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Abstract

Purpose – The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has witnessed a resurgence in the
management literature in recent years. This might be due to a renewed focus on corporate governance
and ethical practices of companies the world over. This current study seeks to focus on how banks
operating in Ghana communicate their CSR programmes and intentions via their corporate websites.

Design/methodology/approach – A conceptual framework was adapted from the extant literature
and was used as the basis of a content analysis of 16 banks in Ghana. This paper adopts a qualitative
research approach drawing upon available information from the websites of these 16 banks.

Findings – One of the banks that had won the most CSR awards at the Ghana banking awards had
the poorest CSR communication content on its corporate website. It was also noted that banks that had
never won a CSR award previously seemed to have a better organised structure in respect of their CSR
activities on their websites. These findings clearly demonstrate the challenges that sometimes exist in
transferring bricks-and-mortar organisational capabilities to online environments.

Originality/value – Studies focussing on online CSR communications in emerging market contexts
are almost non-existent and this study makes an important contribution in not only addressing this
imbalance, but more importantly in improving bank marketing practices in Ghana.

Keywords Corporate social responsibility, Banking, Worldwide web, Online reporting,
Communications, Ghana

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
The World Bank at a disclosure policy and review consultation meeting in Accra in
May 2009 noted that “it would disclose more types of information [. . .], and much of the
information would be freely available on the Bank’s external website” (see http://inc.
com.gh/news/). Companies communicate to their stakeholders using various media to
respond to changing local, national and global societal expectations concerning
business practices (Isenmann, 2006). These firms normally communicate corporate
social responsibility (CSR) issues to their stakeholders in order to influence opinion
leaders’ behaviours regarding their entity (APCO, 2004), to improve their
competitiveness (Porter and Kramer, 2006; Porter, 2006), to accrue long-term benefits
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for their businesses (Hermann, 2004), and to counteract the growing scepticism
regarding corporate communications, particularly companies that overstate their
social behaviour (Holme and Watts, 2000).

For many firms, the corporate website now serves as an immediate and complete
information hub through which organisational messages that shape, enhance or
maintain a company’s corporate identity and through which reputation is conveyed
(Rolland and Bazzoni, 2009). The benefit of the internet for communicating or
disclosing information to stakeholders is not in doubt. The internet has the ability to
disseminate information less expensively and to disclose information in a timely
fashion. Branco and Rodrigues (2006), opine that the internet allows companies to
provide information targeted to different stakeholders and to obtain feedback from
them. It therefore becomes the means of fulfilling the economic, legal, ethical and
philanthropic responsibilities expected by its stakeholders (Thorne et al., 2008).

Given the importance of stakeholders to CSR practice, it is worthy of note that the
stakeholder approach to CSR has focused on the primary CSR concept (Bowmann-Larsen
and Wiggen, 2004; Murray and Vogel, 1997), social responsibility communication (Moreno
and Capriotti, 2009; Gray et al., 1996; Porter and Kramer, 2002, 2003, 2006), and social
responsibility disclosures by financial institutions (Ofori and Hinson, 2007; Thompson
and Cowton, 2004; Hamid, 2004; Douglas et al., 2004). This study seeks to ascertain the
extent to which banks in Ghana use the internet as a medium for communicating their
CSR activities. This research draws on the online CSR communication framework
originally formulated by Branco and Rodrigues (2006) in their study of online CSR
reportage by Portuguese banks. This study examines online CSR reportage by local and
international banks operating in Ghana. The paper is split into six sections, where
sections one and two provide the conceptual framework and study propositions. In
sections three and four, we highlight the research approach and findings. We go on to
wrap up the paper with discussions and conclusions in sections five and six.

Corporate social responsibility: a stakeholder and legitimacy approach
Corporate social responsibility has witnessed an ongoing debate not only among
management theorists but also among industry practitioners. Sloan (1964) argues that
“the strategic aim of a business is to earn a return on capital, and if in any particular
case the return in the long run is not satisfactory, then the deficiency should be
corrected or the activity abandoned for a more favourable one”. Friedman (1962) also
asserted that “the business of business is business and the only social responsibility is
to increase profit”. However, Abrams (1954) was of the view that a firm’s responsibility
is the maintenance of an equitable and working balance among its stockholders,
employees, customers and the public at large. CSR means that a corporation should be
held liable for any of its actions that affect people, communities and the environment
(Frederick et al., 1992). This concern spans issues beyond economic, technical and legal
requirements for the firm to all actions that centre on improving society (Davis, 1973).
These include operational activities, ranging from paying one’s bills, abiding by the
law and caring for the environment, to the selection and behaviour of suppliers and
subcontractors (Blomback and Wigren, 2009).

