Effects of CSR are assessed by customer 
evaluation, reputation of company (Aguinis & Glavas 2012) and increased employee morale 
(Subba & Rao 2016). This suggests that CSR initiatives have been a strategy to maintain or 
strengthen corporate power. With a focus on responsibilities, Carroll’s ‘the pyramid of CSR’ 
has been widely used to explain the nature of CSR and corporate priorities in order – 
‘economic responsibilities to be profitable, legal responsibilities to obey laws, ethical 
responsibility to do the right things, and philanthropic responsibilities to be a good corporate 
citizen’ (1991, p.42). Schwartz and Carroll (2003) add another dimension of stakeholders to 
this pyramid model: economic responsibilities required by global capitalism, legal 
responsibilities required by global stakeholders, ethical responsibilities expected by global 
stakeholders, and philanthropic responsibilities desired by global stakeholders (2003, p.504). 
However, some studies question this model’s universal applicability, drawing attention to 
contextual influences. Philanthropic activities are observed to be more prevalent and 
prioritised in developing countries than legal and ethical ones (Visser 2006). This difference 
is explained by the reality of extreme poverty and people’s expectation in developing 
countries (Jamali 2014). Another reason for this may possibly be the lack of a consensus 
about legal and ethical obligations of TNCs. Setting higher legal and ethical standards can be 
a form of resistance to philanthropy-dominant CSR discourse and to transnational corporate 
power.  

This paper gives attention to grassroots mobilisation for social movements in 
developing counties as a strategy to contest and reshape TNCs’ CSR. There are two main 
theories of social movement mobilisation: resource mobilisation and grassroots mobilisation 
(Morris & Mueller 1992). Resource mobilisation theory suggests that professional 
organisations’ ability of mobilising available resources and building tactics is the key to the 
success of social movements. Habermas (2001) argues that NGO-driven social movements 
can lead to transformative changes by raising citizens’ awareness about unjust globalisation. 
Tarrow (1994, 2005) places an emphasis on a globally accepted framework and political 
opportunities, which increase the likelihood of success by reducing the cost for collective 
action. Meanwhile, grassroots mobilisation theory, which emerged as a counter-argument to 
resource mobilisation theory, emphasises the importance of agents who actively participate in 
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constructing social meanings. It holds that grassroots movements should be understood as a 
process of creating new collective meanings based on their daily life (Escobar 1995). 

In this paper, grassroots mobilisation theory is used to support the argument that local 
people in developing countries can exert their power through collective movements as agents 
of change. At the same time, the resource mobilisation theory highlights the roles of 
development NGOs as facilitators to support grassroots movements. NGOs are expected to 
supplement resources and open up opportunities by making a link with macro socio-political 
environment (Tarrow 1994; 2005). In addition, NGOs can assist local people in constructing 
collective values in order to overcome the weakness of the resource mobilisation theory.  

CSR strategies employed by development NGOs  

NGOs have worked to promote CSR mainly in two ways: collaborating in development 
projects and urging corporations to adopt voluntary regulations. These activities have 
achieved some level of success in influencing corporations’ behaviours. However, some 
limitations and inherent problems are found. This section examines why the existing CSR is 
not so effective and how these cooperative ways can threaten the identity and legitimacy of 
NGOs.  

Cooperation with corporations as development partners 
Corporations and NGOs meet each other’s needs through cooperative partnership in the name 
of CSR. Corporations are interested in working with NGOs because of their good image and 
experience in developing countries, where more business opportunities are found (Fowler 
2000). Corporations also tend to regard NGOs as a like-minded partner in terms of opposition 
to state intervention as both are non-governmental actors (Lindenberg & Dobel 1999). For 
NGOs, corporations have the potential to be big donors. Due to declining official aid with 
increasing resistance from tax payers (Fowler 2000), NGOs have turned their eyes to 
corporations, especially to big-sized transnational ones. Lindenberg and Bryant (2001) give 
an example of a partnership between an NGO (CARE international) and a TNC (Starbucks): 
CARE provided Starbucks with donation-with-purchase items and opportunities for voluntary 
activities and child sponsorship; Starbucks funded some development projects and offered 
consulting services and business-related staff training to CARE.  

