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Introduction

The presented volume of the Research Papers, devoted to the social responsibility of 
organizations, refers to the Visser’s concept of CSR 1.0 and CSR 2.0. The concept 
does not concern so much the computer science categories but the progress and need 
to redefine its role in society. It is worth emphasizing that the CSR transition has 
different features depending on a company and country. It is a complex and diverse 
process, both from the perspective of time and space.

Within the framework of scientific discussion held on the CSR transition, several 
key areas of changes are pointed out. Firstly, early CSR understanding, often identifying 
it with philanthropy, slowly gives way to partnership relations and cooperation based 
on good communication between a company and a community. Secondly, the initiatives 
now should not be a minimalist response to social and environmental stakeholders’ 
expectations but should be initiated by company’s initiatives included in strategic 
plans and well-thought-out investments. Thirdly, the actions marked by image aspects 
and “produced” by PR departments will no longer constitute a credible motives 
confirmation for taking pro-social initiatives by a company. Enterprises will be judged 
on actual credible initiatives in the area of environment, society and ethics. Fourthly, 
a specialization (although still valid) will be gradually replaced by performances 
integrated into core companies’ operations. Fifthly, the effects of pro-social activity of 
enterprises, being visible as a form of a product or service, should not be any longer a 
niche project, but should be directed to a wide audience. In other words – it is about 
converting the “nice-to-have” product to the “must-have” one. Sixthly, the expansion 
of the CSR concept from the local initiatives to the global venture will allow a more 
culturally diverse and internationally applied concept.

Summing up the transition from CSR 1.0 to CSR 2.0, it is important to mention the 
five principles that constitute the new approach: creativity, scalability, responsiveness, 
glocality and circularity. It is worth noting that the content presented and discussed 
by the Authors of the Research Papers, directly or indirectly relates to the above-
mentioned principles. For example, the issues discussed by J. Szumniak-Samolej, 
K. Bachnik and M. Andrejczuk refer to the principle of creativity. The scalability 
principle corresponds with the issues mentioned by D. Teneta-Skwiercz, E. Jastrzębska, 
N. Saadi and A. Skrzypek, J. Kroik and J. Skonieczny, M. Roszkowska-Menkes as 
well. The next principle – responsiveness – can be visible in the papers written by 
G. Aniszewska, W. Huszlak, D. Teneta-Skwiercz, K. Bachnik, E. Jastrzębska and  
J. Szumniak-Samolej. The core idea of glocality principle is represented in the papers 
of K. Bachnik, E. Jastrzębska, D. Teneta-Skwiercz, J. Szumniak-Samolej. The last 
principle – circularity – is visible in K. Bachnik’s and J. Szumniak-Samolej’s paper. 
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8 Introduction

In response to upcoming changes and parallel emerging questions “what’s next?,” 
I present with pleasure the Research Papers of Wrocław University of Economics, 
which not only describe current problems connected with the CSR concept, but also 
point out the new perspective and directions of CSR.

At this point, I would like to address my thanks to the reviewers of the Research 
Papers, whose efforts in the form of comments and suggestions expressed in the 
reviews contribute also a special part to the CSR discussion held on the pages of the 
current volume. 

Magdalena Rojek-Nowosielska

PN_423.indb   8 2016-06-10   21:24:41



PRACE NAUKOWE UNIWERSYTETU EKONOMICZNEGO WE WROCŁAWIU
RESEARCH PAPERS OF WROCŁAW UNIVERSITY OF ECONOMICS nr 423 • 2016

Social Responsibility of Organizations. ISSN 1899-3192
CSR 1.0, CSR 2.0 and what's next? e-ISSN 2392-0041

Magdalena Andrejczuk
Warsaw School of Economics
e-mail: magdalena.andrejczuk@gmail.com 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF CSR IN POLAND  
AS SEEN BY MANAGERS
ROZWÓJ CSR W POLSCE  
ZDANIEM MENEDŻERÓW
DOI: 10.15611/pn.2016.423.01
JEL Classification: M14

Summary: Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a subject of many studies and analyses, 
with new results appearing continuously, trying to systematize various aspects of this concept. 
This paper provides a synthetic overview of the findings from three studies con-ducted in 
2003, 2010 and 2015 with a group of managers from major corporations in the first two 
cases, and with a group of CSR managers in the most recent study. A comparison of opinions 
and views on the role of CSR and, above all, on its benefits and barriers, indicates that the 
respondents have already reached the stage of maturity. And even the sheer fact that a group 
of 133 individuals could be singled out to take part in the 2015 CSR Managers study also 
indicates that a profession related to responsible business has already emerged. The article will 
focus on the first study conducted in Poland on a target group comprising individuals whose 
job responsibilities are related to CSR implementation at the workplace. “CSR Managers” 
(hereinafter CSR Managers/2015) was a study conducted by PBS, a research agency, for the 
Responsible Business Forum in 2015. 

Keywords: corporate social responsibility, CSR, managers, Polish business, research.

Streszczenie: Społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu (ang. corporate social responsibility, 
CSR) jest przedmiotem wielu badań i analiz; wciąż pojawiają się kolejne wyniki, które próbu-
ją usystematyzować różne aspekty tej koncepcji. Artykuł w syntetycznej formule zestawia ze 
sobą wyniki trzech badań przeprowadzonych w latach 2003, 2010 i 2015 na grupie menedże-
rów największych firm w dwóch pierwszych przypadkach oraz menedżerów CSR w ostatnim 
badaniu. Porównanie opinii i sądów na temat roli CSR, a przede wszystkim korzyści i barier 
wskazuje pewną dojrzałość osiągniętą przez respondentów. W końcu zaś sam fakt wyodręb-
nienia grupy 133 osób, które zostały objęte badaniem „Menedżerowie CSR w 2015 roku”, 
świadczy o powstaniu profesji związanej z odpowiedzialnym biznesem.

Słowa kluczowe: społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu, CSR, menedżerowie, firmy w Pol-
sce, badanie.
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10 Magdalena Andrejczuk

1. Introduction

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a dynamic concept which has been gaining 
popularity. “Corporate responsibility – in sum, the approaches that companies 
employ to embed environmental, social and governance (ESG) risk to opportunities 
into their core business strategies and operations with the aim of either protecting  
or creating shared value for business and society – is increasingly recognized as 
a fact of business life.”1

As the idea of corporate social responsibility evolves in Poland, we see ever 
new studies focused on CSR, conducted by academic centres, consulting companies 
and non-governmental organizations. Corporate responsibility is often the subject  
of scientific of studies in Poland (e.g. W. Gasparski, J. Filek, A. Lewicka-Strzałecka, 
J. Nakonieczna, A. Paliwoda-Matiolańska, P. Płoszajski, M. Rojek-Nowosielska,  
B. Rok, M. Rybak, P. Wachowiak, M. Żemigła). For instance P. Wachowiak2 conducted 
a research on social sensitivity of the capital groups in Poland and B. Rok3 analysed 
the participation of The Responsible Business Ranking. 

Among the studies completed in recent years, we can mention, for instance, three 
editions of the study on responsible investing, conducted by SEG, Crido Business 
Consulting and GES;4 a study by KPMG and the Responsible Business Forum on top 
managers, entitled Corporate Social Responsibility: Facts versus Opinions5 and the 
CSR Barometer identifying different types of consumers, prepared by Dom Badawczy 
Maison and SGS Polska.6 The Polish Agency for Enterprise Development has also 
prepared its own analyses, focused on the familiarity with the CSR concept among 
top managers and the understanding of responsible business rules by the SME sector.7

This paper will focus on the first study conducted in Poland on a target group 
comprising individuals whose job responsibilities are related to CSR implementation 

1 D. Grayson, J. Nelson, Corporate Responsibility Coalition. The Past, Present, and Future of 
Alliances for Sustainable Capitalism, Stanford University Press, 2013, p. 12.

2 Cf. P. Wachowiak, Wrażliwość społeczna przedsiębiorstwa: analiza i pomiar, Szkoła Główna 
Handlowa w Warszawie, Warszawa 2013.

3 Cf. B. Rok, Podstawy odpowiedzialności społecznej w zarządzaniu, Poltext, Warszawa 2013.
4 Cf. Analiza ESG spółek w Polsce, Stowarzyszenie Emitentów Giełdowych, Crido Business Con-

sulting, GES, Warszawa 2014, http://seg.org.pl/sites/seg13.message-asp.com/files/analiza_esg_2014.
pdf (date of access: 21.10.2015).

5 Cf. Społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu: fakty a opinie. CSR oczami dużych i średnich firm 
w Polsce, KPMG, Forum Odpowiedzialnego Biznesu, Warszawa 2014, http://odpowiedzialnybiz-
nes.pl/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Raport-Spo%C5%82eczna-odpowiedzialno%C5%9B%C4%87-
biznesu-fakty-a-opinie-KPMG-FOB-20141.pdf (date of access: 21.10.2015).

6 Cf. Barometr CSR, Dom Badawczy Maison, SGS Polska, Warszawa 2013, http://odpowie-
dzialnybiznes.pl/public/files/Broszura_Barometr%20CSR_final-1378899134.pdf (date of access: 21. 
10.2015).

7 Cf. Badanie Kadry Zarządzającej w ramach projektu „Społeczna Odpowiedzialność Bizne-
su”, PARP, Warszawa 2013, http://www.parp.gov.pl/files/74/455/456/17648.pdf (date of access: 
21.10.2015).

PN_423.indb   10 2016-06-10   21:24:41



The development of CSR in Poland as seen by managers 11

at the workplace. CSR Managers (hereinafter CSR Managers/2015)8 was a study 
conducted by PBS, a research agency, for the Responsible Business Forum in 2015. 
It aimed to collect CSR managers’ opinions on how CSR has influenced business in 
the last 15 years, how this concept developed and evolved, and how the CSR process 
would evolve in the future. Given that this study was, in a sense, a follow-up to the 
study on a group of managers from companies ranked by Rzeczpospolita and Polityka 
among the 500 major enterprises in Poland, the following analysis does not stop at 
presenting the findings but, instead, will attempt to juxtapose CSR Managers/2015 with 
the studies conducted in 2003 and 2010. The first one, entitled “Menedżerowie 500 
i odpowiedzialny biznes. Wiedza – postawy – praktyka” (Managers 500 and Responsible 
Business. Knowledge – Attitudes – Practice; further on referred to as Managers 
500/2003),9 was conducted in 2003 by the Responsible Business Forum in collaboration 
with the World Bank and the Academy for the Development of Philanthropy in Poland. 
The second one was conducted by the Responsible Business Forum in collaboration 
with GoodBrand & Company Polska and was entitled Menedżerowie 500/Lider CSR 
(Managers 500/CSR Leader) (further on referred to as Managers500/2010).10 The 
CSR Managers/2015 study is linked with both those projects in terms of its topic, yet 
it pursues other goals and was conducted using a different methodology.

The following article attempts to systematize results of a study on a group of 
managers conducted over the recent years by Responsible Business Forum, in relation 
to the author’s own involvement in shaping the idea of the CSR Managers study and 
preparing the subsequent final report. It also attempts to find out whether or not the 
fact that CSR managers form a stand-alone professional group means the very concept 
of responsible business has reached its maturity in Poland. Since, as observed, no 
studies have been conducted on that group as of yet, it is a pioneering approach, as 
the majority of the earlier Polish studies have been focused primarily on companies 
(see: B. Rok, P. Wachowiak).

2. Who is a CSR manager?

According to R.P. Nielsen, a citizen of an organization is a person who sets ethical 
standards at work at a very high level and always assesses the managerial decisions 
using ethical criteria.11 Moreover, a CSR manager is a citizen of a company. 

8 Cf. A study entitled CSR Managers, conducted by PBS, Responsible Business Forum, Warsaw 2015.
9 Cf. A study entitled Managers 500 and Responsible Business. Knowledge – Attitudes – Practice, 

Responsible Business Forum, prepared in collaboration with the World Bank and Academy for the 
Development of Philanthropy in Poland, Warsaw 2003, https://odpowiedzialnybiznes.pl/public/files/
Menedzerowie500_ARF_FOB_2003.pdf (date of access: 21.10.2015).

10 Cf. A study entitled CSR w Polsce – Menedżerowie 500/Lider CSR, Forum Odpowiedzial-
nego Biznesu, GoodBrand CEE, Warszawa 2010, http://odpowiedzialnybiznes.pl/wp-content/up-
loads/2014/03/Raport_Menedzerowie500_LiderCSR_2010.pdf (date of access: 21.10.2015).

11 M. Rybak, Etyka menedżera – społeczna odpowiedzialność przedsiębiorstw, Wyd. Naukowe 
PWN, Warszawa 2004, p. 118.
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12 Magdalena Andrejczuk

W. Gasparski stresses that, on the one hand, a manager should be a good host. 
“It is required from managers that they should have the attitude of a good host. (…) 
A good host is someone who understands, whether intuitively or intellectually, the 
importance of the equilibrium, living an active political life and having an active career, 
and being an active stakeholder of the organisation where he/she is a member, and, 
more specifically, a manager.”12 On the other hand, managers are leaders. “In contrast 
to treating people instrumentally, professionalism means that co-workers are treated as 
individuals. By influencing the organizational culture, managers become guarantors 
of trust. At present, moral engagement comes to the fore of managerial competencies 
and is the essence of management and the most important task of managers.”13

Hence, CSR managers are faced with numerous challenges. Above all, they should 
combine the role of ethical leaders as well as mentors. They should have a deep 
understanding of the corporate strategy while pursuing ethical goals. Above all, 
however, they should rely on ethics and sense of decency. In this context, studies of 
this social group seem at present even more interesting.