In the light of the seemingly contrasting argument on CSR, this paper adopts the
broader perspective of CSR that seeks to fulfil the economic, legal, ethical and
philanthropic expectations of a firm’s stakeholders. These expectations define the type
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of responsibilities firms have for their stakeholders. However, these expectations
should be consistent with the company’s vision and values as defined by the
stakeholders (Carroll, 1993; Thorne et al., 2008). The objective of these actions is to
maximise the positive impact on stakeholders and minimise the negative impact
(Ferrell et al., 2002). This perspective of CSR has a primary focus on stakeholders. The
term “stakeholders” is broad in scope and has been defined as all those with a “critical
eye” on corporate actors (Bowmann-Larsen and Wiggen, 2004). Freeman (1984) stated
that stakeholders are “groups and individuals who can affect or are affected by, the
achievement of an organization’s mission” (p. 52). Stakeholders, acting either formally
or informally, individually or collectively, are a key element in the firm’s external
environment that can positively or negatively affect the organisation (Murray and
Vogel, 1997, p. 142). The challenge for business involves identifying to whom and for
whom they are responsible, and how far that responsibility extends. The usefulness of
the stakeholder approach appears to be that it serves as a guideline by which an
organisation (if it aims to be socially responsible) might select particular operational
systems (be they human or technological ones) or social relationships that reflects its
commitment to social responsibility (Birth et al., 2008).

CSR can also be interpreted from the legitimacy perspective as firms’ engage in
socially responsible activities in an attempt to gain, improve or maintain legitimacy
(Moir, 2001). This perspective is interrelated with the stakeholder perspective.
Suchmann (1995) stresses that an organisation’s legitimacy is tied to its behavioural
patterns and the general perception that this pattern is acceptable by a group of
beholders. The basis for the legitimacy theory can be found in the explanation of
legitimacy as (Suchmann, 1995, p. 574):

[. . .] a generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper
or appropriate within some socially constructed systems of norms, values, beliefs and
definitions.

Businesses under the legitimacy theory therefore disclose their CSR activities to show a
socially responsible image so as to legitimise their behaviours to their stakeholders.
This paper adopts these interrelated perspectives – the stakeholder and legitimacy
theory – to examine the online communication of CSR by Ghanaian banks. The
stakeholder perspective defines stakeholder expectations to include economic, legal,
ethical and philanthropic expectations. While the stakeholder theory is built on the
demand of stakeholders including employees, customers, community and the
environment for companies to behave responsibly, the legitimacy theory emphasises
a social contract between the business and society.

Extending these arguments to the banking sector, the stakeholder and legitimacy
theories suggest that, first, banks with a greater number of branches will disclose more
social responsibility information than banks with a fewer number of branches. This is
because banks with a greater number of branches have more responsibility to behave
responsibly due to their visibility and brand image. Second, listed banks are expected
to disclose more social responsibility information than unlisted banks. It seems only
natural that listed banks are more visible than unlisted banks. Although listed banks
are not required to disclose their CSR activities any more extensively than their
counterparts, listed banks receive more attention and are subject to extensive media
coverage (Archel Domench, 2003). Furthermore, international banks are expected to
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disclose more of their SR information than local banks. It could be argued that
international banks have an international presence and image and are subject to
international conventions as well as regulations that make their CSR disclosures more
mandatory. This is further reinforced by the nature of their operations, or
internationalisation, which requires them to communicate such responsibilities to
society (Brønn and Brønn, 2003). Larger banks in terms of assets and physical
structures will disclose more than smaller banks, as this will help them achieve market
acceptability. Three research propositions are proposed in relation to the use of the
stakeholder and legitimacy theory in the context of communicating CSR:

P1. Banks with a greater number of branches will disclose more online CSR
information than banks with a fewer number of branches.

P2. Listed banks are expected to disclose more online CSR information than
unlisted banks.

P3. International banks are expected to disclose more online CSR information
than local banks.

These propositions from the primary foundations of our paper are investigated in the
rest of the paper.

Online CSR communication in the banking sector
The internet has become a major medium of corporate communications and thus most
corporate institutions use it as a medium for information disclosure to the public.
Moreno and Capriotti (2009) asserted that civil organisations have profited greatly
from the internet by using it as a medium to communicate their objectives and their
performance to an international audience. Companies use the internet to communicate
their management performance to their stakeholders (Finch, 2005). The external
communication of CSR activities using the internet can help a firm to build a positive
image among its stakeholders (see Fombrun and Shanley, 1990; Lafferty et al., 2002).
CSR disclosure studies by financial institutions are scarce (Hamid, 2004; Douglas et al.,
2004). Hamid (2004) studied CSR disclosure in annual reports by banks and finance
companies in Malaysia and found out that product or service related disclosure seems
to be more mundane than on environment and energy as well as human resource
disclosures. His findings also suggest that the size as well as the listing status and age
of business are related positively with CSR disclosure. Douglas et al. (2004) analysed
CSR disclosures in annual reports (spanning 1998 to 2001) of six Irish banks and four
international financial institutions on the websites of Irish banks in 2002. Their
findings revealed that Irish financial institutions (i.e. the local banks) lagged behind
their foreign counterparts in terms of volume of CSR disclosures.

In their comparative study on stores and banks, Clarke and Gibson-Sweet (1999)
argued that banks made considerable community involvement disclosures. Companies
belonging to both sectors were also found out to have a name that was highly
recognised among the general public due to their high-street presence, “making the
creation and maintenance of goodwill in the local community particularly important”
(Clarke and Gibson-Sweet, 1999, p. 8). However, banks were reported to have a lower
level of environmental disclosures than stores. In comparison to other sectors like
chemical, mining, timber, etc., the banking sector has low or no direct environmental
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impact. Their activities may in relative terms not have any direct negative impact on
the environment or cause any havoc to the society. It is therefore not surprising when
some scholars exclude financial companies and banks in their studies of CSR. However,
Thompson and Cowton (2004) argue that banks “can be seen as facilitators of
industrial activity which causes environmental damage”. This means that even though
banks do not directly engage in the environmental destructions, they offer loans to
mining companies as well as industries that could cause direct havoc on the
environment – thus making them “guilty by association”.

