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Research Model and Sample Population
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In-depth interviews lasting between 35 to 55 minutes, 
conducted under Chatham House Rule, exploring key 
business challenges, the role of social impact and 
strategic thinking on social impact. The participating 
companies are listed on the right.

C-suite level participants in 
CEO / MD / CPO / CSO roles

Bespoke practitioner-level questionnaire tailored for 
in-house teams within marketing, HR and 
communication functions. 

Survey respondents from 
random selection of companies
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For centuries, business leaders have been debating 
whether they can, or should, contribute to the society in 
which they operate. The Cadbury brothers’ establishment 
of Bournville — the model town rather than the chocolate 
bar — from the 1870s is an elegant example of leaders 
taking their duty to all stakeholders seriously. In an 
unprecedented move at the time, they went beyond the 
profit motive and invested in employee housing — much 
of which still stands — to support business growth while 
also creating better lives for their employees. 

Fast forward to 1970 and renowned economist Milton 
Friedman decried those business leaders who espoused 
social good in their strategy as “preaching pure and 
unadulterated socialism.”1 Yet just over one year later, 
a company featured in our study launched a strategy 

underpinned by social good. They invested in a 
healthier society, cut pollution and created more 
meaningful jobs for employees. This company is now 
a global powerhouse — selling their products in 120 
countries, ranked among the top 10 in its sector and is 
listed in the top 4252 most valuable companies on 
the planet. 

In today’s world of unprecedented change and 
turmoil — where DE&I is being challenged, 
environmental sustainability is slipping off the agenda 
and social good is increasingly met with accusations of 
virtue signalling — what is the right approach for 
maximising business success? And how is success 
defined in today’s business reality? 

The Core Question: What Is the Business of Business?

1The New York Times, 13 September, 1970
2 Based on March 2025 data



Benefits to Business: Key Survey Findings
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Key benefits to businesses include:

Improving 
overall 
reputation

Helping 
community 
relations

Satisfying 
compliance

Retaining best 
employees

Winning 
customers

Helping 
government 
relations

Attracting the 
best employees

While 18% of respondents have fully embedded social impact strategy 
into the core of their business operations, 33%, or one-in-three, of 
respondents have no plan or strategy in place for their social impact 
work, indicating an ad-hoc approach at best.



The Research Model 
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Looking at the interplay between purpose, profit and society, 
this report focuses on the strategic approaches taken by leading 
businesses in Ireland as they seek to win hearts, minds and wallets. 

Conducted by Teneo’s Strategy & Communications team in Ireland,
and in partnership with Business in the Community Ireland (BITCI), 
this new study brings together insights from many of Ireland’s 
most senior business leaders, offering a deep dive into the 
realities of leadership in today’s complex business landscape. 
Drawing on members of BITCI and clients of Teneo in Ireland, we 
conducted 25 in-depth, candid interviews with senior executives, 
including Group Chief Executive Officers (CEO), country leaders, 
Managing Directors, Chief People Officers (CPO) and Chief 
Strategy Officers (CSO).

Beyond these high-level conversations on strategy, we expanded 
our reach through a broader survey with nearly 120 respondents 
involved in the implementation side of social impact. This included 
professionals from sustainability, operations, communications, HR 
and marketing functions. The questionnaire design and analysis 
were completed by Teneo’s research team. 

The Result

A rich tapestry of 
perspectives from senior 
leaders and practitioners 
across industries. 
The report begins by 
examining the macro 
challenges leaders face, 
then explores their views 
on the appropriateness of 
businesses focusing on 
social impact. In doing so, 
we uncover the strategies, 
measurement frameworks 
and best practices that 
define “good” business 
in Ireland today.



Macro Challenges Facing Leaders
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Despite their sectoral differences, business 
leaders consistently cite performance 
pressures, evolving market demands 
and the increasing expectations of diverse 
— and often conflicting — stakeholders as 
core concerns.