The CSR Managers/2015 study was based on purposive sampling, and focused on 
a specific group of respondents. The process progressed as follows: 307 companies 
meeting at least one of the following criteria were identified: their practice was 
described in one of the thirteen editions of the report entitled Odpowiedzialny Biznes 
w Polsce. Dobre praktyki (Responsible Business in Poland. Best Practices); they were 
Strategic Partners of the Responsible Business Forum; they took part in at least one 
edition of the Respect Index; they submitted a report to the Social Reports contest 
(Raporty Społeczne); they were signatories of the Diversity Charter; they signed 
the Declaration on the Sustainable Development Vision for Polish Business 2050; 
or they ran at least once as candidates in the Ranking of Responsible Companies. 
In this way, a total of 26 categories were identified. If one point was to be assigned 
for each of these activities, only 11 companies would score over 20 points out of 26, 
whereas 98 companies took part in only one of the aforementioned initiatives. Those 
projects focus mostly on communication-related aspects of CSR, yet they also allow 
us to identify a group of companies involved in responsible business. As the next step 
in preparing the sample, individuals responsible for CSR in those companies were 
identified. That database was then used to draw the sample for the study, ultimately 
comprising 133 individuals.

The study entitled Managers 500/2003 was conducted on a sample of managers 
from 170 out of 500 largest companies in Poland (based on the list published by the 
Rzeczpospolita daily in 2002) whereas Managers 500/2010 covered 173 individuals 
from companies from the Top 500 ranking published by the Polityka weekly in 2009. 
A comparison of the respondent sample in each of those analyses indicates that the 
research had a different nature in each case. In the 2015 study, the respondents were 

12 W. Gasparski, Menedżer – deontologia zawodu, [in:] W. Gasparski (ed.), Biznes, etyka, odpowie-
dzialność, Wyd. Profesjonalne PWN, Warszawa 2012, p. 309.

13 Ibidem, p. 317.
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The development of CSR in Poland as seen by managers 13

individuals from large, medium-sized as well as small and micro companies, i.e. 
a specific professional group with at least minimum knowledge and awareness of 
CSR. In previous years, answers were accepted from managers from any department.

Table 1. What is the size of your company?

Micro enterprise  
(0–9 employees)

Small company  
(10–49 employees)

Medium-sized 
company  

(50–249 employees)

Large company  
(250+ employees)

5.3% 14.3% 15.0% 65.4%

Source: CSR Managers, a study conducted by PBS, Responsible Business Forum, Warsaw 2015, N = 133.

Twelve years after a wide-ranging study on CSR among corporate staff, and 
knowing the sample structure for CSR Managers/2015, we can conclude that the 
profession and specialization related to responsible business has already emerged in 
Polish companies. Moreover, while a group of CSR managers was singled out within 
CSR Managers/2010 and qualitative research was conducted with that group (the 
findings were presented in a publication entitled CSR Leader), five years ago those 
individuals did not yet represent such a broad social group. Moreover, 54% of the 
respondents in Managers 500/2010 admitted that their companies did not have any 
employee or a post dedicated to CSR.

Analysis of the 2010 and 2015 surveys lead to a shared conclusion. Namely, we 
are dealing with strong feminisation of this occupation: nearly 4/5 of the respondents 
in CSR Managers/2015 were women.

Table 2. Respondent structure versus company size

Micro 
enterprise 

(0–9 
employees)

Small 
company 
(10–49 

employees)

Medium-sized 
company 
(50–249 

employees)

Large 
company 

(250+ 
employees)

Number  
of cases

Gender Female 4.8% 14.3% 14.3% 66.7% 105
Male 7.1% 14.3% 17.9% 60.7% 28

How old 
are you?

Up to 34 4.5% 22.7% 25.0% 47.7% 44
35–39 6.7% 3.3% 16.7% 73.3% 30
40+ 5.6% 14.8% 7.4% 72.2% 54

How long 
have you 
been dealing 
with CSR in 
your job?

Up to  
4 years 8.0% 16.0% 20.0% 56.0% 50
5–7 years 5.4% 18.9% 16.2% 59.5% 37
8+ years 2.3% 9.1% 9.1% 79.5% 44

Source: CSR Managers, a study conducted by PBS, Responsible Business Forum, Warsaw 2015,  
N = 133.
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14 Magdalena Andrejczuk

More than a half of the 2015 respondents aged 40+ were males whereas nearly 
2/3 were aged 35 or over. In regard to the professional experience in dealing with 
CSR, we can identify two opposite groups. On group includes individuals with long 
work experience (no less than15 years), who have been dealing with CSR for 8 years 
or more, and the other group includes respondents with less than 10 years of work 
experience, who spent more than four years working with CSR.

3. Attitudes towards CSR –  
a comparison of opinions across recent years 

When it comes to the idea of responsible business on the Polish market, the identified 
group of CSR managers viewed the balance of the last 15 years positively. Well over 
a half of the respondents (61.5%) admitted that CSR had changed the way their 
companies were shaped. This finding can be linked to the responses in Managers 
500/2003, where the respondents defined CSR as a management style. 

“Responsible business means introducing such a management style – in managing 
people, products, processes and the organization as a whole – which is based on 
voluntary commitments and exceeds legal requirements applicable in the country.”14

In 2015, one in three respondents said that the fact that companies paid attention 
to environmental (33%) and social issues (33%) proved that CSR did, indeed, have 
an impact on business operations. Similar level of engagement was also recorded in 
the 2010 and 2003 studies.

Table 3. How has CSR influenced the way businesses operate in Poland?

A changed way of shaping business 61.50%

Attention paid to environmental issues 29.80%

Attention paid to society 28.80%

Improved ethics at the workplace 5.80%

Introduced reporting on activities 5.80%

Improved outreach activities 5.80%

Charitable initiatives 3.80%

Participation in social campaigns 3.80%

Other 10.60%

Source: CSR Managers, a study conducted by PBS, Responsible Business  
Forum, Warsaw 2015, N = 133.

14 Menedżerowie 500 i odpowiedzialny biznes. Wiedza – postawy – praktyka [Managers 500 and 
Responsible Business. Knowledge – Attitudes – Practice], op. cit., p. 5.
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The development of CSR in Poland as seen by managers 15

When comparing the 2003, 2010 and 2015 studies, it is also a good idea to track 
perceptions of the idea of responsible business. Selected conclusions from Managers 
500/2003:
 – Employees of companies demonstrated very high ethical sensitivity: as many as 

99% of them felt it was important, or very important, to apply ethical principles 
in business;

 – Responsible business was mostly perceived as linked to companies with foreign 
capital;

 – Managers described CSR as a management style – in managing people, 
processes, products as well as the organization as a whole – based on a voluntary 
participation.
Selected findings from Managers 500/2010:

 – There is a growing number of managers who understand the idea of responsible 
business, yet one in five respondents claims that only a small number of 
companies is trying to actively engage a in this area;

 – The needs for image building and brand building are the key arguments in favour 
of engaging in CSR;

 – Strong leaders are missing; based on declarations, only 40% of the largest 
companies can be classified as aware of the issue;

 – The respondents also decided that building relations with the local community 
and a long-term pay-offs for business were among other drivers to implement 
CSR.
In turn, the findings from CSR Managers/2015 indicate that the presence  

of multinational corporations was the main driver for the development of CSR in 
the last 15 years (78.2%). Personal commitment of individuals, including company 
managers, came second (53.4%), followed by the need to adapt to the requirements 
imposed by business partners (42.1%). Further contributing factors included: activities 
of non-governmental organisations, the need to adapt to consumers’ expectations, EU 
accession, and initiatives undertaken by public administration (see Table 4).

Table 4. Which factors played the greatest role in promoting the idea of CSR in Poland  
in the last 15 years in your personal opinion?

Presence of multinational corporations in Poland 78.2%
Personal commitment of individual staff members, including company managers 53.4%
The need to adapt to the requirements posed by business partners 42.1%

Activities of non-governmental organisations 35.3%
The need to adapt to consumers’ expectations 27.1%
Poland’s EU accession 24.8%
Initiatives undertaken by public administration 6.0%
Other 1.5%

Source: CSR Managers, a study conducted by PBS, Responsible Business Forum, Warsaw 2015, N = 133.
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When analyzing the factors which played the greatest role in promoting the idea 
of CSR in Poland in recent years (see Table 4), we can find many links with previous 
studies. The presence of multinational corporations in Poland was mentioned by 
78% of the respondents in CSR Managers/2015. The presence of multinationals was 
also mentioned in Managers 500/2003, since the know-how and inspirations from 
major multinational corporations were considered as a major driver supporting the 
development of CSR. Back then, the respondents admitted that CSR was applied 
mostly by global corporations. It was not surprising to see that some respondents 
agreed that the activity of specific people in companies had helped to raise interest 
in this topic (53%, CSR Managers/2015). The qualitative study with CSR Leaders, 
conducted as part of Managers 500/2010, can be seen as the first signal indicating the 
importance of that group, yet in the 2010 study more than a half of major companies 
in Poland did not have any employee designated to implement a CSR strategy. There 
are also some new factors, such as the need to adapt to the expectations of business 
partners (42%, CSR Managers/2015). This issue had not been raised in previous 
studies but, in fact, is a consequence of the growing importance of supply chain 
management in compliance with CSR, in line with sustainability principles. Over 1/3 
of CSR managers mentioned the importance of non-governmental organisations (35%, 
CSR Managers/2015), whereas in 2003 the vast majority of the respondents believed 
that NGOs could contribute to the development of CSR programmes undertaken by 
companies (78%, Managers 500/2003). “A significant change has occurred in the 
area of cross-sectoral collaboration between businesses and NGOs: at present nearly 
twice as many respondents claim they run joint projects with NGOs (27% in 2003 
vs. 50% in 2010), and companies’ social engagement involves employee volunteer 
programmes in over twice as many cases now versus the previous study (11% in 2003 
vs. 28% in 2010).”15

4. Benefits and barriers related to CSR implementation

The debate on social responsibility often happens between supporters and opponents 
of the very concept, which is why participants often invoke the consequences  
of introducing the concept of corporate social responsibility for businesses and their 
environment. When we contrast Table 5 and Table 6, i.e. benefits mentioned in 2015 
and 2003, the differences are plain to see. We can even say that the benefits listed in 
CSR Managers/2015 are typical for a mature approach to the topic whereas those 
listed in 2003 indicated a very intuitive, sometimes even simplified, understanding 
of CSR. Raising the quality of organizational culture, attracting and maintaining 
the best talents, and enhancing motivation among managers and employees are 
mentioned most commonly among internal factors. Better image and reputation, 
increased customer loyalty and a greater chance for long-term business success 

15 A study entitled CSR w Polsce – Menedżerowie 500/ Lider CSR, op. cit., p. 28.
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Table 5. How has your company benefited from implementing CSR activities in the last two years?

Higher ethical awareness among the staff 73.7%
Enhanced employee engagement 71.4%
Enhanced brand awareness in the context of responsibility/sustainability 69.9%
Improved relations with local communities 69.2%
Improved reputation 62.4%
Higher customer confidence 60.9%
Implementation of new, innovative solutions (e.g. products, services, processes) 47.4%
Reduced costs of business operations 21.8%
Reduced number of work accidents 21.8%
Reduced staff rotation 18.8%
Other 3.0%

Source: CSR Managers, a study conducted by PBS, Responsible Business Forum, Warsaw 2015, N = 133.

Table 6. What benefits can socially responsible businesses expect in your opinion?

Internally 
Higher quality of organisational culture 57.1%
Attracting and maintaining the best talents 40.0%
Enhancing motivation among managers and employees 36.5%
Improving the quality of management 32.9%
Boosting sales 28.8%
Improving compliance with laws and regulations 27.1%
Cutting costs 17.6%
Getting easier access to capital 10.6%
Other 0.6%

Externally 
Enhancing image and reputation 78.2%
Increasing customer loyalty 37.1%
Greater chances for long-term business success 31.2%
Easier access to the media 30.0%
Better business conditions 29.4%
Impact on shaping public policy 21.2%
Sustainable growth in the country, in the region 18.2%
Promoting rules of solving social conflicts 11.2%
Other 0.6%

Source: a study entitled Managers 500 and Responsible Business. Knowledge – Attitudes – Practice, 
Responsible Business Forum, Warsaw 2003, N = 170.

PN_423.indb   17 2016-06-10   21:24:41



18 Magdalena Andrejczuk

are, in turn, the external effects of CSR in companies, as mentioned in Managers 
500/2003 (see Table 6). Twelve years later, reputation and lower staff rotation turned 
out to be less important, giving way to raising staff’s ethical awareness, enhancing 
employee engagement, enhancing brand awareness in the context of responsibility/
sustainability, and improved relations with local communities (see Table 5).

In regard to the key obstacles mentioned in 2015 as barriers to CSR implementation 
in Poland (see Table 7), high importance is attached primarily to those related to poor 
understanding of the CSR concept among managerial staff in companies and the belief 
that CSR implementation brings no benefits. Other barriers include the educational 
gap and the distorted perception of CSR as limited exclusively to sponsorship. 

Table 7. What have been the key barriers to the implementation of CSR in Poland in the last 15 years?

No understanding for the idea among managerial staff of companies 45.9%
The belief that CSR ‘does not pay off’ and brings no benefits 45.1%
Lack of education among managerial staff 41.4%
Understanding of CSR as sponsorship activities 39.8%
No pressure from consumers 32.3%
No incentives from public administration 26.3%
Economic crisis 18.8%
No information in the media and no public debate 18.0%
Companies’ reluctance to make investments 14.3%
Other 0.8%

Source: CSR Managers, a study conducted by PBS, Responsible Business Forum, Warsaw 2015, N = 133.