This case suggests that corporations’ involvement in projects can make NGOs trade 
their core values for funds. Funded-projects are likely to be tailored to suit corporations’ 
needs such as tangible benefits to their brand image. In addition, non-project cooperation 
such as staff training or management consultation tends to change an NGOs’ culture 
(Lindenberg & Dobel 1999). NGOs adopt business management tools and the mind-set 
attached to the tools (Fowler 2005). This ‘business-like’ change influences how development 
is conceptualised and how development issues are tackled (Panitch and Leys 2003). When a 
business culture replaces a value-oriented culture of development NGOs, the principle of 
efficiency takes priority over social justice and empowerment.  

Promoting voluntary regulations  

NGOs have tried to hold corporations responsible through promoting certification system and 
codes of conduct (Edwards and Gaventa 2001; Fox 2004; McIntosh 2003). For instance, 
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about 13% (32 out of 246 companies in OECD member countries) of codes were adopted 
through NGO pressure and these codes contained far greater accountability for the public 
than internally issued codes (OECD 2001). Despite some improvement in corporate practice, 
these voluntary regulations reveal several limitations. 

Adopting a regulatory scheme does not guarantee corporations’ ethical and responsible 
practice. The ISO (International Organisation for Standardisation) 26000 for social 
responsibility and the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) are representative 
international standards. The alignment with the ISO standards and the UNGC is proudly 
publicised by Nestlé (Nestlé Public Affairs 2007). However, Nestlé was heavily criticised for 
causing many deaths by promoting infant formula (International Council on Human Rights 
Policy 2002; Waddock 2009). Codes of conduct are minimal and they outline corporate 
responsibility in a selective and subjective way. ILO (International Labour Organisation)’s 
evaluation also shows that two thirds of codes of conduct do not stipulate social and cultural 
rights in line with international standards (Aguirre 2008). An empirical study also suggests 
that companies with codes of conduct are not significantly better in terms of working 
condition. (Lindholm et al. 2016). This is basically because of the voluntary nature of these 
international guidelines.  

Many of these standards, even not all, are set in the absence of local people’s 
participation. (Yu 2009). Though people in developing countries are directly and indirectly 
influenced by corporate behaviours, their opinions are not heard in the process of establishing 
so called ‘international’ standards. Furthermore, the responsibility involved in compliance 
with a regulative system is often transferred by a supply chain to small and medium 
companies in developing countries (Blowfield 2005). 

Voluntary regulations do not impose any fundamental change on corporations. 
Certification and codes of conduct help corporations to position themselves where they are 
safe from criticism and where they can expand to a differentiated market (Conroy 2001). 
Standards are neither ambitious enough nor enforceable. Voluntary regulations are not 
comprehensive enough to embrace various aspects of corporate practices (Blowfield 2005).  

Common limitations in existing approaches 

The current strategies have fundamental and inherent limitations which risk NGO legitimacy. 
Legitimacy is defined as a ‘generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 
are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, 
values, beliefs, and definitions’ (Suchman 1995, p. 574 in Hond et al. 2007). Existing CSR 
programs have been carried out without consultation and participation of vulnerable people 
whom NGOs work for. Present efforts to enhance CSR are based on the assumption that 
raised awareness of consumers and citizens in developed countries can change corporations.  

Furthermore, more fundamental questions about the role of NGOs can be raised. What 
is the role of development NGOs in a global and neoliberal world? The concept of CSR 
highlights the necessity of an incremental reform of current business practice, but does not 
question capitalism or globalism itself (Blowfield 2005). This paper does not suggest that a 
sweeping reform or a radical denial of capitalism is the only answer. However, NGOs are 
required to do something beyond delivering services with funds donated by corporations and 
making vulnerable people adjust to the present world order. In short, these types of CSR 
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practices simply add moral components to capitalism, which produces structural problems of 
social and environmental injustice (Blowfield 2005).  

It is hard to determine if NGOs’ current activities for enhancing corporate 
responsibility are either important or useful. In addition, NGOs’ engagement with TNCs is 
getting diversified. This is why NGOs are perceived by corporations as having mixed images 
of fundraiser, partner and critic at the same time (Arenas et al. 2009). Acknowledging the 
limitations of CSR activities as discussed above, some development NGOs try to create 
alternatives to the cooperative CSR. For example, they have launched campaigns against 
corporate behaviour such as tax avoidance and land grabbing under the overarching 
framework of ‘tax justice’ and ‘food security’ respectively (Molina-Gallart 2014). However, 
such types of engagement relate to only particular sectors and still target Northern 
shareholders and consumers seeking to influence on TNCs’ reputation and sales.  