The most frequently mentioned challenge was 
the issue of underlying macroeconomic trends 
that are impacting the cost of doing business. 
Supply chain, payroll, compliance and the 
myriad other costs of opening the doors were 
also common topics. There are also 
widespread concerns about consumers and 
the challenges they face. Seeing the rising 
cost-of-living and structural logjams in housing, 
transport, education and healthcare, 
leaders are keen to mitigate the widening 
socioeconomic divide that can give rise to 
social unrest. 

More than anything, these factors are 
reshaping strategic decision-making in a 
world where geopolitical tension and political 
upheaval has left business leaders grappling 
with uncertainty and volatility.

In Ireland, these pressures are further 
compounded by intense competition for talent 
in a full employment economy, especially as 
enhanced employee benefits continue to drive 
up payroll costs. Additionally, new generations 
of employees now demand far more from their 
employers – from enhanced workplace culture 
and purpose-driven leadership to meaningful 
social impact and hybrid working. 

Participants also cited mounting regulatory and 
compliance requirements and the potential of 
increased red tape to put up roadblocks to 
innovation, agility and competitiveness. 

AI remains the dominant technology 
consideration. Business leaders also 
frequently referenced digital transformation 
and technology-driven disruption as factors 
blurring competitive boundaries. Finally, supply 
chain instability continues to be a major 
concern. Even before trade war tensions, 
business leaders were grappling with supply 
chain disruptions that complicate both long-
and short-term business planning. 

It was clear from almost all interviews that 
these macro-level issues are influencing 
how businesses approach societal impact 
as part of their strategy and business model, 
thus demonstrating the overlap between 
these spheres.



Top Five Strategic Challenges Cited by Leaders in Ireland
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Economic uncertainty and cost-of-living crisis

Workforce expectations and talent retention

Regulatory and compliance pressures

Digital transformation and digital disruption

Global supply chain instability

Against this backdrop, a reasonable inference 
might be that business leaders have little time for 
conversations about social good. 

However, the social imperative — the “S” in ESG —
shows no sign of being overshadowed or diminished in 
the face of broader challenges. The leaders we spoke 
with emphasised social impact as a key component of 
their strategic toolkit in addressing macro challenges. 

Far from being an afterthought, social impact is a 
source of innovation, opportunity, differentiation, cost 
reduction and business growth. It delivers a clear and 
measurable dividend for business and society. 

However, it is not without challenges and requires a 
constant balancing act. For example, on the one hand, 
businesses can invest heavily in impactful community 
initiatives and yet their supply chain has downstream 
suppliers who do not pay living wages. While this can 
be cast as more philosophical than practical, it 
highlights the conflicting demands facing businesses.

7



What is the Dividend from Doing 
“Good” in Business?
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Looking at social impact through the lens of the C-suite 
brings the issue into sharp focus. But let’s be clear — the 
business of business is, first and foremost, business.

In every in-depth interview, one priority remained non-
negotiable: delivering financial and business performance. 
Regardless of the sector, leaders reinforced the absolute 
necessity of running their operations to achieve strong ROI, 
sustained growth and meeting — or ideally exceeding —
expectations. 

Yet, for today’s leaders, how a business operates is just 
as critical as how much it achieves. In our research, the 
most frequently cited key to success is the existence of 
a strong corporate purpose that is matched by equally 
strong social impact. 

Leaders consistently highlighted that embedding purpose and 
social impact into core decision-making isn’t just a nice-to-have 
— it’s a proven driver of medium- to long-term value creation.

Time and time again, the leaders in this study demonstrated 
a clear, measurable link between high performance and 
a deeply integrated social impact strategy. This was 
evidenced in many ways — companies achieving higher 
scoring on procurement benchmarks, greater customer 
loyalty, attracting and retaining talent in a tight labour market 
and many more.

And it’s not just our respondents who affirm this. Commentary 
from employees, investors and customers further validates the 
competitive advantage of purpose-led organisations that make 
social impact an integral part of their business model.