Banks’ disclosure of CSR activities can be in the form of publicising their efforts to
make the society a better place to live in. Banks may also disclose their CSR activities
through numerous print and electronic media, such as newspapers, annual reports, and
television among others. As Alnajjar (2000) once noted, annual reports were the main
medium for disclosing CSR practices to stakeholders. The choice of the medium may be
influenced by company’s availability of resources and strategic intentions to reach
particular stakeholders (Sutantoputra, 2009) – that is, by undertaking CSR activities
that are beneficial to the society in which they operate. Banks also have responsibilities
to their employees, customers and other stakeholders. However, there have been
instances where some of these responsibilities have been breached, and according to
Madichie (2009a, b) further widened the divide between theory and practice.

The Ghanaian banking sector
The year 2007 saw remarkable growth in the branch network of banks operating in
Ghana. This increase was observed five years after the country’s apex bank, Bank of
Ghana, introduced the universal banking license that lifted restrictions on the types of
activities and/or type of customers that they could engage with, thus allowing all
banks to conduct retail banking. Consequently, the banking industry witnessed the
influx of seven foreign banks. The current profile of banks operating in Ghana is
illustrated in Table I. The Ghanaian banking sector seems fairly robust in the midst of
the global financial crisis, but given the heightened competition in the sector and a new
fixation on the retail market as a growth source, CSR and its management have become
extremely important for internal and external stakeholders of banks in Ghana.

Research framework
The framework in Figure 1 is a model designed to highlights areas covered in banks’
online CSR communications. This model was adopted and expanded from a model used
by Branco and Rodrigues (2006), who studied CSR communication in Portuguese banks.

In their study, Branco and Rodrigues (2006) categorised areas covered under CSR
disclosures by Portuguese banks into four segments. These are:

(1) environmental disclosure;

(2) human resource disclosure;

(3) products and customers disclosure; and

(4) community involvement disclosure.

Indeed, Figure 1 categorises the areas covered by banks in their CSR communication
under internal and external disclosures. Internal disclosure looks at human resource
disclosure and product and customer disclosure. External disclosure covers issues
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under environmental disclosure and community involvement disclosure. Human
resource disclosure considers issues bordering on employee health and safety,
employee training and employee remuneration. Product and customer disclosure, on
the other hand, considers issues like product quality, customer complaints and/or
satisfaction and provision for physically challenged customers. Environmental
disclosures include the company’s concern for the environment, lending and
investment policies and the conservation of energy in business. Finally, issues
regarding community involvement disclosure cover such areas as charitable donations
and activities, support for education, sports sponsoring or recreational projects. The
model demonstrates an attempt to meet the expectations of different groups of
stakeholders, including employees, customers, the community and society in general.

Bank Bank origin
Number of
branches

Majority
ownership

Listed on
Ghana Stock

Exchange
Age of bank

(years)

GCB Ghana 157 Local No 56
BBGL UK 154 Foreign No 92
SCB UK 19 Foreign Yes 113
EBG Togo 44 Foreign Yes 19
ADB Ghana 51 Local No 44
SB RSA 13 Foreign No 10
MBG Ghana 21 Local No 38
SG-SSB Ghana 29 Foreign No 34
ZBL Nigeria 12 Foreign No 4
HFC Ghana 17 Local No 19
FAMBL Ghana 5 Local No 15
CAL Ghana 13 Local Yes 19
IBG Nigeria 12 Foreign No 3
ABL Nigeria 12 Foreign No 12
PBL Ghana 23 Local No 16
TTB Ghana 17 Local No 13
Fidelity Ghana 9 Local No 3
UBA Nigeria 16 Foreign No 5
GTB Nigeria 9 Foreign No 5
ICB Malaysia 12 Foreign No 13
UGL Ghana 12 Local No 12
UTB Nigeria 9 Local No 14
Baroda India 1 Foreign No 2
BSIC Libya 7 Foreign No 1
NIB Ghana 27 Local No 46

Notes: GCB, Ghana Commercial Bank; SCB, Standard Chartered Bank Ghana Ltd; ADB, Agricultural
Development Bank; MBG, Merchant Bank (Ghana) Ltd; ZBL, Zenith Bank (Ghana) Ltd; FAMBL, First
Atlantic Merchant Bank Ltd; IBG, Intercontinental Bank Ghana Ltd; ABL, Amalgamated Bank Ghana
Ltd; PBL, Prudential Bank Ltd; TTB, The Trust Bank Ltd; Fidelity, Fidelity Bank Ltd; UBA, United
Bank of Africa (Ghana) Ltd; GTB, Guaranty Trust Bank (Ghana) Ltd; ICB, International Commercial
Bank Ltd; UGL, Unibank Ghana Ltd; UTB, UT Bank Ltd; Baroda, Bank of Baroda; BSIC, Sahel Sahara
Bank Ltd; NIB, National Investment Bank Ltd; BBGL, Barclays Bank Ghana Ltd; EBG, EcoBank
Ghana Ltd; SB (Stanbic), Standard Bank Ltd; SG-SSB, Societe Generale SSB Ltd; HFC, HFC Bank Ltd;
CAL, Cal Bank Ltd
Source: Compiled by the authors