An alternative: Human-rights-based approach to corporate accountability 

I hereby suggest that a human-rights-based approach to corporate accountability can be an 
alternative to the current CSR discourse. Meta-analysis of NGO perceptions of CSR indicates 
that NGOs place a high priority on human rights (Skouloudis et al. 2015). A human-rights-
based approach can shift CSR discourse from charity to entitlement, from moral and 
discretionary duties to legally binding duties, and from voluntary practices to enforceable 
requirements (Karp 2014; Middleton & Pritchard 2013). There are examples that human 
rights NGOs brought justice to TNCs’ wrongdoings abroad using the national legal 
framework in the USA (Karp 2014). The word ‘accountability’ connotes responses to an 
external force unlike ‘CSR’, which is preferred by corporations as it emphasises a voluntary 
commitment by internal push (Kovacs 2006). Both ‘human rights’ and ‘accountability’ 
suggest that people have a right to make demands and corporations have an obligation to 
meet the demands (Newell et al. 2006).  

Introducing human rights to CSR can raise a question if human rights principles can be 
applied to TNCs. Karp (2014) answers this question by drawing on the analysis of 
international human rights law and polices that TNCs can hold human rights responsibilities 
despite their differences from the states, the principal duty bearers in human rights discourse. 
Then a more relevant question would be how to make TNCs accountable to people in 
developing countries. Noticeable changes in TNCs have occurred from the pressure of civil 
society, including local communities (O'Faircheallaigh & Ali 2008). Likewise, Rathert (2016) 
holds that human-rights-guided CSR can be considered by TNCs when stakeholders pressure 
them to avoid human rights violations. Given that external pressure is of critical importance, 
this paper pays attention to grassroots social movements, which are believed to be the key to 
meaningful changes (Tarrow 2005).  

The increased capacity of local people and the development of ICT open up ample 
opportunity for the success of grassroots social movements. ICT helps them gain access to a 
lot of information they need. In addition, quicker and cheaper transportation and 
communication enable them to make their voices heard (Lewis & Wallace 2000). The 
language barrier is also breaking down with higher education and increased exposure to 
English (Clark 2003). All of these raise the possibility of overcoming the geographical 
restrictions and limited influence of social movements initiated by local people.  
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Potential power of grassroots social movements  

The analysis of the reasons behind corporate changes helps our understanding of how social 
movements can work towards promoting corporations’ accountability. Of all drivers 
discussed in earlier sections taken together, the main driving force is the threat of losing 
sales. Corporations take their responsibility seriously when they need to respond to external 
pressures such as negative reputation, boycotts, media coverage and demonstrations (Aguirre 
2008; Fox 2004; OECD 2001), which may impact on their sales record in consequence.  

Local people can pressure corporations into taking responsibility for the environmental, 
social and economic impacts of the corporate behaviours on the communities. Even though 
individuals in developing countries may not have significant bargaining power, collective 
actions have brought direct changes in corporate behaviour (Unerman & O'Dwyer 2006). 
They can have influential power through power mechanisms as follows: 1) wage increase, 
slowdown, strike, and protest as labourers (Yu 2009); 2) boycott and protest as consumers 
(Caruana & Chatzidakis 2014); and 3) boycott, campaign, protest, and lawsuit as citizens 
(Bond 2008). These collective actions basically aim to cause a profit plunge. The following 
sections demonstrate how local people have exercised their collective power as labourers, 
consumers and citizens. The examples discussed illustrate the potential of grassroots-driven 
social movements and some lessons for more successful movements.  

Power as labourers  

Workers would be the group most directly influenced by TNCs’ operation in developing 
countries. Some corporations prefer hiring female employees as their personal network is 
crucial for selling products as shown in the case of Avon, a cosmetics seller (Dolan & Scott 
2009) and as they are usually less paid than male workers. TNCs have used CSR as a way to 
regulate labour abuse occurring in their supply chain, but have failed to ensure participation 
of labourers in the process of CSR (Yu 2009).  