The Takeaway Social impact isn’t a trade-off — it’s a business imperative. 



Our Social Impact
Framework

Our conversations with business leaders confirm that 
effective social impact strategies aren’t just a “nice to have” 
— they’re the very heartbeat of progressive, purpose-driven 
businesses. This study highlights several common themes 
present in successful social impact strategies. While not 
every organisation demonstrates all of these traits, the key 
takeaways, when combined, form the golden thread that 
weaves together business success and social impact. 

9



Our Social Impact Framework
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TAKEAWAY 01

Integrate social impact with your business strategy and core purpose

The leaders in our study don’t view social impact
initiatives as isolated efforts. Nor do they pursue them 
out of corporate altruism or simply because social 
impact is the “right thing to do.” Instead, they deeply 
integrate their social impact strategy with their core 
business purpose, ensuring that company values are 
lived out in every aspect of their operations. 

The benefits of social impact include stronger
customer loyalty, increased employee engagement, 
cost savings, higher scores on tender assessments 
and, ultimately, business growth. Social impact is 
woven into the fabric of organisations and is a key 
driver of the strategic actions to achieve their mission.

“In 2025, in every single decision-meeting that we have, 
no matter what level within the organisation, we're now 
going to ask the question, ‘did we live our values in making 
that decision.’”

Insights from a CEO on how they will embed purpose-based 
behaviours throughout their business.



Our Social Impact Framework
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TAKEAWAY 02

Calibrate social impact KPIs to align with business goals 

The interviewees made it clear that their companies 
demonstrate a strong commitment to measuring progress 
in real time with solid metrics. They establish clear, 
quantifiable key performance indicators on social impact 
– tracking volunteer hours, benchmarking employee 
engagement, monitoring community engagement and 
assessing the direct impact on the social issue being 
addressed. Additionally, they track the business benefits 
that result from these efforts. 

By leveraging data-driven insights, these companies 
continuously refine their approach, ensuring that every 
initiative not only makes an internal impact but also builds 
credibility with external stakeholders – amplifying both 
business and social impact. 

“The fear of being accused of greenwashing leads companies 
to avoid communicating their social impact work. We need to 
have really robust processes in place so that we can 
confidently communicate without fear of dismissal.”

Insights from a CSO on measurement and process-driven 
social impact.



Our Social Impact Framework
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TAKEAWAY 03

Embed social impact with your board, senior leaders and workforce 

The deep integration of social impact should permeate 
every layer of the business – from frontline to the board. 
In the boardrooms of the companies we spoke with, social 
impact (whether as part of the combined ESG actions or 
distinctly as the “S” in ESG) is a regular agenda item, 
discussed alongside strategy, innovation, risk, 
governance and financial performance. 

This level of oversight holds leaders accountable and, in 
many cases, ensures they have “skin in the game” by 
embedding social impact measures into executive 
scorecards, performance reviews and remuneration 
structures. Many leaders highlighted the interest among 
board members in being actively engaged in social 
impact work rather than simply hearing it be reported. 

“They are very keen on it. We don’t take it for granted so we 
have to constantly reinforce it and develop our maturity and 
thinking in this space.”

Insights from a CEO on board requirements and focus on 
social impact.



The Role of Employees: Key Survey Findings
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of companies that 
responded say 
employees are not 
directly involved in 
social impact strategy 
development. 

TAKEAWAY 03 (continued)

Embed social impact with your board, senior leaders and workforce 

Approximately, 40% of respondents identified the CEO as the 
executive sponsor for social impact work, followed by the CPO 
at 24%. Notably, 14% of companies reported having no 
executive sponsor at all. Despite perceptions that social 
impact is primarily a marketing function, only 2% of 
participants named the CMO as the executive sponsor.​ When 
it comes to alignment with corporate purpose, 49% said their 
social impact strategy is very closely aligned, while 40% 
reported it is somewhat closely aligned.