Those barriers and benefits indicate the path that Polish companies still need to 
take in order to join the mature, highly aware enterprises. The development of CSR 
in Poland is still based on the involvement of multinational corporations and, above 
all, on initiatives and commitment of employees, including CSR managers. “There 
is a need for strong leadership, and, above all, for the understanding of this idea and 
for education of managerial staff. This need has been, and will be, the strongest driver 
of responsible business in Poland, whether in the next 15 years or in a more distant 
future. Barriers to the development of CSR include, among others, failure to appreciate 
benefits of CSR, as well as excessive attention to sponsorship and philanthropy. The 
main ‘sins’ of the Polish CSR include the trivialization and commercialization of the 
idea as well as a dismissive attitude among managers.”16

16 M. Andrejczuk, M. Grzybek, CSR Managers. Wyniki badania, Forum Odpowiedzialnego Biz-
nesu, Warszawa 2015, p. 8.
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5. CSR managers in Central European countries  
versus Polish managers

In 2015 the first survey ever was conducted in attempt to compare how CSR looks 
like in practice in the following Central European (CE) countries: Bulgaria, Czech 
Republic, Kosovo, Lithuania, Latvia, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia and 
Hungary. CSR Managers Survey 2015 in Central Europe. How CSR Has Influenced 
Central European Societies and Economies. Lessons Learnt and Future Trends 
comprises opinions of 179 CSR practitioners from the CE region. The survey was 
undertaken between July and September 2015 in 10 countries and was prepared by 
Deloitte and Responsible Business Forum.

“Key findings are:
 – business has had a positive effect on ears, especially in solving environmental 

problems, supporting education and counteracting unemployment;
 – social and economic development in their countries could be achieved through 

the impact of business on growth of competitiveness in the economy, the positive 
impact of enterprises on employment rates, aligning work availability with actual 
needs, and business impact on the knowledge-based economy and intellectual 
capital growth;

 – business models are likely to change in the coming years, and to a great extent, 
the change will be the result of pressure from customers who are increasingly 
expecting to see socially responsible products and service on the market;

 – CSR will flourish in their countries in the future with a continued growth in the 
number of socially responsible businesses and more companies including social 
and environmental in their business models;

 – the wrong perception of CSR as a form of sponsoring, a lack of incentives from 
the state administration and businesses’ reluctance to invest in CSR initiatives 
are the biggest obstacles to CSR development in the future;

 – CSR has benefitted their companies internally by increasing employees’ 
involvement and raising their ethical awareness and externally by improving the 
company’s reputation and recognition of the brand as socially responsible;

 – the most effective CSR methods and tools consist of corporate volunteering, 
ethical programmes for employees, and dialogue with stakeholders.”17

When we compare opinions of CSR managers from CE countries with those of 
the Polish managers, we can perceive similarities as well as differences. The key 
differences and similarities are:
 – belief that business has helped to solve social and economic problems in their 

particular countries (positive answer: 84% in CE; in Poland – 65%);

17 CSR Managers Survey 2015 in Central Europe. How CSR Has Influenced Central European 
Societies and Economies. Lessons Learnt and Future Trends, Deloitte, Responsible Business Forum, 
Warsaw 2015, http://odpowiedzialnybiznes.pl/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/CSR_Managers_Sur-
vey_2015_in_Central_Europe.pdf (date of access: 29.10.2015), p. 10.
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 – monitoring effects of CSR initiatives (only half (i.e. 54%) of CE CSR managers 
measure the effectiveness of their activities using: media monitoring (52%), their 
own CSR metrics (37%) or opinion polls (34%), while their Polish colleagues use 
their own metrics (87%) or evaluate the results of respondents’ actions (68%), 
but still almost three-quarters of the Polish respondents make effort of measuring 
the effectiveness of CSR;

 – the managers are quite optimistic about the development of CSR, both in Poland 
and in the CE region. On the one hand Polish managers see development of 
knowledge-based and intellectual capital-based economy (89% of positive 
responses, of which 43% were strongly positive) and building of social capital 
(89% of positive responses, of which 35% were strongly positive) as the strongest 
results of the CSR, while on the other hand CE managers are convinced that CSR 
will flourish and that a continued growth in the number of socially responsible 
businesses (44%) is to be expected.
The two surveys had a lot of restrictions, but also summarized how the CSR 

managers predict chance of development of the CSR. As it was the first edition of 
the surveys, it is difficult to draw significant conclusions. However, the CE managers 
have been more hopeful, while Polish CSR market looks more professional.

6. Conclusion

The CSR Managers study is burdened with multiple limitations, most prominently 
with the assumption that an opinion on the development of the social responsibility of 
a business can be mainly expressed by company representatives who participate in the 
initiatives related to business responsibility in Poland, and that it applies exclusively 
to the managers who deal with CSR on a daily basis. However, by the very definition 
of the responsible management, CSR should affect all departments and organization 
levels of a given company. Moreover, the study is heavily focused on large companies 
whereas medium-sized and small companies constitute over 90% of all the companies 
in Poland. But the primary limitation of this study is that its respondents are chiefly 
supporters of the CSR concept, ignoring the large part of the managerial staff who are 
skeptical of it and who fail to see any benefits resulting from CSR. 

As a follow-up to their deliberations on the benefits of CSR and barriers to its 
introduction, CSR managers were asked to anticipate the directions of development 
for CSR in Poland in the coming years. 

According to the CSR Managers/2015 study, CSR in Poland is now likely to move 
in the following direction: 
 – Maturity – social and environmental issues will be incorporated into the business 

model: 39%.
 – Growth – more companies will join the network of socially responsible 

businesses: 40%.
 – Stagnation – the situation will not change: 18%.
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 – Decline – nobody will deal with CSR: 0% (not a single person selected this 
answer).
Only 18% of the respondents claimed that CSR would end up in a deadlock, 

whereas 79% talked about a revival or maturity of the concept. “Managers indicated 
the following elements as conducive to CSR in companies which already implement 
such measures and in new companies: EU directives and pressure from the EU; 
impact of watchdog organisations and those dealing with human rights; inspiration 
from competitors; development of CSR within industries; monitoring of companies’ 
activities, especially large ones; voices from the public opinion and the media; 
consumer pressure arising from increased awareness and the trend to adopt a healthy, 
eco-friendly lifestyle.”18 The group of factors which is related to the current positive 
view of the concept is external vis-à-vis the aforementioned benefits (see Table 5), all 
of which can also contribute to a greater interest in the concept of CSR.

The primary conclusions from the comparison of findings obtained from three 
studies, i.e. CSR Managers/2015, Managers 500/2010 and Managers 500/2003, is 
that the last decade has seen significant progress in the development of CSR in Polish 
enterprises. One key token is that a specific professional group emerged across varied 
business segments. This group, i.e. CSR managers, sees it as the mission not only 
to incorporate the notion of responsible business into the business strategy. In many 
cases, CSR managers are tasked with developing and implementing the corporate 
CSR strategy, participating in related initiatives and projects, and with measuring the 
outcomes. This group of respondents admitted unanimously that CSR did have an 
impact on their business, bringing tangible results. More importantly, however, they 
also see opportunities and prospects for CSR in Poland’s economy.

The very development of the responsible business concept requires also 
representatives of other departments to share their opinions. This calls for an extensive 
education of the managerial staff concerning the challenges involved in balanced 
development and responsible business. Another stipulation is increased consciousness 
and engagement of the directorate and senior managerial staff when it comes to 
introducing a strategic approach to CSR in the Polish companies. Additionally, even 
though the area of the responsible business in Poland is becoming noticeably more 
professional when compared to other CE countries, there appears to be a tendency 
to reinvent the CSR concept among Polish managers, especially in the context of 
semantics, as the CSR and the responsible business are not commonly known notions.

It is author’s suggestion to expand future studies by including into the study group 
not just the CSR managers but also representatives of all departments of a given 
company whose tasks are related to responsible business and balanced development 
in order to find out what the benefits and the challenges of implementing this concept 
are as seen from their perspective.

18 M. Andrejczuk, M. Grzybek, CSR Managers..., op. cit., p. 17.
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Summary: In business practice there are many admitted measures which serve to evaluate 
the favourable outcome of socially responsible activities. But an equally important criterion 
is the effectiveness of communication in this regard and the ability to reach the consciousness 
of stakeholders. Their perception translates into the image of an organization, as well as it 
helps to build long-term relationships based on trust. Communication is embedded in cultural 
patterns   and social system. This is why the analysis of cultural factors in CSR communication 
is so important. The purpose of the article is to define research hypotheses concerning the 
culture’s impact on CSR communication and its implications for: a) building organization’s 
relationships with groups of stakeholders, b) building a consistent image of an organization 
on different markets and geographic regions, c) evaluating the effectiveness of CSR activities. 
As a basis for formulating hypotheses, Hofstede’s model has been adopted. It is assumed that 
each dimension of culture has a potential impact on different aspect of CSR communication.

Keywords: culture’s dimensions, CSR, communication.

Streszczenie: W praktyce gospodarczej istnieje wiele mierników powodzenia działań spo-
łecznie odpowiedzialnych, ale równie ważna jest efektywność komunikacji w tym zakre-
sie i możliwość dotarcia do świadomości interesariuszy. Ich postrzeganie przekłada się na 
wizerunek organizacji, jak również przyczynia się do budowania długoterminowych relacji 
opartych na zaufaniu. Komunikacja jest osadzona we wzorcach kulturowych i systemie spo-
łecznym. To dlatego analiza czynników kulturowych w komunikowaniu CSR jest tak waż-
na. Celem artykułu jest sformułowanie hipotez badawczych dotyczących wpływu kultury na 
komunikację działań CSR i jej implikacje dla: a) budowania relacji organizacji z grupami 
interesariuszy, b) budowania spójnego wizerunku organizacji na różnych rynkach i regionach 
geograficznych, c) oceny efektywności działań CSR. Jako podstawę do formułowania hipo-
tez został przyjęty model Hofstede’a. Zakłada się, że każdy wymiar kultury ma potencjalny 
wpływ na inny aspekt komunikacji CSR.

Słowa kluczowe: wymiary kultury, CSR, komunikacja.
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1. Introduction

In business practice there is a number of recognized measures which serve to 
evaluate the favourable outcome of socially responsible activities. However, an 
equally important criterion is the effectiveness of communication related to such 
activities, combined with the ability to reach the consciousness of stakeholders, 
as their perception not only translates into the image of an organization but also 
facilitates creation of long-term relationships based on trust.

Presentation of CSR activities constitutes an element of formal, official 
organizational policy. This policy determines the type of information which are 
communicated to the public, the manner in which the information is communicated 
and the way of creating, via such information, organization-environment relationships. 
It also reflects organization’s priorities and, indirectly, demonstrates the place which 
social responsibility occupies within organizational system: its structure and processes.

Underestimation of the role of communication in CSR activities may lead to 
negative consequences for organization’s reputation, social capital and relationships 
with its environment. Communication is deeply rooted in cultural models, values and 
the social system. Therefore, the analysis of cultural determinants in the communication 
of activities of socially responsible organizations is doubly important. First of all, 
common internationalization of companies’ operations creates a need for efficient 
communication in a variety of cultural regions and on different markets. Secondly, it 
is important for organizations from the countries which are beginning to discover the 
significance of social responsibility, due to both competitive and ethical considerations 
(e.g. in Central and Eastern Europe), and which do not have the relevant long-term 
experience, as it provides a possibility to learn fast how to create relationships with 
stakeholders efficiently and how to use already existing best practices.

The main purpose of this paper is to define hypotheses concerning culture’s impact 
on CSR communication and its implications for: a) building organization’s relationships 
with groups of stakeholders, b) building a consistent image of an organization on 
different markets and geographic regions, c) evaluating the effectiveness of CSR 
activities. Therefore, its structure is based on analysis of the relationship between 
culture and communication, as well as the results of existing studies on CSR activities.

2. Culture vs. communication

Relationships between culture and communication are usually defined from the 
perspective of paradigms. On the basis of the conceptualizations of G. Burrell and 
G. Morgan (1979), these relationships may be presented as follows:1

1 J. Martin, T. Nakayama, Thinking dialectically about culture and communication, [in:]  
M.K. Asante, Y. Miike, J. Yin, The Global Intercultural Communication Reader, Routledge, London 2013. 
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1. Within the functionalist paradigm, the aim is description and prediction of human 
behaviours. Thus, its basis is formed by construction of general laws, applicable in 
varying conditions. Culture is, then, defined a priori on the level of nation and through 
group affiliation. Relationships between culture and communication are described as 
deterministic and causal. As in the case of G. Hofstede’s studies, the knowledge of 
cultural models and group affiliations allows to predict human behaviours.

2. In the interpretive paradigm, the aim is to understand phenomena on the “as 
is” basis. A reciprocal relationship between culture and communication is assumed. 
Culture is not defined a priori, nor is it limited to the level of nation. It may apply to 
each and every community. Culture influences communication but it is also created 
by communication. As indicated by J. Martin and T. Nakayama, interpretive paradigm 
researchers also refer to the functionalist paradigm, assuming that behaviour (including 
the manner of communication) is a consequence of cultural patterns.

3. Critical humanist paradigm aims at establishing pressures and suggesting 
strategies of resistance towards them. Culture is a battlefield and relationships between 
culture and communication are questioned.

4. The paradigm of critical structuralism is similar, except that phenomena are 
perceived as external to the researcher and existing objectively. Because the studies 
within this paradigm are based on the Marxist class conflict, culture is perceived 
through social structures and relationships between culture and communication are 
contested.