Table I.
Banks operating in
Ghana (July, 2008)
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Methodology

The sample for this study initially included all 25 banks operating in Ghana. However,
the final figure selected for the study was 16 banks as potential candidates with online
CSR reportage in place (see Table II). The rest of the banks were left out as they had no
CSR reportage at all on their corporate websites. While ascertaining why these nine
banks lacked CSR reportage on their corporate websites might be a potential focus of
future research, the remaining 16 banks (comprising ten local and six international
banks) form the sample frame for our study.

Consequently, we adopted a qualitative research design to evaluate the level of CSR
reportage on the respective websites of these banks. Qualitative research typically
seeks to provide insight and not measure. This insight could be gained through a
process consisting of analysis and meaningful integration of views by respondents
(Spiggle, 1994). Theoretically, qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the
observer in the world.

Creswell (2007) identified five qualitative approaches to inquiry:

(1) narrative research;

(2) phenomenology;

(3) grounded theory;

(4) ethnography; and

(5) case studies.

Figure 1.
Framework for bank
online CSR
communication
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For the purpose of this study, the case study method was used. Case study research
involves the study of an issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded
system (Creswell 2007). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) and Yin (2003) present it as a strategy
of inquiry. Case study research is a type of qualitative design in which the researcher
explores a case through detailed in-depth data collection. The data collection method in
case studies is typically exhaustive, drawing on multiple sources of information. Yin
(2003) recommends different types of information to collect. These are:

. documents;

. archival records;

. interviews;

. direct observations; and

. physical artefacts.

This study therefore employed archival records as the main data collection instrument.
In this qualitative study, archival online records were analysed to ascertain the level

of banks communication of CSR information on the website in Ghana. The archival

Bank
Age of bank

(years)
Majority
ownership

Number of
branches Bank origin

Listed on
Ghana Stock

Exchange

1. SCB 113 Foreign 19 UK Yes
2. BBGL 92 Foreign 154 UK Yes
3. GCB 56 Local 157 Ghana Yes
4. NIB 46 Local 27 Ghana No
5. ADB 44 Local 51 Ghana No
6. MBG 38 Local 21 Ghana No
7. SG-SSB 34 Foreign 29 Ghana Yes
8. HFC 19 Local 17 Ghana Yes
9. EBGa 19 Foreign 44 Togo Yes

10. CAL 19 Local 13 Ghana Yes
11. PBL 16 Local 23 Ghana No
12. FAMBLa 15 Local 5 Ghana No
13. UTB 14 Local 9 Ghana No
14. TTBa 13 Local 17 Ghana No
15. ICBa 13 Foreign 12 Malaysia No
16. UGL 12 Local 12 Ghana No
17. ABLa 12 Foreign 12 Nigeria No
18. SBa 10 Foreign 13 RSA No
19. UBA 5 Foreign 16 Nigeria Yes
20. GTBa 5 Foreign 9 Nigeria No
21. ZBLa 4 Foreign 12 Nigeria No
22. IBG 3 Foreign 12 Nigeria Yes
23. Fidelity 3 Local 9 Ghana No
24. Barodaa 2 Foreign 1 India No
25. BSIC 1 Foreign 7 Libya No

Note: aThese nine banks did not have any CSR reportage on their corporate website and were thus
excluded from our listing in Table III

Table II.
Banks in Ghana (ranked

by age)
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records make use of administrative records and documents as the primary source of
data. Saunders et al. (2007) considered archival research as a principal source of data
that makes use of administrative records and documents. Even though the term
“archival” has historical connotations, it can be used to refer to recent as well as
historical documents. Data for this study were collected in December 2009 by browsing
the websites of the sample banks. Firstly, the location of the corporate websites of the
sample companies was identified. In case of unavailability of such links, popular
search engines such as Google, Yahoo!, WikiAnswers and Ghanaweb, etc., were used to
locate the homepage of the banks. After collecting the relevant data on the banks’
corporate websites, a scoring method was developed in order to measure qualitatively
the level of online CSR posture of the selected banks. A dichotomous procedure was
used to measure the reporting score (RS). A score of 1 was awarded if an item was
reported, otherwise a score of 0 was awarded. Several empirical studies in the area
were of great help in determining what to consider as a socially responsible disclosure
(Branco and Rodrigues, 2006; Gray et al., 1995b; Hackston and Milne, 1996: Adams
et al., 1998; O’Dwyer and Gray, 1998; Williams and Pei, 1999; Campbell, 2000; Campbell
et al., 2003). In this paper we grouped CSR disclosures into two main categories:

(1) internal; and

(2) external.

Internal disclosures consist of human resource and product and customer disclosures.
External disclosures include environmental and community involvement disclosures.
A point score of 3 is awarded if a company disclosed on any of the four dimensions.