The perception around the role of employees in designing 
social impact strategies varies, with some respondents 
viewing it as extensive and others as minimal. This suggests 
that some employees might feel excluded from the process, 
impacting their engagement. A more robust, inclusive 
approach to employee involvement may be needed.

Dedicated ESG specialists

Of those that are involved:

Business unit leads

C-suite Boards



Our Social Impact Framework
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TAKEAWAY 04

Adapt initiatives to your community to ensure relevance 

A collaborative spirit underpins social impact strategies as 
these organisations co-create initiatives not only with 
employees but also with customers and local 
communities. This inclusive approach ensures that 
strategies remain authentic, responsive and adaptive to 
the dynamic markets in which these businesses operate.

While the interviews were conducted prior to the recent 
DE&I Executive Orders from the Trump administration, 
the companies we spoke with view DE&I as a core driver 
of innovation and growth.

Our respondents emphasised the importance of fostering 
a culture where inclusion is celebrated and every decision 
is filtered through the lens of fairness. This strengthens 
internal leadership and deepens external community ties.

“This is actually a great innovation pipeline for us and 
we have a lot of really positive potential new tools for our 
business. What we need to do now is figure out how those 
tools can enable us to be successful going forward.”

Insights from a CPO on the benefits of community 
collaboration through social impact.



Our Social Impact Framework
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TAKEAWAY 05

Validate improved business and social outcomes 

The true power of an effective social strategy lies in its ability to 
generate measurable benefits for both business and society. 

Not a single leader we interviewed pursued social impact at the 
expense of business objectives. Nor did they pursue business 
impact at the expense of societal improvements. Instead, they 
found that when social objectives align with financial priorities, 
they spark innovation, improve operational efficiencies and 
reduce costs. Again though, the delicate balance in the costs of 
doing business are ever present when considering how to 
support societal improvements. 

Additionally, successful social impact strategies do not 
require massive budgets. Many leaders demonstrated that 
cost-efficient, well-integrated initiatives can scale sustainably.

“Last year, we spent c.€250,000 to fund 70 employee-
led initiatives. One return to us is a drop in employee 
turnover from 5% to 1.6%.”

Insights from a CEO on the business impact of their 
social impact strategy.



Our Social Impact Framework
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TAKEAWAY 06

Communicate with authenticity

During our interviews, discussions on communication 
revealed two distinct approaches — those who actively 
communicate their social impact efforts and those who do 
not. For some, communication remained low-key and 
secondary — an aspect the organisation intended to 
address but had not yet prioritised. 

For others, the hesitancy to communicate was rooted in 
risk mitigation — a “keep your head down” approach in 
response to “cancel culture” concerns. With greenwashing 
accusations and fears of virtue signalling, some 
organisations have opted not to publicly share their 
social impact efforts.

However, upon deeper discussion, most respondents 
acknowledged that communicating authentic actions 
yields only positive results. 

Compelling narrative and authentic storytelling —
particularly when tied to the other takeaways highlighted 
— play a crucial role in amplifying both social impact and 
business benefits. 

Among those companies that do communicate their social 
impact work, their approach follows three key principles. 
First, build stakeholder trust and ensure participants know 
your rationale, focus and desired outcomes. Second, work 
on programmes where you can deliver a clear social 
impact and realise a distinct competitive edge rather than 
simply cutting a big cheque. 

And finally, candidly share the real-world benefits of 
the initiatives you undertake, highlighting the positive 
effect, what you learned and your ongoing commitment. 
By deploying an honest and authentic narrative, 
businesses can dispel concerns of virtue signalling
and instead reinforce a credible, long-term commitment 
to making a difference.

“Social impact needs 
to be communicated as 
a business strategy, not 
a feel-good initiative”

Insights from a Managing 
Director on how to 
communicate social impact.
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Companies communicate their social impact strategy via different channels:

17

Our Social Impact Framework

TAKEAWAY 06 (continued)

Communicate with authenticity

Internal 
communications

Owned social 
media

Website or 
microsite

Company reports

Media (unpaid) Media (paid) Sponsorship



A Dynamic and Integrated Social Impact Strategy
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When aligned with core business goals, measured with rigour, governed at the 
highest levels and communicated authentically, social impact initiatives do more 
than just benefit society. When done properly, social impact initiatives drive 
competitive advantage, build stakeholder trust, strengthen long-term business 
resilience and create value. 