The present paper is based on the regulative approach, assuming certain social 
stability, order, consensus and objectivism which provide an opportunity to examine 
phenomena from the external perspective.

Communicational context is defined for research purposes via several main 
categories: the message content, the manner of its transfer (language, medium) and 
the relationships between the sender and the receiver.

Therefore, culture may influence communication priorities (e.g. conflict avoidance, 
own goals’ achievement), communication style (significance of direct and indirect 
communication), non-verbal communication’s impact (expression), message style 
(formal or casual, based on hard facts or appealing to emotions). However, culture 
is not the only factor conditioning the process of communication. Organizational 
factors may also decide on the selection of the manner of communication. The choice 
of one-way or two-way communication is particularly significant here; for instance, 
in the case of:
 – entering new markets – when an investor attempts to adapt to the local culture 

whose understanding requires more intensive communication and numerous 
arrangements between the parties, reliance on a two-way communication is 
needed;

 – implementation of new technologies, structures and changes in the character of 
tasks – when the nature of supervision, roles and interdependencies change, two-
way communication is required;
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 – strategic alliances – as they require compromises, they may change the habits 
related to the manner of communication.

3. Communicating social responsibility – studies to date

The choice of the manner in which social responsibility is communicated 
involves several elements: communication strategy, including the identification 
of priority groups of stakeholders, communication style and the selection of tools. 
Communication with stakeholders assumes different levels of their involvement  
in company’s problems and integration with a company. Usually, three strategies are 
mentioned: information, response and involvement.2

In the case of information strategy, a company aims at simple information about 
positive measures related to CSR activities. The role of stakeholders is limited to 
supporting or opposing organization’s decisions. Usually, stakeholders need to display 
initiative should they wish to receive additional information about CSR activities 
from a company.

With regard to response strategy, communication has a two-way – but asymmetrical 
– character. This means that an organization plays the dominant role and public 
opinion does not alter its behaviours. The aim is to demonstrate the ethical nature of 
activities. Thus, the key task is often to identify the priority groups of stakeholders 
and address the message to them.

Involvement strategy assumes creation of partnership relations. Communication 
is two-way and symmetrical, and stakeholders co-create CSR activities, suggesting 
specific proceedings or reviewing undertaken measures. The dialogue is regular and 
the exchange of information and opinion is frequent.

E. Pedersen indicates different dimensions of this type of dialogue:3

 – inclusion – organizations aiming at a high level of participation include all 
parties in the communication; the costs and effectiveness of coordination might 
pose a problem;

 – openness – this dimension is related to the degree of stakeholder’s freedom of 
expression;

 – equality – in organizations where all opinions are welcome, even the critical 
ones are respected;

 – empowerment – partnership relations embrace a structure of procedures which 
does not favour anyone;

2 M. Morsing, M. Schultz, Corporate social responsibility communication: Stakeholder informa-
tion, response and involvement strategies, Business Ethics 2006, October, pp. 323–338.

3 E. Pedersen, Making corporate social responsibility (CSR) operable: How companies translate 
stakeholder dialogue into practice, Business and Society Review 2006, no. 2, pp. 137–163.
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 – transparency – companies with a high level of involvement treat their 
stakeholders as support in the process of building their own credibility and 
provide them with access to information or encourage the co-creation of reports.
Business practice demonstrates that a number of companies cannot or do not 

wish to consider the opposing interests of different groups. In the literature there are 
examples of strategies related to stakeholders’ management.4 Organizations attempt 
to either control the pressures or to avoid (isolate themselves from) stakeholders.  
In general, realized strategies may be described as attempts to limit the environment’s 
authority or increase the managerial authority.

Internet communication provides an opportunity for a rapid flow of information. 
Its further advantages are the availability of the message and the possibility to transfer 
sizable amounts of information which is better adjusted to the needs of various groups 
of stakeholders. For instance, the possibility to post on the organization’s website 
a large number of documents or links allows stakeholders to reach those data that they 
consider the most necessary. There are no time limits – information is continually 
accessible; it might be sourced at any given time. The costs of transmitting information 
are also lower than in the case of traditional media. Moreover, the Internet renders 
the message more attractive and offers a chance for prompt feedback. Consequently, 
communication assumes the character of a dialogue.5

An increasingly frequent argument in favour of presenting CSR activities to 
the public is the possibility to employ social responsibility to build the competitive 
advantage. It appears that the companies effectively filter such type of information. 
Most often, their transparency is limited to the presentation of the economic dimension 
of corporate governance. Apart from industry type, other factors which influence the 
information type and manner of publication on a website are: ownership structure 
(there is more transparency in the case of companies which are not family businesses 
and companies with a dominant institutional investor), company age and size (large 
companies and companies with traditions emphasize the advantages, e.g. for their 
employees; young and small companies describe their own best practices and 
“milestones”).6

4 See: A. Kolk, J. Pinkse, Stakeholder mismanagement and corporate social responsibility crises, 
European Management Journal 2006, February, pp. 59–72; M. Miles, L. Munilla, J. Darroch, The role 
of strategic conversations with stakeholders in the formation of corporate social responsibility strategy, 
Journal of Business Ethics 2006, vol. 69, pp. 195–205.

5 C. Fieseler, M. Fleck, M. Meckel, Corporate social responsibility in the blogosphere, Journal of 
Business Ethics 2010, vol. 91, pp. 599–614; J. Snider, R. Hill, D. Martin, Corporate social responsibili-
ty in the 21st century: A view from the world’s most successful firms, Journal of Business Ethics 2003, 
vol. 48, pp. 175–187; L. Wanderley, R. Lucian, F. Farache, J. de Sousa Filho, CSR information disc-
losure on the web: A context-based approach analysing the influence of country of origin and industry 
sector, Journal of Business Ethics 2008, vol. 82, pp. 369–378.

6 G. Aniszewska, Społeczna odpowiedzialność organizacji wg 100 największych firm Europy 
Środkowo-Wschodniej, [in:] Z. Pisz, M. Rojek-Nowosielska (eds.), Społeczna odpowiedzialność orga-
nizacji. Polityczna poprawność czy obywatelska postawa?, Wydawnictwo UE we Wrocławiu, Wrocław 
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What becomes essential in the communication with stakeholders is not only 
the content posted on websites but also the manner of its presentation. Researchers 
are mostly interested in content presentation (text versus image) and the level of 
“interactivity” of the websites because this indicator allows drawing conclusions as 
to the communication aim.

The studies conducted in Indian IT companies demonstrated that organizations 
do not pay attention to appropriate discernibility of the content and that verbal or 
verbal-visual content dominates.7 Nearly half of the companies under study were 
limiting CSR activities presentation to a maximum of two pages of text. According 
to the studies’ authors, quantity is not directly proportionate to quality, yet it testifies 
to the effort put into creating space for social responsibility within an organization. 
Another issue is the fact that IT companies did not display any creativity in making use 
of the possibilities offered by the Internet with regard to presentation of any content 
and communication with the public. What is more, the majority of presented content 
was mostly intended for investors, to the exclusion of the needs and expectations of 
other groups of stakeholders (lack of customization).

In the case of static messages, companies are mostly concerned with providing 
information and efforts to influence the company image. In the case of interactive 
sites, the aim is to create a relationship between an organization and public opinion 
(stakeholders). The studies conducted on the Spanish companies demonstrated that 
static messages dominate (text enhanced with graphics, photographs or video and audio 
messages).8 Internet users visiting the websites are expected to act only as recipients 
of messages and are not supposed to be active. Moreover, interactive sources are 
used in tabs which are related to presenting company’s profile, its value, products 
and services rather than to strictly CSR-related activities.

An issue examined separately was the sources/forms of obtaining feedback which 
allow websites’ visitors to ask questions, express opinions or evaluate CSR initiatives. 
It often turns out that the only way for stakeholders to approach and establish contact 
with an organization is to simply address their opinions, enquiries, etc., to its main 
e-mail address. Even when companies happen to provide an additional e-mail address 
dedicated to CSR issues, usually it is offered only to shareholders and investors. Also, 
the remaining stakeholders have no possibilities for any other form of cooperation 

2011, pp. 346–355; R. Chavez, A. Moras, R. Puentes, E. Bernal, E-corporate social responsibility in 
socially responsible firms: The case of Spanish firms, The Service Industries Journal 2011, vol. 31,  
pp. 1–18.

7 V. Chaudhri, J. Wang, Communicating corporate social responsibility on the Internet: A case stu-
dy of the top 100 information technology companies in India, Management Communication Quarterly 
2007, vol. 21, pp. 232–247.

8 P. Capriotti, A. Moreno, Corporate citizenship and public relations: The importance and inter-
activity of social responsibility issues on corporate websites, Public Relations Review 2007, vol. 33,  
pp. 84–91.
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on or evaluation (in real time, on an ongoing basis) of the projects related to CSR, 
corporate citizenship or sustainable development.

The studies on the firms from Central and Eastern Europe, cited earlier, confirm 
these tendencies, with a single difference, however. Even shareholders and investors 
do not have an option to communicate their opinions via a separate e-mail address 
solely dedicated to social issues. The only additional contact available on the websites 
is the contact to a PR officer, whose role is to provide additional information on the 
subject of realized CSR projects.

The choice of communication forms and sources is visibly influenced by 
cultural dimensions. An individualist culture can focus on what it considers efficient 
communication. Power distance can strengthen one-way communication and 
information control. On the other hand, some problems in societal development, e.g. 
passivity of society, can also encourage communication dominated by organizations, 
and limited presentation of CSR activities.

4. Communication of social responsibility as determined  
by cultural conditions – research hypotheses

There are few studies treating CSR presentation (with regard to content, style and 
form) as a consequence of cultural norms and values. It is all the more worthwhile to 
quote the results of comparisons between companies functioning in different cultural 
systems.9 Wherever the concern for the common good and for the natural environment 
is present, wherever high taxes are treated as one’s own input into the wellbeing of 
society, organizations have lower needs to get involved into and to communicate to 
their environment the CSR activities they undertake. In their messages they focus 
more on lists of activities (projects), without going into detailed explanations.

In the cultures where the state is not treated as the major provider of social services 
and where involvement into the development of society is a matter of free choice, 
companies most often flaunt their social responsibility. In their messages they motivate 
undertaken activities very strongly, indicate their addressees and benefits, provide 
specific examples, relate stories. CSR is much more often presented as a part of the 
company mission. This type of message brings to mind a constant need to prove to 
the environment one’s involvement and sincerity of intentions. It may be perceived 
by less expressive cultures as dishonest or aggressive.

9 L.P. Hartman, R.S. Rubin, K.K. Dhanda, The communication of corporate social responsibili-
ty: United States and European Union multinational corporations, Journal of Business Ethics 2007,  
vol. 74, pp. 373–389; C. Kampf, Corporate social responsibility. WalMart, Maersk and the cultural 
bounds of representation in corporate web sites, Corporate Communications 2007, vol. 12, pp. 41–57; 
D.J. Tschopp, Corporate social responsibility: A comparison between the United States and the Euro-
pean Union, Corporate Social Responsibility and Environment Management 2005, vol. 12, pp. 55–59.
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In turn, the list of multinational corporations (MNC) operating in the USA and 
Europe demonstrates that American companies mostly refer to economic arguments in 
their CSR communication and they justify their actions with financial considerations, 
whereas European companies (mostly from the EU) more often refer to the idea of 
sustainable development, corporate citizenship, ethics and involvement. Naturally, 
this does not mean that financial issues are passed over; however, a more harmonious 
balance is visible in the choice of arguments in the communication with the environment. 
This partly stems from the traditions and geopolitical conditions. The European Union 
devotes significantly more attention to social and environmental issues than the 
“capitalist” United States.

At the same time, L.P. Hartman, R.S. Rubin, K.K. Dhanda (2007) argue that the 
manner of communication depends on a specific company’s history and organizational 
culture. What is more, a change in the manner of communication, should it appear 
incompatible with the organization’s culture and current perception by the stakeholders, 
might be treated by the stakeholders as a betrayal of company’s own principles and 
responsibility.

The aim of the present paper is to formulate the research hypotheses related to the 
ways of communication of socially responsible activities, depending on culture and 
potential consequences for: a) constructing the relationships with the stakeholders,  
b) constructing a cohesive image of an organization on different markets and in 
different geographical regions, c) assessment of effectiveness of CSR activities.

G. Hofstede’s model10 was adopted as the basis for the formulation of hypotheses, 
as these studies are extensive and well described. Their conclusions are applicable both 
to societies and to organizational behaviours. Therefore, formulation of hypotheses on 
the basis of G. Hofstede’s model provides a chance to move freely from the analysis 
of national culture to business culture and, finally, to organizational culture. It was 
assumed that all of the dimensions of culture potentially influence other aspects of 
communicating socially responsible activities. Potential interrelations which became 
the foundation for formulated hypotheses are presented below:

4.1. Masculinity – femininity

Masculinity of a culture is related to competitiveness, assertiveness and task 
orientation. Thus, it appears that within masculine cultures CSR will be more often 
treated as an element of PR and image building. In consequence, CSR activities will 
be directed at a small number of chosen groups of stakeholders (approx. two) which 
have strategic significance for an organization. Also, “temporary” involvement into 
social issues might be more often expected. In feminine cultures, community and 
protection of the disadvantaged form a significant value. It might be, then, expected 

10 G. Hofstede, G.J. Hofstede, Kultury i organizacje, PWE, Warszawa 2011; http://geert-hofstede.
com (date of access: 15.07.2015).
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that this will find its reflection in the attitude towards socially responsible activities. 
Thus, CSR will be more important and focused on improving equal opportunities.