Gaventa and Tandon (2010) introduce a case study of Bangladesh to demonstrate 
active participation and collective power of female workers in garment industry. Most female 
garment workers were from poor families in remote rural areas. Becoming a factory worker is 
one of their limited options. These factory workers had no representative unions and no 
knowledge of Bangladeshi labour law. Though female workers were not aware of their rights, 
at least they knew that they had been treated unfairly by export garment factories with no 
minimum wage, delayed payment, unsafe and unhealthy workplace, and exploitative working 
conditions. Proactive collective actions carried out by women labourers in the garment 
industry succeeded in drawing unprecedented public attention nationally and internationally, 
and in bringing changes to corporates. 

A noteworthy factor in this case is that labourers are not struggling only with 
corporations. They face lack of governmental support and public sympathy, because their 
claims for labourers’ rights are seen as a threat to the acquisition of foreign currencies or as 
an inordinate demand, since their working conditions seem relatively better than those in the 
domestic workplace. Mahmud in Thompson and Tapscott (2010) points to a further reason 
for mobilisation difficulties, noting that young female workers were not well educated and 
were raised in a conservative rural area before their joining a factory in search of work. It 
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must be difficult for low-ranked girls to mobilise their collective actions, being under job 
threat in a labour-surplus country and in a severely unbalanced worker-employer relationship 
(Thompson & Tapscott 2010). Put another way, the case of Bangladeshi female workers 
reveals some weaknesses as well as highlighting labourers’ potential power, as it failed to 
maintain the momentum and win the support of the society. The factory collapse in April 
2013, which was recorded as the worst industrial disaster in the world this decade with a 
death toll of about 1,200, corroborates the perpetuation of the global supply chain which 
drives low-income workers into hazardous working environments (Gifford & Ansett 2014).  

Power as consumers 

Nowadays, corporations take notice of increased purchasing power and the large volume of 
purchasers  in developing countries, creating a marketing strategy named as BOP (bottom / 
base of the pyramid) (Silverthorne 2007). While potential consumers in developing countries 
are continuously persuaded into buying things manufactured by TNCs, they are more 
vulnerable to market injustice than consumers in developed countries. Consumer rights 
movements have played a role in promoting corporate accountability with wider constituency 
than labourers’ movements and with a link to global movements. Hilton (2007) shows the 
history of consumer movements in Malaysia and their accomplishments. In the absence of a 
strong civil society because of governmental restrictions, consumerism could expand its areas 
from raising awareness on consumer rights and enacting a protective law to setting a broader 
human rights agenda and raising environmental issues, with the appearance of non-political 
movements. Consumerism in developing countries is differently interpreted as an access to 
the basic necessities, unlike in advanced economies where it is understood as a range of 
choices (Clark 2003). So consumer rights movements could draw extensive public attention 
as they speak for everybody’s survival rights. The Consumers’ Association of Penang 
actively spread the concept of consumer rights in Malaysia and raised its voice internationally 
to protect consumers from harmful pesticides (Hilton 2007). The Association also succeeded 
in bringing a Japanese company to court and in claiming the company’s legal responsibility 
for water pollution (Clark 1991).  

Despite some extent of success, the Malaysian consumer movement has surrendered its 
influential position to other forms of social movements and has not been sustained because of 
its weakness of being close to the Government (Hilton 2007). The growth of consumer 
movements was attributed to their apolitical nature. However, government friendliness could 
not be compatible with the identity of people’s movement. This case study suggests the 
importance of having independent and alternative entities as social movement organisations.  

Power as citizens 

Noticeably, some social movements against corporations have occurred over resources in 
combination with indigenous people’s rights or environment movement. The Indian people’s 
fight with the Coca-Cola Company provides an example (Madeley 2008). The company’s 
factory in Kerala, India, needed plenty of water to produce Coca-Cola. Coca-Cola’s vast 
quantities of water consumption brought about chronic water shortage for drinking and 
agriculture. Furthermore, the operation of the plant polluted water and land. Hence local 
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people organised a collective struggle for their right to sovereignty over natural resources and 
their environment in order to regulate the practice of the company. Finally, the factory had to 
close as its license was annulled by the Council (Madeley 2008).  