Environmental disclosure comprises those relating to company’s concern for the
environment, lending and investment policies and conservation of energy in business.
Human resources disclosure covers such issues as employee health and safety,
employee training and employee remuneration. Products and consumers disclosure
involves disclosures related to product quality, customer complaints/satisfaction and
provision for physically challenged customers. Community involvement disclosure
includes disclosures relating to charitable donations, support for education, sport
sponsoring/recreational projects. In analysing a case according to Yin (2003), one
analytical strategy would be to identify issues within each case and then look for a
common theme that is peculiar to the cases. The present study made use of multiple
case analyses. Issues raised on the online posture of the selected banks as regards the
four dimensions were analysed separately within each case and then the findings were
compared across all the cases, which is also referred to as cross-case analysis.

Research findings
Online posture of CSR in selected banks
The different CSR issues communicated by the banks on their websites are depicted in
Figure 2. The findings suggest that there is scanty information on CSR communicated
on the websites of ADB, UBA and SG-SSB, who only have a score of 1 each. Meanwhile
ADB is one of the banks to have won the Most Socially Responsible bank award three
times. CAL Bank and GCB, who have also won the award for the Most Socially
Responsible bank three times between them over the last six years, scored only two
points respectively on online CSR reportage. Other banks like BSIC, PBL, NIB, MBG,
IBG, Fidelity and Unibank also scored two points each respectively on online CSR
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Figure 2.
Online posture of CSR in

selected banks
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communication. Two banks – namely, BBGL and HFC – also scored three points each.
UT Bank, one of the newest indigenous banks in Ghana, had the highest points score
for online CSR communication among the 16 banks studied with a score of 6. The
dimension with the highest number of disclosures is community involvement
disclosure with 19 points, followed by product and customer disclosure with 12 points.
The disclosures with the lowest number of reports are human resource disclosure and
environment disclosure with three points each.

ADB, although having won the Most Socially Responsible Bank award three times,
has only a score of 1 concerning its online CSR information reportage. CAL Bank
discloses some community involvement information on its website. Standard
Chartered and the other five non-indigenous banks, with diverse operations and
branches beyond Ghana, depict a fair amount of CSR information online. SCB
communicates product and customer information and environmental and community
involvement information online. UT Bank communicates on all the dimensions of CSR
information on its website, i.e. human resource, product and customer, environmental
and community involvement.

Discussion of findings
In this section of the paper we start with discussions on the branch network size, origin
of bank and stock exchange listing status of the 16 banks investigated. The findings
are discussed along internal and external lines as adapted from Branco and Rodrigues
(2006) and highlighted in Figure 1. In this section the findings from the paper’s initial
propositions are also reported. The subsequent discussion is undertaken in the light of
our three guiding propositions.

Internal perspective
As demonstrated previously, disclosures from the internal perspective include human
resource disclosure as well as product and customer disclosures. Human resource
disclosure includes elements on employee health and safety, employee training, and
employee remuneration. Of the 16 banks investigated, only two (UT Bank and HFC
Bank) had disclosures on human resource. These disclosures focused on employee
training and employee remuneration. In this respect, the banks with regard to their
human resource disclosures have in place training and development programmes for
their employees. According to UT Bank:

We believe in supporting individuals to develop to their full potential, so you will find a broad
range of training and educational programs to help you propel your growth.

HFC Bank had this statement on its website:

All HFC Staff are indoctrinated with a new service philosophy which puts the customer at the
centre of operations. Service standards have been crafted to enforce this new philosophy.

Issues discussed under the product and customer disclosure centred on product
quality, customer complaints/satisfaction and provision for physically challenged
customers. Of the 16 banks included in the study only seven banks (SCB, Sahel Sahara
Bank, UT Bank, HFC Bank, Merchant Bank, Prudential Bank and UBA) had
disclosures on their websites concerning customers and products, but none disclosed
provisions for the physically challenged.
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External perspective
External disclosures include environmental and community involvement. Bank’s
concern for the environment, their lending and investment policies as well as
conservation of energy in business, fall under environmental disclosure. Out of the 16
banks investigated, only two banks (UT Bank and BBG) had disclosures on
environmental issues. With regards to the community involvement disclosures, 12 out
of the 16 banks had disclosures pertaining to community disclosures. It was also
observed that banks tended to disclose more on their contributions to community
development than on any other aspect of CSR activities. From the study, banks
disclosed more on donations to needy individuals and communities and their support
for education. Standard Chartered, CAL Bank, UT Bank, Barclays Bank Ghana as well
as others like (GCB, Fidelity Bank, Merchant Bank, NIB, SG-SSB, ADB, UniBank and
IBG) disclosed on their websites issues surrounding charitable donations and activities
and support for education. Having highlighted the “internal” and “external”
perspectives of CSR communications, we now go on to discuss our findings along
three constructs which underline our research propositions:

(1) the size of the bank;

(2) shareholder composition (publicly traded); and

(3) the origin of the bank and nature of operations or internationalisation.