4.2. Individualism – collectivism

In individualist cultures one’s own interests and goals are more important than 
group interests. In collectivist cultures more emphasis is placed on relationships 
with others. It seems, then, that individualism will favour calculation with regard 
to social issues, especially in the choice of the message’s addresses and in thinking 
in the categories of programmes’ costs and cost-effectiveness. On the other hand, 
collectivism should welcome undertaking of activities which are to a greater extent 
related to macroenvironment and indirectly related to strategy (e.g. local community).

4.3. High power distance – low power distance

Power distance denotes the acceptance of inequality of treatment and distribution 
of power within society. On the organizational level, this might mean centralization 
of power and autocracy, but also attachment to detailed instructions and directions. 
In egalitarian cultures there is more freedom. These tendencies may be amplified 
or weakened due to the dimension of uncertainty avoidance. They may be also 
significant in the case of organizations managed by foreign strategic investors, 
imposing their own standards of social activities.

4.4. High uncertainty avoidance – low uncertainty avoidance

High uncertainty avoidance is related to the willingness to reduce the sense of threat 
which is caused by a change or a new situation. It denotes higher formalization 
(plans, procedures, reports) but also the use of tried-and-tested – not to say clichéd – 
solutions which bring more predictable results. Low uncertainty avoidance is usually 
related to a higher level of innovativeness, greater openness and external orientation. 
This will be also reflected in CSR activities: the way of communication and the 
choice of addressees or activities.

4.5. Short-term orientation – long-term orientation

Short-term orientation means that both the aims and the assessment criteria of their 
success are related to a short time horizon and have a short-term character. Long-term 
orientation facilitates constancy of activities and formulation of long-term goals. 
Hence, this dimension might influence the approach to CSR (calculated or resulting 
from the value) and the stability of commitments within CSR programmes. It is 
easier to imagine withdrawing from some activities and initiating others, depending 
on the economic situation, in a short-term culture.

PN_423.indb   31 2016-06-10   21:24:41



32 Grażyna Aniszewska

4.6. Restraint – indulgence

As opposed to indulgence, restraint denotes a conviction that social norms should 
regulate the way people enjoy life. Restraint cultures adhere to the principle: “first 
duty, then pleasure.” Hofstede’s studies demonstrated that restraint is related to 
a stronger feeling of vulnerability, lower significance of free time, stronger control, 
paying more attention to prudence, clear framework of gender roles. It appears, 
then, that in indulgence cultures there will be more interest in the issues of work-life 
balance, especially with regard to organizational employees. Approval for the joys of 
life might also be reflected in the manner of communication. Communication – also 
of CSR activities – should have a more positive character than in restraint cultures. 
CSR will also take more space in company operations than in the case of restraint 
cultures.

In the light of the current studies on communication of socially responsible 
activities together with the characteristics of cultural dimensions based on Hofstede’s 
model, it is possible to formulate the following research hypotheses:

H1: Culture influences the approach to CSR – as a competitive advantage 
or a “philosophical” approach, based on ethics.

Masculine, individualistic cultures, restraint and short-term oriented, will more 
often demonstrate a competitive approach (CSR is an element of PR). Feminine 
cultures, collectivist, long-term oriented and indulgent, will more often present 
a “philosophical” approach.

H2: Culture influences the choice of addressees of CSR activities.
In feminine cultures, collectivist and indulgent, organizations will choose more 

groups of stakeholders to which they will direct their CSR communications. In 
masculine, individualist and restraint cultures, organizations will focus on “strategic” 
and priority groups. It might be claimed that these will be activities directed at two 
groups: aiming at acquisition of new employees (e.g. scholarships and hands-on 
trainings for students from schools with specific education profiles, compatible with 
the organization profile) and customer acquisition and retention.

H3: Culture has influence on the manner in which information is treated, 
and thus, on the content related to CSR activities and its availability.

Transmitting general information in an impersonal manner (facts) will be 
characteristic for cultures with high uncertainty avoidance and hierarchical character 
(they will see no need for frequent updating). Detailed information, adapted to a specific 
group – in egalitarian cultures, with low uncertainty avoidance.

Individualism of a culture may have dual meaning from this point of view. On 
the one hand, the rule of “private interest before the interest of the community” may 
provoke generality of the message. On the other hand, the message might be “tailored” 
and directed at strategic groups.
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H4: Culture influences communication style and the choice of tools.
In the case of egalitarian cultures, communication will be more dynamic, bilateral 

and it will use multiple tools. Cultures with a high level of uncertainty avoidance will 
prefer to transfer information in a more static manner (a lack of feedback expectation) 
and a more traditional format (factual information in a traditional form – downloadable 
files, information in a separate tab).

H5: In the case of dominant foreign investors, the specificity of their own 
culture will have more significance for communication than the specificity of the 
culture of the target market. 

In such a case, CSR communication will be more often standardized (e.g. one 
website for the whole corporation – in accordance with a global strategy), and content, 
communication style and the choice of tools will correspond to the culture of the 
investor.

Moreover, studies should attempt to account for certain “trans-cultural” variables, 
such as the level of income (loss) and the industry in question.

Thus, it could be concluded that established position on the market favours adopting 
the philosophical approach, based on values, and it has influence on the verification 
of H1. The level of income (income – loss) has an influence on the approach to CSR 
(the most calculated in the case of loss), the number of target groups (priority – lower 
in the case of losses).

The industry (manufacturing companies vs. service companies) may have an 
influence on the selection of target/priority groups. Service companies will mostly 
focus on the group of customers formed by end users, whereas production companies – 
on direct recipients or distributors; and socially sensitive industries11 – on the activities 
related to applying safe and environment-friendly technologies.

5. Conclusions

Studies conducted on the relationship between the manner of CSR communication 
and the cultural dimensions may provide evidence as to the extent of the influence of 
cultural factors and measures for this influence. They will also facilitate presenting 
the differences in strategic approaches to CSR and, possibly, better understanding 
of the intentions of organizations with different cultural background in their 
communication with stakeholders. As a result, such studies may indicate the traps of 
this type of communication within an international environment but they may also 

11 Socially sensitive industries are those industries in which the consequences of a lack of inte-
rest in social issues are too expensive and relate to human health or life (e.g. pharmaceutical, food or 
chemical industry). Undertaking CSR activities and emphasizing them often functions as a preventive 
measure in the event of disasters, accidents or crises.
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provide guidance as to making communication more effective, as well as suggest 
directions for future research.

The hypotheses mentioned above should be verified not only on the basis on 
quantitative research. Qualitative studies are equally important. 
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Summary: The aim of this article is to uncover sustainable consumption through the assumptions 
behind the sharing economy. The more the profile of the modern consumer has changed, the 
bigger changes of his or her perception of ownership. The consumer trend that we can observe as 
growing is about meeting the needs and being satisfied with product/service usage, but without 
making a transaction about ownership transfer. The proliferation of companies, such as Zipcar, 
Uber, Airbnb, proves that consumers withdraw from traditional options and experiment with the 
ones that rely on the potential of social media. With the focus on social media, the attitude toward 
temporary usage of products, perception of mutual agreements and understanding of loyalty 
comes into play and transforms the relationships between consumers and producers/service 
providers. The idea that one does not need to own a product in order to satisfy one’s need creates 
room for more sustainable consumption that is guided by resource sharing. Sustainability may 
be achieved here by the fact that people limit their actual purchases, do not have to worry about 
divestment options, are more selective when comparing various options, find cheaper solutions 
also attractive from the environmental or the social stand (they may value a solution more just 
because it reduces negative impact on environment or because it additionally offers socializing 
opportunities). The article is based on desk research with the use of a brief case study approach. 
Two industries seem to be prone to the sharing economy model: automotive/transportation and 
hospitality services, that is why the article draws brief practical illustrations from those sectors.

Keywords: sustainable consumption, sharing economy, collaborative consumption.

Streszczenie: Celem niniejszego artykułu jest pokazanie jak mechanizmy gospodarki wspól-
nego użytkowania sprzyjają konsumpcji zrównoważonej. Wraz ze zmieniającym się profilem 
współczesnego konsumenta, zmianie ulega jego percepcja własności. Na rynku pojawiają się 
rozwiązania pozwalające zaspokajać potrzeby bez konieczności dokonywania transakcji o prze-
niesieniu własności. Dynamiczny rozwój firm, takich jak Zipcar, Uber, Airbnb, dowodzi, że kon-
sumenci odstępują od tradycyjnych opcji własności i eksperymentują z tymi, które polegają na 
współużytkowaniu i wykorzystują potencjał mediów społecznościowych. To wszystko tworzy 
przestrzeń dla bardziej zrównoważonej konsumpcji. 

Słowa kluczowe: zrównoważona konsumpcja, gospodarka wspólnego użytkowania, kon-
sumpcja oparta na współpracy.
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1. Introduction

Sharing economy, peer economy, collaborative consumption are among the terms 
coined to illustrate a distinctive mechanism of sharing of human and physical 
resources in order to achieve one’s goal.1 The transfer of ownership is not required 
to complete the transaction and feel satisfaction out of meeting one’s need. Just 
as traditional models of consumption are based on business-to-consumer (B2C) 
transactions, the new model of consumption that emerges connects spare capacity 
to demand using peer-to-peer (P2P) transactions. People are now able to get what 
they need from each other instead of always going to large organizations. This socio-
cultural system includes “the shared creation, production, distribution, trade and 
consumption of goods and services by different people and organizations.”2

Botsman tries to be clearer about the terms and assigns clear boundaries between 
the terms.3 According to her, the sharing economy should be defined as “an economic 
system based on sharing underused assets or services, for free or for a fee, directly 
from individuals” and collaborative consumption as “the reinvention of traditional 
market behaviors – renting, lending, swapping, sharing, bartering, gifting – through 
technology, taking place in ways and on a scale not possible before the internet.” In 
this view, the sharing economy is just part of collaborative consumption that relates 
to B2C and P2P transactions.4 

Because of severe consequences that the sharing economy has for businesses, 
some call it disruptive technology.5 Taking another angle, one can say that businesses 
want to size the revenue opportunity that resides within the sharing economy. As PwC 
estimates,6 the potential value of the five main sharing economy sectors will amount 
to USD 335 billion by 2025.7 

1 See: B. Mróz, Konsument w globalnej gospodarce. Trzy perspektywy, Oficyna Wydawnicza 
SGH, Warszawa 2013. 

2 J. Morgan, Why The Collaborative Economy is Changing Everything, Forbes, http://www.forbes.
com/sites/jacobmorgan/2014/10/16/why-the-collaborative-economy-is-changing-everything/ (date of 
access: 13.12.2015).

3 R. Botsman, The Sharing Economy Lacks a Shared Definition. Giving Meaning to the Terms, 
2013, http://www.fastcoexist.com/3022028/the-sharing-economy-lacks-a-shared-definition (date of 
access: 13.12.2015).

4 R. Botsman, The Sharing Economy…, op. cit.
5 D. Wesson, The New Sharing Economy – The Next Era of the Social Web, http://davidwesson. 

typepad.com/david_wessons_digital_cul/2011/04/the-new-sharing-economy-the-next-era-of-the-
social-web-.html (date of access: 13.12.2015).

6 The Sharing Economy: How Is It Affecting You and Your Business?, PwC, http://www.pwc.co.uk/
issues/megatrends/collisions/sharingeconomy.html (date of access: 13.12.2015).

7 In 2013 Forbes estimated that the revenue flowing through the share economy right into people’s 
pockets will exceed USD 3.5 billion that year, and the growth will be more than 25%. A. Rudenko, 
The Collaborative Consumption on the Rise: Why Shared Economy Is Winning over the “Capitalism of 
Me”, http://popsop.com/2013/08/the-collaborative-consumption-sharing-wins-over-ownership/ (date 
of access: 13.12.2015).
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Interestingly, this system can take variety of forms, just because the transactions 
can offer various forms of access over ownership (renting, lending, subscribing, 
reselling, swapping, donating). However, they all are rooted in the ability to realize 
more choice while mitigating the costs associated with ownership. What is more, 
very often, these are information technologies that leverage the sharing economy, 
because they empower customers and organizations and allow them to juggle the 
data in order to optimize decision making and balance the information asymmetry. 
Many sharing economy business models are hosted through digital platforms that 
enable a more precise, real-time measurement of spare capacity and the ability to 
dynamically connect that capacity with those who need it.8 For example, Airbnb, a vast 
peer-to-peer network allows people to rent out spare rooms in their homes (or entire 
homes or just sofas) to anyone they deem trustworthy for certain amount of time.  
If a customer wants to participate in this platform, he or she first needs to register in 
the website as a host or as a traveler. With the sharing economy it is vital to create 
value to all engaged parties: homeowners get some extra spending cash, travelers get 
a radical increase the variety and price of lodging options, and money gets spent in 
local neighborhood economies. Airbnb claims that they contribute USD 56 million 
annually to the San Francisco economy alone.9 The same approach is implemented by 
the oldest car sharing company Zipcar, which matches spare cars with local demand. 
The business model is simple and so is the process of joining Zipcar network: To 
join, the client has to register on Zipcar website and pay a fee membership, then he 
or she receives a Zipcar card right in the registered address, after this step he or she 
can search for available cars and make the reservation with a few clicks in the mobile 
app. The simplicity of the “ordering” process is coupled with convenience: the cars 
are located along the city in Zipcar-branded parking slots (for the moment Zipcar 
operates in 50 cities in Europe and North America) and the customer can open the 
car automatically with the Zipcar card. 