Thompson and Tapscott (2010) cite South African citizens’ legal actions as an example 
of popular mobilisation. In this case, local residents of two communities made a claim for 
compensation as they had suffered from respiratory diseases caused by a British mining 
company. Interestingly, there was a marked difference between two communities in terms of 
empowerment: one with stronger community-based organisations and better network could 
be empowered through the legal process, while the other community was dependent on 
foreign law firms.  

In short, these two cases of India and South Africa illustrate the power of mobilised 
people, and at the same time, show that empowering local communities and taking historical 
and social contexts into consideration is important for successful movements.   

Weakness of local collective actions 

The above-mentioned cases commonly demonstrate the potential power of local people to 
influence corporations. However, some limitations are found. These collective actions tend to 
concentrate on specific issues and last for a short span of time (Nyamugasira 1998). In many 
cases, the common objective was economic compensation (Thompson & Tapscott 2010). 
Such a short economic interest-led activity does not accord with the definition of a social 
movement, which is characterised by sustainability and solidarity (Tarrow 1994). Without 
embracing diverse agendas (Borras et al. 2008), collective actions were taken by only a 
handful of people with direct interests. Regarding sustainability, local-driven movements 
frequently had difficulty in maintaining activities because of poor management and decreased 
morale (Madeley 2008). Moreover, many collective actions have failed in gaining global 
attention and support. Since their actions were too localised, the impact on corporations was 
limited.  

On the other hand, the impact of local movements should be assessed in terms of 
empowerment and sustainability. Questions are raised about the distribution of acquired 
power and the sustained impact of empowerment. Internal power differences have often been 
overlooked (Borras et al. 2008). It is necessary to look into whose inclusion and whose 
interests are guaranteed (Fowler 2007). In many cases, the result of collective actions was 
slightly increased income, which might hamper the further challenge of addressing 
underlying problems (Sen & Edwards 2000). Due to such limitations, collective actions 
initiated by local people could not bring about significant and fundamental change to 
corporate practices.  

Roles of NGOs in grassroots activism for human-rights-guided CSR   

In advocacy, NGOs have positioned themselves as intermediaries between the poor in 
developing countries and the powerful in developed countries. Such intermediary roles can be 
minimised by information technology and increased competence of local people (Clark 2003; 
Lewis & Wallace 2000). However, NGOs are still expected to perform a role with their 
comparative advantages, which are helpful to overcome the shortcomings of local movements 
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identified in the former section. Issues concerning the small scale, limited impact, lack of 
comprehensive goals and nominal empowerment should be addressed for social movements 
for corporate accountability to be effective and sustainable. NGOs can contribute to 
grassroots movements with their resources, broad network and reputation. In particular, 
development NGOs with a human rights orientation can enhance corporate accountability by 
generating human rights-guided visions, building participatory and empowering process, and 
maximising power through global network and information technology.  

Role 1 - Generating visions and values around human rights 

A social movement itself is not an end. It is more important to build alternative values and a 
healthy community through collective actions. NGOs can support grassroots efforts to 
develop social meanings and alternative visions in the process of developing social 
movements (Rahman 1993). This paper suggests that ‘human rights’ should be core values in 
an alternative approach to TNCs’ CSR. A human rights framework helps to set common 
standards to assess corporate practice, and human rights language can be powerful 
(International Council on Human Rights Policy 2002). The introduction of a human-rights-
based approach can bring about a change in a relationship between TNCs and people in 
developing countries. This change is reflected in the shift in language from giver to duty 
bearer and from receiver to right holder (Boesen & Martin 2007). Case studies discuss 
different, but often interrelated, types of human rights including the right to non-
discrimination, right to work, right to safety and security, right to sustainable environment 
(Middleton & Pritchard 2013), right to participation, right to freedom of association (Yu 
2009), right to food, right to freedom of expression and right to privacy (Karp 2014). 
However, it is imperative that NGOs consider how human rights are interpreted in a local 
context and are related to the current value system. Change only happens when the values 
pursued by NGOs are relevant to local people’s situation and own belief system (Morris & 
Mueller 1992).  

In order to understand NGOs’ roles in integrating human rights into CSR discourse, it is 
necessary to examine the operation of power structures. In a general sense, NGOs are seen as 
powerless to change the external environment (Hudock 1999), but in terms of Foucauldian 
power, NGOs can be power holders byinfluencing knowledge (Singh & Titi 1995). In this 
paper, knowledge of the human rights framework serves to exert power over a different type 
of knowledge, which is the philanthropy-centred discourse of CSR.  