The size of the bank (bank branches)
The sample was divided into two different groups comprising smaller banks and
larger banks in terms of the number of bank branches in Ghana. Das (1996) notes that
one of the characteristics of commercial banks in many developing countries, unlike in
most advanced Western nations such as the USA, is that their branches are dispersed
over a wide geographical area. Ghana currently has ten administrative regions, namely
Greater Accra, Central, Eastern, Western, Northern, Upper East, Upper West, Volta
and Brong Ahafo Regions. Banks in Ghana have a presence in each of these regions of
Ghana and in some cases have two to five branches per region. In the case of the
biggest bank (by branch) in Ghana, Ghana Commercial Bank (GCB) possesses 35
branches in the Greater Accra Region alone. For the purpose of this study, therefore, a
large commercial bank is one that has at least 20 branches; which could be
hypothesised to be at least two per each of the ten regions of Ghana. A small bank is
any bank that has a branch network of between one and 19 branches.

From Table III, it can be seen that there are nine small banks (i.e. with less than 20
branches) and seven large banks based on the criteria discussed above. A disclosure made
by any of the banks on the CSR themes was counted as a score of 1, and the results
obtained from the two groups were added to arrive at a score for the two sets of
categories. There are 12 themes on which any of the banks could report. In all the total
number of themes required of the larger banks is 84 themes obtained by multiplying the
number of banks that fall within this category (i.e. seven) by the number of themes (i.e.
12), while the total number of themes expected to be reported by the smaller banks is 108
– obtained by multiplying the number of banks in this category (i.e. nine) by 12. However,
the total number of themes reported by the larger banks is 13, while that of the smaller
banks is 24. We can therefore conclude that banks with a smaller number of branches
disclose more of their CSR activities online than banks with a larger number of branches.
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Overall there was contrary conclusive evidence found against Proposition 1 – “Banks
with a greater number of branches will be expected to disclose more social
responsibility information than those with a smaller number of branches”. This
consequently highlights one key lesson – local banks with a smaller number of
branches are likely to disclose more information on their online CSR activities than
banks with a larger number of branches.

Shareholder structure (Ghana Stock Exchange listing)
The sample was split into two groups comprising eight listed banks and eight unlisted
banks. There are 12 themes on which any of the banks could report. In all the total
number of themes required for both the listed banks and unlisted banks is 96. However,
from the information on Table III, the total number of themes reported by the listed
banks is 18 while the unlisted banks reported on 19 themes. We can therefore conclude
that unlisted banks tend to disclose more of their online CSR activities than listed
banks. Based on this evidence, there was contrary conclusive evidence found against
Proposition 2, i.e. that “listed banks will be expected to disclose more social
responsibility information than unlisted banks”. It is also interesting to note that the
bank across the sample of 15 with the highest online CSR reporting being unlisted
bank is UT Bank.

Bank origin and extent of internationalisation
Lessons from findings summarised in Table IV offers suggestive evidence for
Proposition 3. Foreign (international) banks are more likely to disclose more

Bank Origin of bank

Stock
Exchange

listing

Number of
branches in

Ghana
Online CSR

(score total ¼ 12)
Ranking of banks

on online CSR

UTBa Local No 9 6 1
SCB Foreign Yes 19 4 2
BBGL Foreign Yes 154 3 3
HFC Local Yes 17 3 3
GCB Local Yes 157 2 4
CAL Local Yes 13 2 4
MBG Local No 21 2 4
IBG Foreign Yes 12 2 4
PBL Local No 23 2 4
Fidelity Local No 9 2 4
BSIC Foreign No 7 2 4
NIB Local No 27 2 4
UGL Local No 12 2 4
ADB Local No 51 1 5
UBA Foreign Yes 16 1 5
SG-SSB Foreign Yes 37 1 5

Notes: The ranking here is based on the last two columns, showing the CSR reportage ranking of
these banks. Moreover nine banks were dropped from the original 25 banks operating in Ghana purely
based on their lack of online CSR reportage on their corporate website. aWith six out of 12 points, UTB
– a local and unlisted bank – has the highest online CSR reportage index

Table III.
Branch network, stock
exchange listing and
origin as CSR predictors
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information on corporate social responsibility than local banks. The total number of
international banks included in this study is six and the total number of local banks is
ten. Since there are 12 themes in all, the total number of themes required to be reported
by the international banks is 72, while the number of themes required of the local
banks is 120 themes. The total number of themes reported by the international banks is
13 as against 24 reporting by local banks. Therefore we conclude that local banks
disclose more of their CSR information online than international banks. We summarise
the above lessons and propositions with suggestive evidence in Table IV.

The lessons from this further suggest a number of questions in communicating CSR
online among banks in resource-poor contexts. We ask why the international banks as
well larger local banks who have obtained more CSR awards seem to fail to
communicate their CSR information online. Is it a question of the lack of strategic
insight on the value of the internet for business operations or a question of the lack of
internal information technology skills to constantly update their websites? It cannot be
the latter since these banks have websites that they update with information on
products and services. So is it rather the former? Brønn (2004, p. 107) noted that:

Today the Internet is the primary medium for firms operating in the international arena to
communicate their practices, but it seems that there are . . . many firms in need of assistance.

