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Our March Quick Survey was based on the fact that companies classify and report their charitable giving/community support in a number of different ways. Accordingly, we asked:

Is it right for companies to present as financial support to VCO’s money which comes from the following sources – (1) their employees, (2) their customers/suppliers, (3) by valuing ‘in-kind’ donations at full price rather than net cost to themselves?

Thank you to the 541 people who took the opportunity to participate. The results were as follows:

	Question
	Yes
	
	No
	
	Response total

	Money raised by their employees
	218
	(40%)
	323
	(60%)
	541

	Money donated by their customers/suppliers
	198
	(37%)
	341
	(63%)
	539

	Valuing ‘in-kind’ donations at full price rather than net cost to themselves
	167
	(31%)
	372
	(69%)
	539


Overview

In retrospect our question could have been better phrased, as indicated by some ‘yes’ and ‘no’ replies subsequently being contradicted by the respondents supporting comments. Our aim was not so much to find out whether companies should report figures covering money raised by staff, suppliers and/or customers, but whether it would be right for them to include such monies, without explanation, as part of their own declared total community contributions. 

As it transpired, many of you realised the thrust of our question and replied accordingly. In fact, on average, just under two-thirds (62%) of respondents thought companies shouldn’t declare money from either of the sources mentioned as their own. Reasons for supporting this view were, for example, that the money doesn’t come from the company’s profits, it would be misleading, or it was just plain ‘sneaky’. Those against valuing ‘in-kind’ donations at full price were in an even greater majority with nearly 70% believing this to be unfair and a way for companies to ‘beef-up’ their community contributions figure.
Out of the total number of respondents, 120 chose to explain the reason for their answers. On the basis of a majority ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response, 38 people (32%) thought it was in order for companies to include employees/suppliers/customers donations, and/or value ‘in-kind’ donations at full cost. However, as mentioned above, a number of these respondents appeared to contradict themselves when explaining their choice of answer. For example: ‘I think it’s OK for companies to list money raised by employees, and donated by customers and suppliers, but only if the original source of the money is clearly indicated, i.e. the company doesn’t claim that it is donating the money from its own coffers’.
Conversely, 82 people (68%) thought that it wasn’t ‘right’ for companies to claim donations from other sources as their own, and/or value ‘in-kind’ donations at full cost. As one respondent succinctly put it, ‘I think that any company can present it, but it should remain separate from their donations from profit’.
Overall, we can say that the majority of respondents agree with DSC’s stance that all relevant information regarding charitable giving should be shown provided the source is explicit and donations from profit are shown separately. Additionally, many expressed concern that by including monies donated from other sources there is a risk of double counting, and that the type of in-kind donation or volunteer being offered to charities may be inappropriate or include additional costs to them.
However, the fundamental concern was the need for openness and transparency on this issue.
DSC says…
Over many years, and not without some success, DSC repeatedly called for greater transparency and openness in the trust world. As we are also concerned here with funds for public benefit, we see no reason why similar standards should not apply to the corporate one. 

As an organisation we are not alone in this. The London Benchmarking Group (LBG), for example, has worked hard over a ten tear period to establish guidelines within which companies can work when calculating their support for the community. In fact, the LBG made a specific and separate response to our survey which we quote as follows:
‘LBG is a group of over 100 leading companies working together to measure corporate community involvement (CCI) and the LBG model provides a comprehensive and consistent set of measures for CCI professionals to determine their company’s contribution to the community.

We advise our members to take a conservative approach to valuation and LBG principles state that neither employee fundraising nor donations from customers or suppliers should be included as part of a company’s contributions. However, we acknowledge the role many companies play in encouraging employee fundraising or involvement from external stakeholders. As such, we ask members to report separately on any additional charity fundraising that a company helps to generate through its customers, supplier or employees, but to-reiterate, this would be seen as the result of a company’s efforts, not part of its contribution.

LBG principles also state that “in-kind” donations should be reported at the cost to the company, not the value to the recipient.’