Role 2 – Participatory and empowering process  

In a human-rights-based approach, both the process and the goal accomplishment are 
considered to be pivotal (Jonsson 2003). Participation and empowerment are the main 
components of a rights-guided process (Boesen & Martin 2007; OHCHR 2006). Although 
participation cannot be simply defined, agreement has been made that the extent of 
participation is important. Cornwall (2007) refers to providing information or resources as 
‘weak and pseudo participation’ and taking part in decision-making process and self-initiated 
actions as ‘meaningful and authentic participation’. Empowerment is defined as a process of 
‘power within’, ‘power with’ and ‘power to’. Empowerment is possible only when people are 
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aware of the oppressive situation (power within) and able to organize collective action 
(power with) for bringing out change to alter the situation (power to) (Parpart et al. 2003, p. 4).  

The principles of participation and empowerment are hardly new to development 
discourse (Uvin 2007) and both have been popularised to varying extents and focuses 
(Cornwall 2007). Even the neoliberal notion of development embraces participation and 
empowerment, albeit with a focus on their use in an apolitical and managerial way (Kamat 
2004) as a means of mobilising local resources to cut costs (Cornwall & Brock 2005; Hoggett 
et al. 2008). A human-rights-based approach is expected to restore authentic values of 
participation and empowerment, which have been misused by the neoliberal framework (Ife 
2002).  

NGOs are expected to ensure authentic participation and empowerment in the process 
of raising awareness, building collective identity, developing strategies and forming actions 
for corporate accountability. NGOs’ involvement should not result in disempowering 
grassroots people by deepening the dependency on external help. 

Role 3- Linking to global networks and creating the information flow 

NGOs are more experienced in building networks and coordinating various stakeholders such 
as community based organisations, other NGOs, UN agencies, academics and the media 
across the world than are indigenous groups. So they can connect grassroots social 
movements with global networks (Edwards 1999; O'Faircheallaigh & Ali 2008). Creating a 
global network is good for pooling resources and opening up opportunities (Morris & 
Mueller 1992). It is also likely for potential participants to join the movement in which many 
participants are involved. (Sierra 2007). Since a global alliance or network consists of various 
actors with different capabilities, NGOs are expected to take a bigger burden for smaller local 
groups (Sandler 2004) and to coordinate various, sometimes conflicting interests. This is for 
NGOs’ greater accountability, not for their greater power.  

Besides, NGOs can draw attention from the media and the international community 
with a long-lasting relationship and a reputation. The role of the mass media is very important 
in catching the public eye, spreading relevant knowledge, encouraging people’s participation 
and influencing the way people interpret the issue (Morris and Mueller 1992; Tarrow 1994). 
Since the media can be biased in favour of the powerful or be obsessed with sensational 
stories and pictures (Tarrow 1994), NGOs’ know-how in dealing with the media may be 
helpful in preventing social movements from being damaged by the media. Gaining the 
international community’s attention also increases the bargaining power of grassroots social 
movements. Once validated by the international community such as the United Nations, a 
local issue can leap into international territory (Tarrow 2005). In this way, NGOs can 
encourage media scandals and international institutions’ recommendation, which are 
influential in forcing corporations to abandon their bad practices.  

In the age of information, information is the key to advocacy. Reliable and accurate 
data make a movement more powerful by supporting main arguments. Information 
production and dissemination can be more influential than mass demonstration (Alonso, 
2009). For this, information should be collected, analysed, transformed into appropriate 
forms and disseminated widely (Jordan & Tuijl 2000). NGOs can help with this. Research 
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carried out by NGOs is suggested as adding values to facts (Lewis & Wallace 2000) and as 
participatory with diverse techniques (Chambers 1994).  

More importantly, NGOs should find their roles in expanding access of local people to 
information. NGOs can spread information to close the information gap between local people 
and TNCs (Edwards 1999). As well as conveying information directly, NGOs should develop 
a mechanism to monitor corporations’ practice and to train local people to be whistle blowers 
and producers of information.  