Brønn’s argument is not even based on CSR communication research in resource-poor
environments like Ghana; however, our findings iterate the point that it seems that
firms need help in communicating CSR. Dawkins (2004) emphasised that
communications presented the “missing link” in the practice of CSR. For many
Ghanaian firms, as with banks, having an online presence and strategically integrating

Propositions New lessonsa

Size of bank
Banks with a greater number of branches will be
expected to disclose more social responsibility
information than those with smaller number of
branches

Local banks with a smaller number of branches
are likely to disclose more information on their
social responsibility than local banks with a larger
number of branches

Publicly traded (listed)
Listed banks will be expected to disclose more
social responsibility information than unlisted
banks

Unlisted banks are likely to disclose more of their
CSR activities online than listed banks. This
suggests that unlisted banks attach greater
importance to social responsibility disclosure as
part of their corporate strategies compared to
listed banks

Bank origin and extent of internationalisation
International banks are expected to disclose more
of their SR information than local banks

Local banks disclose more information on their
social responsibility than international banks.
This might be due to the fact that indigenous
banks want to be seen as more socially
responsible since they are part of the community
in order to appeal to more customers audience

Note: aContrary conclusive evidence found
Table IV.

Propositions and findings
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it with firm activities is fairly new (Woldie et al., 2008; Hinson and Boateng, 2007).
Concerning the international banks, the nature of their operation and the
internationalisation of their activities may arguably require them to communicate
more information, including social responsibility, online. However, the findings of this
research seem to suggest otherwise. It is instead local banks operating in a
resource-poor country like Ghana that seem to depict their online CSR communication
rather excellently. Also, listed banks are arguably expected to depict more of their CSR
activities online than unlisted banks due to their higher visibility in the media. The
findings of this study, however, suggest evidence to the contrary. It is instead the
unlisted banks that have disclosed more of their CSR activities online. The question,
therefore, is why listed banks – who have more to show for their visibility – depict
their CSR activities online rather poorly?

When it comes to the content of information communicated on the websites, Figure 2
shows a preponderance of information on community involvement disclosure, followed
by product and customer disclosure, environmental disclosure and minimal
information on human resource disclosure. Considering the diversity in the actual
themes disclosed within these categories, we identify that CSR reporting is by no
means universal, and as such, variations should be expected. Bebbington et al. (2008,
p. 371) echo that there is diversity in:

. . . [t]he characteristics of reports, who produces them, and how they sit with organisational
routines and how they are experienced by those outside of producing organisations.

Community involvement disclosure seems to dominate, since that may seem to be
apparent evidence of social responsibility to external stakeholders. Perhaps these banks
are more concerned about modifying the perceptions of external stakeholders in society
than their employees, who are internal stakeholders. However, in studying CSR critically,
civil organisations and non-governmental organisations tend to be organisations that
have profited greatly or gained credibility from using the internet as a medium of
communicating social responsibility to the public (Dawkins, 2004). A number of these
organisations have focused on community involvement and development as part of their
core activity or strategy. Hence, quite a number of firms, in playing catch-up, are fairly
quick to focus on disclosures where there is immediate gain or potential for penalties.

In resource-poor environments like Ghana, where development is highly
donor-supported, the immediate gain is community involvement and development.
Hence, CSR initiatives are centred on stakeholders whose perceptions directly or
indirectly establish the reputation and acceptance of organisations. This argument is
also evident in the increase in the number of environmental disclosures among many
firms in developed economies, especially in the technology and manufacturing sectors,
who seem to be responding to the “green movement” (Apple, 2008; Gartner, 2008).
Thus, it is also suggested that firms are more likely to communicate CSR information
in areas where there tends to be immediate gain. In this respect, CSR could become a
“mere tool” to influence the perceptions of stakeholders (Hamann and Acutt, 2003) or a
“marketing tool and instrument of legitimation” (Moreno and Capriotti, 2009, p. 160).
The challenge will be how regulatory institutions and stakeholders will institute
measures or react to discourage such behaviour from firms.

Notwithstanding, the lack of reporting on CSR activities by some banks in Ghana
could be attributed to certain environmental factors like the internet penetration rate in
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Ghana. Although the internet penetration rate has improved drastically from 0.2 per
cent (30,000 users) in 2000 to 4.2 per cent (997,000 users) in 2009, it still leaves more to
be desired. As discussed by Boateng et al. (2009), there still exists the problem of
accessibility and connectivity which hinder access to ICT services and the conduct of
e-commerce (Frempong and Stark, 2005; Molla and Licker, 2005). The authors argue
that internet access support services not only lie in physical availability, but also in
affordability (Boateng et al., 2009).

According to Boateng et al. (2009), digital subscriber line technology was introduced
in 2001 by Internet Ghana. As of 2004, internet service providers (ISPs) numbered
about 140 (Paul Budde Communication, 2006). They argue that even though the
number of ISPs rose from 140 in 2001 to about 151 in 2005, only a handful (about 27)
remained operational (National Communication Authority, 2005). This is as a result of
the difficulty in getting access to core infrastructures that the ISPs need in order to
provide a better service to their clients, which is being monopolised by the national
carrier Ghana Telecom. Infrastructure as well as bandwidth cost is another issue
confronting the internet penetration rate in Ghana. As reported by Hinson and Adjasi
(2009), dedicated bandwidth cost in Ghana as of 2009 hovers around $8,000 per 1MB
shared connection for a month. Also the infrastructure support needed to provide
prompt and faster internet connection to most consumers is still moving at a slow pace.
As a result, customers are unable to access information and companies are also finding
it hard to provide prompt information to customers.