Lest we be seen as the antagonistic, corporate-bashing bad guys, let us say that we, as any fair-minded individual no doubt would, agree with this statement and its objectives. DSC endeavours at all times (even without the explicit help of some of the companies concerned) to give credit, where credit is due. Unfortunately, a sizeable number of people do not agree with, or do not fully understand, the reasons why we and others see a need for companies to be open and honest about the information the put out into the public domain. What then, are some of the concerns in question?
Firstly, there is a perception, backed up by a significant number of the comments we received, that companies are in the habit of ‘massaging the figures’ in order to  make themselves look more socially responsible than they are, and are happy to take credit when it belongs elsewhere. For example, including money raised by employees as their own. The consensus here was that it is only legitimate for companies to include any matched funding they give, or the value of staff time if raised within company working hours.
Secondly, some thought that by including donations received from suppliers, for example, there was a danger of ‘double-counting’ occurring, thus over inflating the actual income of the VCS. In other words, a donation of £500 from a supplier to a company could end up being declared in both their year end reports.
Thirdly, although there were varying views with regard to ‘in-kind’ donations, the majority indicated that it should be the net cost that is attributed. Despite a few references by dissenters to the economic concept of opportunity cost, it is worth noting that the Inland Revenue’s guidance on this matter is that such donations should be valued at net cost. (Note: One respondent questioned whether this type of support should be quantified in monetary terms at all. This is an interesting point which we have quoted in full in the ‘Key comments’ section, below).

From the results of the survey it is clear that concern about a lack of transparency and openness existing within the world of corporate community investment reporting is not DSC’s alone. A significant number of people both within and outside of the sector believe pressure needs to be brought to bear on companies to be clearer about what they give, how they give and how they total up the value of their contributions. 
One final thought. Although the moment for implementing any widespread legal requirement for companies to report on their corporate responsibility has now passed, the nettle of  transparent reporting remains there to be grasped. Is it too much to expect then that some forward thinking company or companies will be prepared to do so and, by leading by example, bring significant peer pressure on others to follow suit? Only time and our concerns may tell.
Key comments – ‘Yes’ respondents
‘Fundraising income from employees and customers/suppliers of a business that is given to charity should be presented as financial support, provided it is clear how the money has been raised. The company is using its business assets to charitable ends(its employees, customers, suppliers, buildings, services etc) and this should be reflected. However, in kind support should not necessarily be quantified in monetary terms as it skews the picture; perhaps (given its great potential benefits)separate in kind analysis is required in spite of the challenges of measurement. It is difficult to measure/check and have common indicators e.g. how do you compare 3 hours pro bono law advice vs a 3 month specialist secondment to a charity, vs a donation of blankets or paper etc., a large firm's in kind support to a tiny business's... Companies get round this by expressing their own contribution in a monetary way but it doesn't bear scrutiny or allow comparison.’

‘Answer 1: This is fair as it is an indication of the companies' efforts to encourage a charitable culture amongst their employees. Answer 2: This is an indication of companies' willingness to use their business and business 'clout' to lever additional donations. Answer 3: The valuation of gifts in kind at full retail price - i.e. what the recipient charity would otherwise have had to pay - include profit foregone by the company and should be included in any comprehensive estimate of its corporate philanthropy.’

‘Companies must be allowed to report what they want in their own way provided it is legal and they can justify it.’
‘Anything to encourage donations-plus if they didn't coordinate we wouldn't get it- re; question 3- again- if it encourages giving let it happen.’
Key comments – ‘No’ respondents

‘Money raised by employees is not company money and should not be classified as such (unless of course they match fund, in which case that's fine, but only for the money they are putting in). Being able to extract donations from supporters and suppliers is great, but again it's not a corporate donation from the company. Valuing in kind donations is also valuable but should not be at the full cost. Charities are not able to include the value of volunteer in our accounts so why should companies be able to massage their figures? overall, corporate donations in the UK are paltry and it's not helpful for companies to over-inflate their contributions by massaging the figures in this way. good luck in raising the profile of this poor practice!’

‘Money raised from employees is only relevant if it is matched by the company. Companies have to learn that there may well be a cost to the charity of handling 'in kind' donations, and volunteer time. The people they have to offer and at the time they offer it may not be best for the charity. So there may be a need for an accompanying donation to cover these costs, so the charity is not out of pocket. Companies need educating about these things.’

‘Only money generated by the "company" itself for voluntary purposes should be in the directory. How self congratulatory it appears for the company as "giving" when it is down to the valuable efforts of its employees and not a philanthropic gesture by the company.’

‘That is just like a member of the public having a whip round in the pub with a collection box and then passing it off as their own when they donate it - sneaky!’
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