Challenges of shifting CSR discourse through social movements 

There are some inherent challenges of grassroots social movements. Firstly, collective 
movements can put NGOs’ staff and local people in a risky situation (Lindenberg & Dobel 
1999; Uvin 2004). Such a fear is not groundless. Madeley (2008) describes how oppressive 
measures, involving torture and murder, were taken by the Coca-Cola Company to put 
pressure on Labourers’ Union leaders in India. However, the risk can be reduced and shared 
by generating global network (Fowler 2007). When grassroots social movements are strongly 
supported by the international community, it is unlikely that corporations will take violent 
and repressive measures. Sometimes, risks can be posed by governments which try to lure 
TNCs into their countries. As a government has the authority to register and to close down 
NGOs, such a risk is not negligible. Kilby (2004) demonstrates how the Indian government 
outlawed NGOs’ advocacy for challenging existing legal systems, but also notes that limits 
imposed on NGOs’ activities led to stronger activism. 

Secondly, the flexibility of TNCs can limit the impact of social movements. TNCs 
have an ability to choose where to operate (Clark 2003). As a result, social movements may 
end up with an unintended result. Instead of promoting rights of labourers, consumers and 
citizens, human rights violations can be transferred to another developing country, where 
states are not willing to or capable to regulate TNCs. Poor developing countries tend to 
welcome TNCs in the expectation of job creation, increased foreign exchange reserves and 
technique transfer (Karp 2014; Madeley 2008). As a result of TNC protection policies, TNCs 
easily avoid their responsibility or transfer it to small local companies (McIntosh 2003). 
When faced with grassroots resistance, TNCs can move to another country with fewer 
regulations and weaker rule of law, described as a ‘race to the bottom’ (Karp 2014:29). This 
is why social movements should not be confined to community or national level. When 
grassroots movements are globally organised with bigger impacts across the border, 
corporations are likely to realise that there is no place to flee from their accountability.   

Conclusion 

Corporations’ potential contributions towards development and potential threats to poor 
people have drawn development NGOs’ growing interest in CSR. A number of NGOs have 
adopted a cooperative strategy thus far in the form of TNC’s financial contribution and 
technical assistance with management tools. This results in donor-driven programs and 
business-like change of NGOs. In the name of CSR, NGOs have also promoted voluntary 
regulations. Existing studies reveal that the introduction of codes of conduct and certification 
systems is not very effective to hold TNCs accountable for their practice, as these are based 
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on their voluntary will and rooted in capitalism. These CSR-related activities of NGOs have 
been centred on philanthropy of corporations and raised awareness of Northern citizens. 
Serious problems lie in the neglect of local people’s voice and agency. These problems also 
raise questions about the legitimacy of NGOs. Without representing and advocating 
vulnerable people in developing countries, NGOs’ work cannot be legitimised. Put another 
way, current CSR discourse is ineffective in tackling the fundamental problems of TNCs and 
in upholding legitimacy of NGOs.  

This paper suggests re-framing CSR discourse with human rights issues of concern to 
grassroots people in developing countries. Human rights may constitute a legal and moral 
framework that enables people affected by TNCs to fight injustice. Local people have played 
an important role in changing corporations by claiming their rights as labourers, consumers 
and citizens. However, their activities have tended to be too localised and too narrowly 
designed for economic interests. As a result, the impact on corporate changes was limited and 
collective actions did not last long. The human rights framework can provide core values, 
principled process and strategies for grassroots social movements. Development NGOs are 
supposed to take on roles to support human rights-guided social movements. The expected 
roles include developing visions and social values around human rights, building 
participatory and empowering process, and appealing for global solidarity through network 
building and information sharing. NGOs face challenges when enhancing corporate 
accountability and tackling unfair power relations between TNCs and right holders in 
developing countries. However, these roles also present an opportunity to NGOs, whose 
identity and legitimacy have been questioned. 

To summarise, the key argument of this paper is threefold: the Northern-driven and 
philanthropy-centred CSR discourse is contested and challenged in local contexts; an 
alternative discourse of human-rights-based CSR can be shaped by grassroots people; 
development NGOs should shift their roles in CSR discourse from cooperative partners of 
TNCs to facilitators of grassroots social movements to hold TNCs accountable. This paper 
invites future empirical studies which examine the implications of human-rights-based CSR 
and assess corporate changes by NGO-supported grassroots movements.  
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