The technological innovation constitutes however only one driver of the trend. 
The other three include:
 – values shift, which means that a connected society is rethinking what ownership 

and sharing mean in the digital age;
 – economic realities, which translates into a growing understanding that people 

need to think about wealth and assets through a new lens, and measure “growth” 
in a more meaningful way;

 – environmental pressures, which create or sustain the need to make a much better 
use of finite resources.10

8 The Sharing Economy. Consumer Intelligence Series, PwC, 2015, https://www.pwc.com/us/en/
technology/publications/assets/pwc-consumer-intelligence-series-the-sharing-economy.pdf (date of 
access: 13.12.2015).

9 N. Aster, Why the Sharing Economy Has a Branding Challenge, http://www.psfk.com/2012/12/
sharing-economy-branding-challenge.html (date of access: 13.12.2015).

10 R. Botsman, The Sharing Economy…, op. cit.
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Altogether these drivers make up the friendly environment for collaborative 
consumption. However, to make it work, people engaged in sharing must conform 
with some behavioral rules and principles. According to Botsman and Rogers, there 
are four of them:11

 – trust between strangers, which is a must in order to close the deal and facilitate 
the exchange;

 – belief in the commons, which means believing that society can secure access to 
goods for as much of the public as possible;

 – idling capacity, as the basic observation leads to realization that some assets 
might be underused and in effect solutions to change the picture are appreciated;

 – critical mass of followers and advocates that build the socio-economic system 
and facilitate its functioning.12

Both trust and critical mass of followers and advocates are strictly linked to the 
online venue. These are requirements of social media platforms to flourish. On the 
other hand, these are also critical circumstances of sustainability projects. 

Having in mind the drivers and principles of the shared economy, it is much easier 
to position collaborative consumption within more sustained consumption modes 
(see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Three modes of consumption

Source: F. Bardhi, Consumer Behavior Lecture, Cass School of Business, 2014. 

From Figure 1 it becomes more visible that sharing does not only have the economic 
dimension. It is guided also strongly by the social concerns and deliberations on the 
role of business when searching for the options of satisfying one’s needs. However, 
the economic potential is a driver of business proliferation in this model. Let us just 

11 R. Botsman, R. Rogers, What’s Mine Is Yours: The Rise of Collaborative Consumption, Harper-
Collins, New York 2010.

12 A.-L. Nilsson, Collaborative Consumption – Threatening Markets and Marketers?, http://www.
brandba.se/blog/collaborativeconsumpti-nilsson (date of access: 13.12.2015).
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consider the recent numbers for Uber service: The five-year-old Uber operates in 
more than 250 cities worldwide and as of February 2015 was valued at USD 41.2 
billion – a figure that exceeds the market capitalization of companies such as Delta 
Air Lines, American Airlines and United Continental.13 It is also worth noting the 
difference between Uber and Zipcar: Zipcar owns inventory, while Uber develops, 
markets and operates the Uber application (available on smartphones and tablets) 
– this app enables consumers to submit a trip request, which is then routed to Uber 
drivers who use their own cars.

2. Why is the sharing economy booming?

The sharing economy as a consumer trend is developing. The number of consumers 
willing to join the movement is steadily increasing over the years. Also the number 
of consumers willing to participate in sharing communities is pretty high (see 
Figure 2). From Nielsen’s research it stands out that the trend is not regional but 
global. If we look closer, then UK dominates Europe accounting for one-in-ten of 
the world’s companies in this new digital sector, more than Europe’s next three most 
prolific hubs – France, Spain and Germany – combined, and generally speaking, the 
US produces more than half of the 865 start-ups in the sharing economy.14

Figure 2. Sharing economy preferences around the globe

Source: F. Richter, The Rise of the Sharing Economy, Statista. The statistics portal, https://blog.udemy.
com/the-next-wave-of-the-sharing-economy/ (date of access: 13.12.2015).

13 The Sharing Economy. Consumer Intelligence Series…, op. cit.
14 L. Davidson, Mapped: how the sharing economy is sweeping the world, The Telegraph, http://

www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/mediatechnologyandtelecoms/11882122/Mapped-how-
the-sharing-economy-is-sweeping-the-world.html (date of access: 13.12.2015).
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There are several factors explaining why the sharing economy gains momentum 
and from a temporary fad has turned into a profitable disruptive business model. The 
economic crisis in the first place made the idea worth noticing. Apart from the smaller 
disposable income, consumers started to favor the connotation that being thrifty might 
be cool again. Then the assumptions of knowledge society lead to the realization 
that true value relies on cultural rather than tangible resources and assigned priority 
to experiences above possessions. The maturation of the social web underlines the 
empowerment of consumers. They are more skilled and eager to use digital tools and 
become more interactive, connected, participatory. Also the increasing environmental 
concerns are aligned with new models based on collaboration, knowledge sharing 
and willingness to cater for greater good. The other trend called “demanding brands” 
rests upon similar observations. “Switched-on brands that are embarking on the 
journey towards a more sustainable and socially-responsible future will demand that 
consumers also contribute. Even if that means some pain – financial or otherwise – for 
their customers.”15 The meaningful demand that companies may impose on customers 
may relate to one of four:
 – the planet: customers’ action shall be good for the environment. This may take 

the form of waste reduction, product re-use or recycling;
 – society – customers shall contribute to the well-being of other people;
 – their lifestyles – through the products, consumers change their lifestyles, usually 

by adopting new behaviors; 
 – non-profit organizations – brands collaborate with non-profit organizations to 

make consumers aware of the causes and support these institutions.16

In order to raise sustainability to a new level and guarantee the idea a critical 
mass of advocates and supporters, not only the buy-in mechanism must be simple, 
transparent and authentic, but also it needs to be linked to some values and norms 
of behavior. 

Some figures give evidence that these observations turn into consumer actions 
and as such may speak more than just declarations:
 – bike sharing is the fastest growing form of transportation in the world which 

grew 200% in 2010;
 – freecycle, an online that circulates items to reuse, had 5.7 million members 

across 85 countries;
 – couchsurfing, a global website that connects travellers with locals in more than 

235 countries, was the most often visited hospitality website in 2010 with over 
3 million visits.17

15 September 2013 Trend Briefing: DEMANDING BRANDS. Screw ‘the Customer Is Always 
Right’: These ‘Demanding Brands’ Are Taking the (Painful) Lead Again, http://trendwatching.com/
trends/demandingbrands/ (date of access: 23.06.2014).

16 Ibidem.
17 D. Wesson, The New Sharing Economy…, op. cit.
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When thinking about the sharing economy in the light of sustainability, the question 
of who is riding this wave becomes relevant. Although the trend seems to be global, 
not all consumers may be appealed to the same extent. Research suggests that there 
are perceptual differences between generations but those differences relate more to the 
motivations and fears rather than to the attractiveness of sharing economy. As many 
as 31% of representatives of generation X, 24% of Millennials and 15% of Boomers 
agree to be attracted to the sharing economy.18 They all perceive trust as the most 
important personal barrier to sharing (“What I lend will get lost or stolen”, “I might 
not trust others in the network”, “My privacy might be compromised”), concerns 
about quality of goods/services and of value (whether the end result is worth the 
effort) come as secondary.

3. Sustainable consumption fueled by the sharing economy

Apart from the notion that environmental concerns were among the factors spinning 
the sharing economy, it seems that the basic idea of utilizing underused assets is part 
of the sustainable consumption concept. The trend helps fighting overconsumption 
and promotes smarter usage of resources at hand. Even if not deliberate, these 
motivations translate into actions. The economic dimension of the sharing economy 
speaks for maximizing product’s productivity. Instead of being used several times 
by one person, goods are available for dozens of peers. This allows saving time, 
money and other resources, generate extra income for the owner and reduce impact 
on the environment. The concept of sharing is quite universal in business and affects 
various industries. Automotive/transportation, hospitality/dining services, retail/
consumer goods, and media/entertainment are among the most commonly used (see 
Figure 3 for more examples).

In the attempt to frame the sharing economy into sustainability, the triple bottom 
line comes to mind. Various motives to share: economic, environmental and social 
do play here a tremendous role. For example, when it comes to Airbnb, it is not only 
about cheaper housing alternatives (affordability). It is also about granting authenticity 
to the experience and meeting new people. Airbnb averages 425,000 guests per night, 
nearly 22% more than Hilton Worldwide, which just indicates how popular – and 
competitive – the service is.19

The environmental dimension can be seen through the multi-use of products and 
through the simultaneous use of a product by multiple people. According to some 
estimates, up to 72% of US CO2 emissions can be potentially reduced by sharing 
cars.20 Sharing meals with others also helps generate less waste by saving on water, 
gas, electricity and food products. 

18 P.D. Ross, Sharing Economy/Collaborative Consumption Defined, http://projectpdr.com/
sharing-economy-collaborative-consumption-defined/ (date of access: 13.12.2015).

19 The Sharing Economy. Consumer Intelligence Series…, op. cit.
20 A. Rudenko, The Collaborative Consumption on the Rise…, op. cit.

PN_423.indb   41 2016-06-10   21:24:42



42 Katarzyna Bachnik

Figure 3. Examples of sharing economy companies

Source: D.L. Yohn, What You Can Learn about Customer Experience from Sharing Economy Compa-
nies, http://www.forbes.com/sites/deniselyohn/2015/03/04/what-you-can-learn-about-custom-
er-experience-from-sharing-economy-companies/ (date of access: 13.12.2015).

The social potential of the sharing economy rests in the creation of stronger 
communities and forging interpersonal relationships. The sharing economy model 
forces people to push the boundaries of their lives and turns consumers into active 
members of societies. They not only lend or borrow goods, but also write reviews 
and recommendations for their peers, which translates into trust building and critical 
mass growing. 

When trying to link the sharing economy with sustainable consumption, the 
perspective of broader communities cannot be overlooked. The changing profile of 
an individual consumer is an important building block of the trend, but sustainability 
calls for a more holistic view. Therefore, it makes sense to analyze benefits from 
the sharing economy and concerns with the sharing economy identified or raised by 
city officials. 

As usual to avoid a biased opinion, it is worth taking into account contrary insights 
about the sharing economy. Although the sharing economy can be placed within the 
sustainability context, it is debatable whether simply sharing surplus or under-utilised 
personal goods is a sufficient response to a global problem that requires a systemic 
change at all levels to be resolved. The sheer scale of the ecological crisis might be too 
big. The massive overshoot in global consumption levels is just one part of the picture 
(some figures show that humanity as a whole is consuming natural resources 50% faster 
than the planet can replenish them). The other create huge imbalances (around 20% of 
the world’s population are responsible for 80% of all resource consumption).21 Still, 

21 R. Makwana, Global Justice, Sustainability and the Sharing Economy, http://www.sharing.org/in-
formation-centre/articles/global-justice-sustainability-and-sharing-economy (date of access: 13.12.2015).
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in order to make any difference, transformations in consumer perceptions, attitudes 
and decisions need to happen. And the sharing economy model allows making another 
step in the right direction.

4. Conclusion

The sharing economy implies collaborative consumption of physical, virtual and 
intellectual goods. The new model of consumer relationship emerges at the intersection 
of online social networking, mobile technology and the social movement that comes 
as a response to the reduction in purchasing power, greater environmental awareness, 
perceptual changes of being thrifty. Even though it may not have the potential to 
solve global problems that outrank in their size and scope, it definitely shows how 
consumers are changing and how their understanding of consumption is evolving. 
As such the sharing economy constitutes a useful framework and a foundation for 
profitable business model – as the examples of Zipcar, Uber and Airbnb prove. The 
growing number of advocates and the growing number of companies that embed 
sharing and collaborative component to their offerings allow assuming that this 
consumption model can be long lasting – as long as people are willing to use mobile 
devices, have desire to be connected 24/7 and expect companies to be transparent 
about their strategies and policies. What speaks in favor of the sharing economy is 
also the fact of considering value for all engaged parties. The social, environmental 
and economic dimension of this phenomena allows positioning it within sustainability 
context and the sustainable consumption idea is embedded in the quest for more 
optimal utilization of resources. 
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Summary: The company is functioning in a certain milieu and enters into relations with 
various groups: stakeholders. This assumption constitutes the basis of the theory of 
stakeholders and the background for execution of corporate social responsibility (CSR). 
Each company has its own set of stakeholders, characteristic only for it, each one of which 
has different expectations. They do affect the functioning of the company and constitute an 
important item determining the directions of company development. The company should 
thus be liable to its beneficiaries and meet their expectations. The literature stresses the role of 
managing relations with stakeholders. Satisfying the expectations may be done with various 
forms of mediation, with both external partners and internal groups of interests. The objective 
of the paper is to present the role of ecomediations as the method used in the process of 
stakeholder management that is aimed at satisfying expectations of company stakeholders. In 
the first, theoretical part of the paper, the literature is reviewed that is dedicated to the issues 
of stakeholder management, ecological conflicts and mediation, and the analysis is provided 
of the connections of these concepts taking into account creation of value for all stakeholders. 
In the empirical part, based on a case study, the author presented a special form of mediation: 
ecomediations (ecological mediations) in solving an ecological conflict.

Keywords: ecomediations, ecological conflict, stakeholder theory, stakeholder management.