Another issue confronting online CSR communication by Ghanaian banks is the
medium of banking transactions. As mentioned by Hinson and Adjasi (2009), the
primary reason why African trade through the internet has been limited is that the
performance of many transactions (especially in relation to services like banking
services) necessitates physical contact between producers and consumers. As a result,
most bank customers do not show any concern with what their service providers are
communicating online, hence, the lackadaisical approach of some of the banks
surveyed to their online CSR posture.

Having discussed our findings from both the internal and external perspectives, we
now discuss our findings in the light of the theoretical underpinnings of this study. We
drew our theoretical inspiration from the stakeholder and legitimacy theory
perspectives. From a legitimacy theory perspective, Cormier and Gordon (2001)
argue that publicly owned companies depend more on social and political support than
their privately owned counterparts. Publicly owned companies therefore are expected
to face greater pressures to disclose additional information due to reasons of visibility
and accountability associated with the large number of stakeholders (Cormier and
Gordon, 2001). In the discussions of our findings above, however, it is quite evident
that majority of the banks had little or no reportage on their corporate websites with
regards to issues on environmental disclosures. What was even more shocking was the
posture of the two publicly owned banks (GCB and ADB). The two publicly owned
banks had nothing on their websites with regards to environmental disclosure. This
seems contradictory to the legitimacy theory which argues that publicly owned
companies will disclose more information on environmental issues than privately
owned companies. Only two banks – UT Bank and Barclays Bank Ghana (privately
owned) – had some reportage with regards to environmental disclosures (human
resource disclosure). This finding is consistent with Tsang (1998), who found that
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privately owned banks disclosed more information compared to publicly owned banks
(Tsang, 1998, p. 631). It seems, therefore, that most of the banks in Ghana are more or
less interested in what their stakeholders see rather than what is legitimate.

Stakeholder theory posits that companies should be sensitive to potential harm
caused by their actions to various stakeholder groups. The stakeholder group includes
employees, customers, community and the environment. The stakeholder perspective
defines stakeholder expectations to include economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic
expectations. Evidence from this study shows that majority of the themes reported by
the banks surveyed dealt with product and customer disclosures and community
involvement disclosures. Twelve out of the 16 banks studied had disclosures
pertaining to community disclosures in areas like donations to needy individuals and
support for education. Seven out of the 16 banks also disclosed information concerning
product and customer disclosures. This finding is consistent with the argument put
forth by Zéghal and Ahmed (1990) who argued that because company websites are
aimed at a broader public, including consumers, it is natural for companies to give
prominence to community involvement and products/consumers information than on
information pertaining to environmental disclosures. They also argued that the choice
of a medium for information disclosure is dependent on the target public for whom the
message is intended. As such, since communicating CSR activities online is aimed at
consumers most especially, one can therefore expect companies to more or less sell
information that depicts their philanthropic deeds rather than concerning themselves
with issues on environmental disclosures or human resource disclosure which more or
less are useful to their shareholders who are more or less interested in annual reports
than what is posted online (Branco and Rodrigues, 2006).

Conclusion and recommendations
Reflecting on our findings future research can look at how the risk of the reputation of
banks influences CSR communication, especially as in the case of ADB, which though
winning CSR awards has only marginal CSR information on its corporate website. It
might be fair to argue that having sound CSR strategies in bricks-and-mortar
environments does not necessarily translate into organisational capability to depict
same online. In the case of the foreign banks, for instance, it seemed quite strange that
despite their international exposure and experience, international banks operating in
poor resource country like Ghana depicted their online capability rather poorly.

This sort of anomaly could occur because of three main reasons. Firstly, the bank
might not possess an integrated marketing communications posture and may therefore
not be synchronising their offline with their online communications. In a post-research
interview with the Head of Marketing and Corporate Affairs at ADB Bank, he casually
noted when asked about the paucity of CSR information on the bank’s website that “it
seems we would have to put more CSR information on our website”. The second reason
might also be that banks operating in developing economy contexts might still not
have fully grasped the importance of the internet in positioning themselves
internationally. The internet is the window to the world for all banks operating in
emerging market contexts and from an image management standpoint; a clear and
structured discussion of CSR activities in their corporate websites could go a long way
of better endearing them to their present and future potential publics. We propose,
therefore, that local and international banks operating in emerging market contexts

IJBM
28,7

514



should improve their online CSR communication by first conceptualising CSR issues as
part of their core organisational strategies. Secondly, they need to consider appointing
CSR departments or teams or situate the CSR function within clearly defined
departments in the bank and appoint at least a middle level manager to oversee all CSR
initiatives in the bank. Thirdly, these banks need to recognise CSR as having
international and external stakeholder audiences, and set clear CSR goals and
strategies for these audiences on year basis with clear periodic review assessments of
CSR performance. Finally, these banks need to start taking virtual communications (on
their websites) seriously, as an integral part of all other positive CSR activities
achieved at the bricks-and-mortar level.
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