Collating the insights from our research and combining this with our own 
observations on current practice, we have created a new framework for social 
impact strategy development and implementation. This framework offers a 
powerful, adaptable and actionable roadmap for organisations looking to 
maximise impact and extract maximum benefit. Companies who choose to pursue 
this roadmap can use it as a means to deliver a strong dividend — a social 
dividend, that is good for business and good for society. 

18



Social Impact Strategy Model 
In summary, the interviews reveal that a truly effective social impact strategy is not an isolated effort — it is a dynamic, deeply integrated 
component of modern business. 

1. Integrate
social impact with purpose & business strategy

Align social impact with corporate purpose 

Ensure social impact reflects business 
objectives & operational capabilities

3. Embed
social impact throughout the organisation

Embedded in leadership performance metrics

Accountability assigned to all employees

Board engagement and oversight

2. Calibrate
social impact measures with business objectives

Defined KPIs 

Data-driven decision making

Continuous benchmarking and improvements 

4. Collaborate
with your stakeholders

Inclusive strategy development, 
leveraging internal & external 

stakeholders

Responsive and adaptive to changing 
needs and market dynamics

6. Communicate
with clear messaging & consistency

Compelling narrative

Authentic storytelling

Brand differentiation

Multi-platform 

All Audiences 

5. Validate
with clear outcomes & robust processes

Governance to ensure effective 
resource deployment 

Operational efficiency to support innovation

Scalability & long-term viability

Reporting on outcomes with annual 
improvement targets

19
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Partnering with our 
clients globally to 
do great things for 
a better future.

Teneo Overview

Michael O'Keeffe
CEO, Ireland

Gary McGann
Senior Advisor and Chairman, 
Ireland Advisory Board

Teneo is the global CEO advisory firm. Drawing 
upon our global team and expansive network of senior 
advisors, we provide advisory services across our five 
business segments on a stand-alone or fully integrated 
basis to help our clients solve complex business 
challenges. Our clients include a significant number of the 
Fortune 100 and FTSE 100, as well as other corporations, 
financial institutions and organizations.

Our full range of advisory services includes strategic 
communications, investor relations, financial transactions 
and restructuring, management consulting, physical and 
cyber risk, organizational design, board and executive 
search, geopolitics and government affairs, corporate 
governance and ESG.



Firm Overview

Integrated Service Model

Our Business Segments

Strategy & Communications
Global strategic advisory and communications business focused on 
helping clients achieve major business objectives, manage their 
reputations and enhance stakeholder value.

Management Consulting
Providing expertise and leadership that companies need to 
drive strategic change at critical inflection points that demand CEO 
focus and cross functional attention.

Financial Advisory
Advising clients on strategies and actions to create, protect and 
realise value across the full spectrum of transactions and industries.

Risk Advisory
Anticipating and mitigating risks associated with geopolitics, physical 
security and cybersecurity to ensure business continuity and resiliency.

People Advisory
Assessing current organizational needs and identifying what and who is 
needed in the future to build thriving, sustainable organisations.

STRATEGY & 
COMMUNICATIONS

MANAGEMENT 
CONSULTING

FINANCIAL 
ADVISORY

RISK 
ADVISORY

PEOPLE 
ADVISORY
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Leaders in 
Sustainability 
and Social Inclusion 

Our purpose is to inspire, challenge and facilitate businesses 
to bring about a sustainable, low carbon economy and more 
inclusive society where everyone thrives. 

At Business in the Community Ireland, we bring together business, 
government, and communities to make a real difference in 
sustainability and social inclusion. 

Business in the Community Ireland, partnerships that help people 
and the planet.
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