Streszczenie: Przedsiębiorstwo funkcjonuje w otoczeniu i wchodzi w relacje z różnymi gru-
pami – interesariuszami. Takie założenie stanowi podstawę teorii interesariuszy (teorii stake-
holders), oraz podłoże do realizacji społecznej odpowiedzialności przedsiębiorstwa (CSR). 
Każde przedsiębiorstwo posiada określony zestaw własnych grup interesariuszy, charaktery-
stycznych tylko dla niego, z których każda ma inne oczekiwania. Mają one wpływ na zacho-
wanie przedsiębiorstwa oraz stanowią istotny element rozstrzygający o kierunkach rozwoju 
przedsiębiorstwa. Przedsiębiorstwo powinno być zatem odpowiedzialne wobec swoich inte-
resariuszy i spełniać ich oczekiwania. W literaturze przedmiotu wskazuje się na rolę zarzą-
dzania relacjami z interesariuszami. Realizacja oczekiwań może odbywać się poprzez różne 

1 Article funded under the research task WZiKS/DS/2/2014.
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formy mediacji, zarówno z partnerami zewnętrznymi, jak i wewnętrznymi grupami interesów. 
Autor, bazując na studium przypadku, zaprezentował w niniejszym artykule szczególną for-
mę mediacji – ekomediacje (mediacje ekologiczne) jako metodę mającą na celu zaspokajanie 
oczekiwań interesariuszy przedsiębiorstwa.

Słowa kluczowe: ekomediacje, konflikt ekologiczny, teoria interesariuszy, CSR, zarządzanie 
interesariuszami.

1. Introduction

The company is functioning in the milieu in which there are elements related to 
its functioning. The elements of the surroundings with a direct effect include: 
stockholders, trade unions, suppliers and other persons and institutions which 
directly affect the given organisation. They have an increasing effect on the company, 
which requires a complex analysis of mutual interactions and co-dependencies.2 
Identifying and learning the aspects which have significance for achievement of 
the objectives of the company is of crucial importance.3 H.I. Ansoff defines the 
company as the centre of purposefully directed activities, interests and contracts and 
makes it responsible for achieving the objectives assumed autonomously to itself 
and to all the groups in its surroundings.4 The company, functioning in a specific 
place, community, enters into relations with these groups: stakeholders. This 
term was coined by Ansoff and Stewart in 1960s, and it was later developed by  
R.E. Freeman.5 These groups, depending on the adopted criteria, may be identified 
and classified differently. According to R.E. Freeman, stakeholders are “each group 
or person which may affect achievement of objectives of the organisation or on whose 
situation the organisation affects in achievement of its objectives.”6 He classifies 
stakeholders into primary stakeholders and secondary stakeholders.7 A. Chodyński 
proposes a broad approach to stakeholders, referring to them as “all entities without 
which functioning of the company would be impossible.”8 Considering the nature of 
the relations, A. Paliwoda-Matiolańska classifies stakeholders into: sub-decisive (all 
those who co-create the company: employees, stockholders, owners; those without 

2 B. Godziszewski, M. Haffer, M.J. Stankiewicz, S. Sudoł, Przedsiębiorstwo. Teoria i praktyka 
zarządzania, PWE, Warszawa 2011, p. 114.

3 J. Adamczyk, Społeczna odpowiedzialność przedsiębiorstw, PWE, Warszawa 2009, p. 35.
4 H.I. Ansoff, Zarządzanie strategiczne, PWE, Warszawa 1985, p. 58.
5 J. Adamczyk, Społeczna odpowiedzialność…, op. cit., p. 46.
6 A. Crane, A. McWilliams, D. Matten, J. Moon, D.S. Siegel (eds.), The Oxford Handbook, Corpo-

rate Social Responsibility, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2008, p. 62.
7 R.E Freeman, J.S. Harrison, A.C. Wics, Managing for Stakeholders. Survival, Reputation and 

Success, Yale University Press, 2007, pp. 8–9.
8 A. Chodyński, Odpowiedzialność ekologiczna w proaktywnym rozwoju przedsiębiorstwa, Oficy-

na Wydawnicza AFM, Kraków 2011, p. 46.
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whom the business could not exist in itself), contract stakeholders (their relation 
with the company has the nature of a formal contract: clients, cooperating parties 
and suppliers), and context stakeholders (various communities, social institutions; 
they perform the fundamental role in gaining good reputation and acceptance for the 
activities of the company).9

Y. Fassin differentiates between the traditional notion of the stakeholder (real 
stakeholder), pressure groups and regulators. He introduces the terms stakewatches 
and stakekeepers. Stakewatches are pressure groups which protect interests of real 
stakeholders (often by way of granted powers of attorney or intermediation), whereas 
regulators, e.g. standardisation, certification or control organisations belong to a group 
of stakekeepers. As a rule, the company has little effect on them.10

The assumption that the company has relations with various entities (groups) 
which affect its functioning and remain under its effect, constitutes the basis of 
the theory of stakeholders, and the background for execution of corporate social 
responsibility of the company. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) means that the 
company manages commercial operations with the assumption of balancing interests 
of all company stakeholders, which takes into consideration multifaceted dialogue.11 
Social responsibility of a company is a process of identifying and activating changing 
expectations of the stakeholders in the management strategy, as well as monitoring 
the effect of this strategy on competitiveness and the value of the company in the 
market. Management compliant with the CSR idea is of strategic nature and is based 
on continuous and active dialogue with stakeholders, maintaining the principles of 
transparency and observation of the law in force. Corporate social responsibility means 
searching for balance between interests and needs of key stakeholders, and not only 
pursuing maximisation of profit. The literature indicates proactivity of CSR, as it 
goes beyond the regulations in force with its innovations, ecoefficiency, prevention 
of environment pollution, leadership related to the (natural) environment, including 
through analysis of the (ecological) life cycle of the product.12 Voluntary assumption 
of responsibility by the company means building and implementing the strategy of 
social commitment which goes beyond legal obligations.13 Opponents of CSR state 
that it distracts the activities of the company from the basic purpose, that is bringing 
about profits for its owners. Execution of economic objectives is often determined with 
meeting expectations of the surroundings of the company, and taking social objectives 

9 A. Paliwoda-Matiolańska, Odpowiedzialność społeczna w procesie zarządzania przedsiębior-
stwem, C.H. Beck, Warszawa 2010, p. 59.

10 Y. Fassin, The stakeholder model refined, Journal of Business Ethics 2009, vol. 84, 1, pp. 113 – 
–135;

11 A. Chodyński, Odpowiedzialność ekologiczna…, op. cit., pp. 50–51.
12 A. Chodyński, W. Huszlak, Ecological security of a business and execution of corporate social 

responsibility assumptions, Ekonomika, Journal for Economic Theory and Practice and Social Issues 
2014, Nis, no. 4, pp. 1–13.

13 J. Adamczyk, Społeczna odpowiedzialność…, op. cit., p. 43.
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into consideration (including ecological objectives) may be a way to improve economic 
results and is conducive for long-term development. It has to be noted that achieving 
social objectives is dependent on good economic condition of the company.

The theory of stakeholders has also its opponents. The literature quotes a number 
of arguments against it, e.g. client, the basic objective of the company, is to bring 
about profits to its shareholders; the company is a purely economic organisation, not 
acting on moral causes; the pursuit to create value for all stakeholders is related to 
incurring expenditures, which may reduce the profits of the company; expectations 
of owners are clearly formulated in the business world, whereas interests of other 
groups may be contrary.14

2. Research methodology

As the research method, critical analysis of the existing theoretical concepts related 
to the issues of stakeholder management, ecological conflicts and mediation 
has been assumed. Then, the analysis of the connections of these concepts was 
performed, taking into account creation of value for all stakeholders, including 
based on ecological criteria. The analysis covered also determination of the 
possibility of using soft methods in pursuit to meet expectations disclosed in the 
situations of ecological conflicts. The case study method has also been used. For 
this purpose, the example of Central Sewage Treatment Plant in Kozieglowy in the 
agglomeration of Poznan was used. The assumed thesis reads: Mediations may 
constitute a method used to pursue expectations of company stakeholders in the 
situations of ecological conflict.

3. Company–stakeholders relations

Relations with stakeholders, depending on their type, may vary in nature, being 
unintentional and unwanted as well as purposeful and demanded. J. Adamczyk 
classifies relations of the company with stakeholders into primary and secondary 
ones. The primary relations include relations of the company and all direct relations 
with stakeholders, which are necessary for it to perform the main function, that is to 
provide goods and services for society. For example, stockholders, shareholders and 
creditors provide capital; employees provide work; suppliers provide raw materials, 
materials and energy; distributors, retailers provide products to customers interested 
in their buying. Secondary relations, in turn, result from the effect of the execution of 
the objectives of the company on society. This group may include social communities 
and their local, national and international institutions. Relations of this type may refer 
to social demands, the possibility of creating image and building trust. The relations 

14 E. Piwoni-Krzeszowska, Zarządzanie wartością relacji przedsiębiorstwa z rynkowymi intere-
sariuszami, Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Ekonomicznego we Wrocławiu, Wrocław 2014, pp. 49–50.
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with these groups often exceed the scope of the market, thus the problems related to 
them cannot be solved by market mechanisms. The manifestations of such activities 
may come in the form of community interventions and request to the government for 
help in solving problems and meeting their expectations.

The company, as an open system, draws resources from the surroundings and is 
subject to the impact of external groups. Their effect may be direct or indirect. In 
the case of a direct effect, stakeholders themselves will decide about access to the 
given resource. An indirect impact occurs in the case of developing alliances between 
stakeholders, which may affect the functioning of the company. The key importance 
comes with the degree of dependency on the resources of a given stakeholder: the 
higher dependence, the stronger control and effect on the functioning of the company 
the stakeholder has. The literature quotes three attributes which determine the degree 
of the effect of stakeholders on the company and the level at which their expectations 
are taken into consideration. These are: power, legitimisation and urgency.15 It has to be 
noted that managers perform the critical role, because the perception of the attributes 
of the stakeholders has bearing on respecting their expectations.

4. Types of company stakeholders in the context  
of the natural environment and ecological conflicts

The prospective stakeholders in the relations with companies from the point of view 
of perception of the natural environment may be specific persons and groups for 
whom the environment is a value in itself; thus they are interested in its protection 
and rational management over its resources; these may also be persons, groups (e.g. 
the community), which directly are affected by or are endangered with the negative 
impact of the company on the environment. Another group may be organisations, 
ecological movements, coalitions, which want to have effect on the ecological policy 
and developing environment-friendly attitudes and social behaviour. 

Currently, the natural environment is being increasingly regarded as the stakeholder. 
This requires including in the discussion of stakeholders relations management, along 
with creation of the map of stakeholders relations, arrangements, expectations and 
attributes of the individual stakeholders. Unfortunately, these attributes are related 
mostly to consequences of irresponsible human behaviour, which requires special 
attention paid to the role of stakeholders from the point of view of safety of the 
company.16

15 R.K. Mitchell, B.R. Agle, D.J. Wood, Toward a theory of stakeholder identification and salience: 
Defining the principle of who and what really counts, The Academy of Management Review, vol. 22, 
no. 4 (10.1997), pp. 853–886.

16 A. Chodyński, Środowisko naturalne jako interesariusz w koncepcjach odpowiedzialnego bizne-
su, Przegląd Organizacji 2012, 1, pp. 21–25.
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The survival of the organisation is related to the natural environment, which affects 
business strategies. Thus, there is a clear relation (unity) of the natural environment 
with economic aspects, with which the natural environment becomes the stakeholder in 
the basic understanding (the core stakeholder). Under these circumstances, exclusion 
of the natural environment as the stakeholder will result in serious implications related 
to, among others, accessibility of resources (raw materials, water, air, energy). The 
natural environment thus becomes the core economic stakeholder or the ultimate 
stakeholder, depending on the balance of powers in the relation of the organisation 
with the natural environment and the situation at hand.17

The natural environment is present as the silent stakeholder, or even as the 
primary stakeholder, on behalf of which other stakeholders act and make decisions 
(local communities, local government institutions, international institutions, media, 
commercial organisations). A. Chodyński emphasises the fact that individual 
stakeholders share their roles to which ecology contributes as a factor binding 
stakeholders together. For example, employees may also appear in the role of clients 
or members of a local community. This means that when they take different roles, 
they present different pro-ecological expectations.18 

5. Stakeholder management

Execution of activities addressed to achieving company objectives may be supported 
by positive relations with those persons or groups which affect these objectives 
or are subject to their effect. The nature and frequency of these relations need to 
be managed, which includes the following stages: identification of stakeholders, 
diagnosis and classification (their potential for threat and cooperation), formulation 
of the strategy of management of relations with key stakeholders and effective 
implementation of these strategies. 

Each company has its own set of stakeholder groups, specific only for it, and then 
it should analyse the relations of the company with these stakeholders. This is the 
result of the fact that there is not one closed catalogue of stakeholders. J. Adamczyk 
describes six stages of the analysis of relations:19

1. creating the map of relations of the stakeholders;
2. mapping the arrangements of the stakeholders; 
3. identifying expectations of the stakeholders;
4. determining the type of power of the stakeholders;
5. designing the matrix of priorities; 
6. monitoring the stakeholders.

17 N. Haigh, A. Griffith, The natural environment as a primary stakeholder: the case of climate 
change, Business Strategy & the Environment 2009, vol. 18, 6, pp. 347–359.

18 A. Chodyński, Odpowiedzialność ekologiczna…, op. cit.
19 J. Adamczyk, Społeczna odpowiedzialność…, op. cit., p. 89.
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It is interesting to note the stage concerning identification of stakeholders’ 
expectations (characteristics of commitment, e.g. market-related, non-market). The 
proper diagnosis allows adjustments of own actions and meeting their expectations. 
Often times, interests of both parties are contradictory and constitute a source of 
conflicts. Therefore, balancing of interests among those interested is emphasised in 
managing which takes into consideration the theory of stakeholders. Different groups 
of stakeholders have different expectations, e.g. employees are interested in obtaining 
the appropriate, satisfactory remuneration, owners (stockholders) expect increase in 
the value of the company, clients count on quality, satisfactory prices, and government 
institutions demand observation of legal standards effective in the given country and 
worldwide, as well as active co-partnership in supporting development at the local 
and national level.20

Guidelines or standards may be used in the process of managing relations with 
stakeholders, e.g. the AA1000 standard that consists of three parts. Each of them 
supports the company in a different stage of management of relations with stakeholders. 
The first AA1000 APS determines the three basic rules related to management of 
relations with stakeholders, i.e. inclusivity, materiality and responsiveness, which 
determine the optimum framework of stakeholder management and may be used as 
the input material for development of policies and activities in this respect. AA1000 
Stakeholder Engagement (AA1000SES) is a typical toolbox “how to” presenting 
the process of engaging stakeholders, including in a dialogue form. The third part, 
AA1000 AS (Assurance), constitutes a tool to enable verification ensuring credibility 
of the executed actions and the sustainable development report.21

The effect and execution of the expectations of stakeholders constitute an important 
element determining directions of company development. It is important to notice 
that pro-active development of the company occurs in continuous interaction with 
stakeholders.22 Decisions of the company may have positive and negative effect on 
society, which is why activities of the local community often determine whether the 
given company will continue developing. For example, regulations related to the 
protection of the environment may be related with too high costs and, as a consequence, 
result in closing down the company and losing jobs. It should thus be responsible to 
its stakeholders and meet their expectations. Execution of expectations of different 
groups of stakeholders may be done by means of various forms of negotiations, 
including the special form of eco-mediations.23

20 Cf. J. Adamczyk, Społeczna odpowiedzialność…, op. cit., pp. 87–88; A. Paliwoda-Matiolańska, 
Odpowiedzialność społeczna…, op. cit., p. 61.

21 www.accountability.org (date of access: 28.01.2016).
22 A. Chodyński, Odpowiedzialność ekologiczna…, op. cit., pp. 62–63.
23 W. Huszlak, B. Pasiut, Negocjacyjne formy realizacji oczekiwań interesariuszy w rozwoju 

przedsiębiorstw, [in:] A. Chodyński (ed.), Biznes odpowiedzialny wobec interesariuszy, Oficyna Wyd. 
AFM, Krakowska Akademia im. Andrzeja Frycza Modrzewskiego, Kraków 2013, pp. 82–103.
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6. Ecomediations as a method of meeting  
stakeholders’ expectations 

Nowadays, changes in decision systems and structures of companies, caused 
with the necessity of company’s adjustment to increasing competitiveness of the 
markets, produce ever increasing requirements for the members of the organisation 
in the scope of their autonomy in tasks execution. The increasing autonomy and 
professionalisation of the members of the organisation, in turn, contribute to increase 
in trust and loyalty of the partners in the value creation chain. As a result of such 
trends, the need arises to base management in modern organisations on “soft” methods 
and techniques of management, which promote broader employee participation in 
the management processes, open communication and developing consensus between 
partners. One may thus assume that mediations may become increasingly important 
in the processes of stakeholder management.

Mediations belong to alternative methods of settling disputes, which are collectively 
called ADR (Alternative Dispute Resolution).24 According to the European Parliament 
and Council Directive, mediation means “organised proceedings of voluntary nature, 
irrespective of its name or definition, in which at least two parties of the dispute strive 
to achieve agreement in order to solve their dispute, using the help of the mediator; 
the proceedings may be initiated by the parties or suggested or ordered by the court 
or by the law of a member country.”25

Some definitions of mediation emphasise their similarity to negotiations. They 
perceive the structured form of negotiations with participation of a third party (the 
mediator), whose task is to support or even direct their course (assisted negotiation). 
The example of the definition of this type is proposed by Ch. Buehring-Uhle, which 
constitutes “not-binding intervention of a third party which helps the parties of the 
dispute in negotiating the arrangement.”26

Mediations constitute a mid-way form between negotiations and arbitration. They 
are used in the situations when the parties of the conflict cannot achieve agreement by 
themselves, but there is no need to refer to arbitration. Mediations may have formal 
and informal nature. In the case of informal mediation, the mediator does not have 
legal authorisation, unlike with formalised mediation (e.g. employee mediations). The 
basic principle of all mediations, irrespective of their content, is that the mediator does 
not have the power to allow making statements of being right or not, and the more so 
about default and penalty. Table 1 presents the position of mediation among various 
methods of settling conflicts, depending on the degree of formalisation.

24 S. Pieckowski, Mediacja gospodarcza, Difin, Warszawa, pp. 26–27.
25 Directive 2008/52/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 21 May 2008 on certain 

aspects of mediation in civil and commercial matters.
26 Ch. Buehring-Uhle, Arbitration and Mediation in International Business, The Hauge 1996, 

p. 273.
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Table 1. Position of mediation in conflict management
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Intensity of conflict and tendency to adopt solutions of the win-lost type

Source: Ch.W. Moore, The Mediation Process: Practical Strategies for Resolving Conflict, Jossey- 
-Bass, San Francisco 1996, p. 7.

A broad overview of types, forms and characteristics of mediation is presented 
by S. Pieckowski27 and E. Gmurzynska and R. Morek.28 Mediations are used in 
various areas. Some are used most often, namely: civil law cases (business-related), 
family issues, penal cases, juvenile cases, individual disputes and employee collective 
disputes, as well as solving social conflicts.29

Social mediations are used in the case of the last type named. The increase in interest 
in this form of mediation results from disappointment with the court system and from 
the search for more efficient methods of enforcing justice. More and more often the 
methods are used which are based on dialogue and attempted resolving of antagonisms 
based on reasonable communication. Complexity is one of the characteristic features 
of social conflict: many parties, inter-group conflicts, multitude of issues, technical 
complexity, unbalanced powers and resources held by different groups of interest.30 
They may refer to the issues related to management of natural resources, social policy 
or regional development. 

The tool which has been gaining in significance in recent years is eco-mediations, 
which are also called environmental or ecological mediations. Their objective is 
to develop a pro-environmental solution acceptable by the interested parties with 

27 S. Pieckowski, Mediacja gospodarcza…, op. cit., pp. 26–38.
28 E. Gmurzyńska, R. Morek (eds.), Mediacje. Teoria i praktyka, Wolters Kluwer, Warszawa 2014, 

pp. 175–191.
29 Cf. N. Doherty, M. Guyler, Mediacja i rozwiązywanie konfliktów w pracy, Oficyna Wolters 

Kluwer, Warszawa 2010; E. Gmurzyńska, R. Morek (eds.), Mediacje…, op. cit.; A. Binsztok (ed.), 
Mediacje gospodarcze, Wydawnictwo Marina, Wrocław 2015.

30 A. Gójska, Mediacja w konfliktach społecznych, [in:] E. Gmurzyńska, R. Morek (eds.), Media-
cje. Teoria i praktyka, Wolters Kluwer, Warszawa 2014, pp. 379–396.
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observation of the principle of permanent sustainable development.31 They are focused 
on solving ecological conflicts isolated from social conflicts due to the subject matter 
of the dispute between stakeholders, which is the natural environment in a broad 
meaning. Their application is not always regarded as a tool of intervention nature, 
but also as a method of prevention.32 

The very term of ecological conflict is often mistaken with the term “environmental 
impact” or “degradation of the environment.” This problem is due to the fact that each 
negative impact on the environment does not trigger conflict. Thus, a conflict situation 
requires a social entity (a person, a group) to appear to disclose the negative impact 
on the environment, contradictory to its opinions or interests, or the expectation of the 
possibility of its occurrence in the future. The preventive nature of conflict situations 
is important.33

The terms “environmental” and “ecological” conflict are used interchangeably in 
reference to any dispute which includes management over animated and non-animated 
resources, on which people rely. These include, among others, disputes related to: 
pollution of air and water (the level of emission pollution, trans-national travel of 
pollutants, breakdowns, disasters), the landscape and protection of the wild nature 
(location of unwanted facilities), the mining industry (wood, oil and gas, minerals), the 
food industry (e.g. husbandry of animals, fishery and genetic engineering, fertilisers 
and pesticides), protection of endangered species, reduction of waste and treatment, 
global systems (e.g. climate, ozone), as well as smell noxiousness.34 

Ecological conflicts refer to antagonistic relations which result from the occurrence 
of real or prospective conflict of interests. The foundation of these conflicts are 
unlimited expectations of society as regards consumption of material and intangible 
goods, as compared with limited possibilities of their satisfaction. They may cause 
undertaking activities of collective nature in the form of, e.g. groups of interest, whose 
objective is coming good.35 

31 E. Spiroska, Mediation and Conflict management – creative strategy towards sustainable de-
velopment of the society, Journal of Sustainable Development 2014, vol. 5(10), pp. 83–98; G. Siedel, 
The role of business deal making and dispute reso lution in contributing to sustainable peace, American 
Business Law Journal 2007, vol. 44(2); J. Odidison, Sustainable conflict resolution – an objective of 
ADR processes, 2003. Available on the Internet: http://www.mediate. com/articles/odidisonj2.cfm (date 
of access: 26.09.2015).

32 A. Gójska, Mediacja w konfliktach społecznych…, op. cit., pp. 379–396.
33 M. Kistowski, Społeczne konflikty ekologiczne jako sposób łagodzenia wpływu działalności 

człowieka na środowisko przyrodnicze, [in:] E. Rydz, A. Kowalak (eds.), Świadomość ekologiczna 
a rozwój regionalny w Europie Środkowej, Wydawnictwo Naukowe Akademii Pomorskiej w Słupsku, 
Słupsk 2008, pp. 170–180.

34 B. Rakoczy, Mediacja w sprawach uciążliwości zapachowych, [in:] T. Rakoczy (ed.), Przyszłość 
mediacji w polskim systemie prawa, Wydawnictwo KUL, Lublin 2014.

35 I. Rumianowska, Konflikty ekologiczne a działania zbiorowe w zakresie użytkowania i ochrony 
środowiska przyrodniczego, Ekonomia i Prawo 2012, vol. VIII, no. 1, pp. 89–105.
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The causes of these conflicts may be lack of or insufficient information, real 
conflicts of interests or perceiving them as contradictory (prospective), differences 
in values or conflict-causing relations between the entities based on prior aversion 
or enmity.36 In Poland, according to M. Kistowski, the main cause of conflicts and 
ecological collision is insufficient recognition of the issues of protection of the 
environment in the process of designing locations for human social and economic 
activities and locations of investments.37

The group of environmental conflicts should also include the so-called spatial 
conflicts. They arise in the situation when one party wants to maintain a specific 
function of the given territory (place), whereas the other party strives to change 
it, or when both parties strive to change the specific condition (function), but the 
objectives or methods of the change differ.38 The literature refers also to the fact 
that the source of spatial conflicts is unsatisfactory supply of space with specific 
features, advantages and resources against demand for this space, which result from 
the necessity of satisfaction of specific social needs. Another source of these conflicts 
is also competition of the values for which space is the medium, e.g. nature values 
with economic values.39

Intractable conflicts are one of the types of ecological conflicts.40 Its characteristic 
feature is extended duration and cyclic nature of conflictual events (protests, rallies, 
even violence), intensity, conviction of the lack of possibility of solution, and often 
resistance against solution of the conflict. Mediations may be useful in this type of 
conflicts, but solution of such a conflict may include the most significant issues in 
the form of an agreement or recommendation, which will be implemented after the 
proper formalisation.41 

36 J.D. Priscoli, Public involvement, conflict management, means to EQ and social objectives, 
Journal of Water Resources Planning and Management 1989, vol. 115, no. 1, pp. 31–42.

37 M. Kistowski, Społeczne konflikty ekologiczne…, op. cit., pp. 170–180.
38 M. Furmankiewicz, J. Potocki, Przyroda a gospodarka – konflikty ekologiczne w zagospodaro-

waniu przestrzennym Sudetów, [in:] M. Furmankiewicz, J. Potocki (eds.), Problemy ochrony przyrody 
w zagospodarowaniu przestrzennym Sudetów, Jelenia Góra 2004, pp. 7–20.

39 J. Kołodziejski, Uwarunkowania przestrzenne ochrony środowiska przyrodniczego, [in:] Pla-
nowanie przestrzenne jako narzędzie ochrony środowiska przyrodniczego. Biuletyn KPZK PAN 1988,  
z. 139, pp. 8–73; J. Kołodziejski, O przyszły kształt polskiej przestrzeni, Wszechnica PAN, Wydawnic-
two PAN, Zakład Narodowy im. Ossolińskich, 1995.

40 G. Burgess, H. Burgess, Environmental Mediation: Beyond the Limits Applying Dispute Resolu-
tion Principles to Intractable Environmental Conflicts, Conflict Research Consortium, Working Paper 
94–50, February 2004.

41 J.E. Innes, Evaluating consensus building [in:] L. Susskind, S. McKearnan, J. Thomas-Larmer 
(eds.), The Consensus Building Handbook, A Comprehensive Guide to Reaching Agreement, Thousand 
Oaks, CA, Sage Publications, 1999, pp. 375–399.
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7. The mediation process in the example of Central Sewage 
Treatment Plant in Koziegłowy (Aquanet)

This paper has applied the quality methods of the case study. Its advantage is the 
possibility of gaining the holistic view of the examined phenomenon, including it 
with all its complexity and all determinants, both internal and external. Case study is 
a method which consists in examining in detail one or several cases with the use of 
all the possible research techniques.42

Selection of the company for the case study resulted from the occurrence of 
a conflict situation in which the main dispute issue was the reduced microbiological 
quality and smell noxiousness for the residents of the areas neighbouring COŚ 
Koziegłowy (Central Sewage Treatment Plant in Koziegłowy). The residents, 
convinced of harmful effect of the operation of COŚ, often complained and expressed 
their dissatisfaction caused by the above noxiousness. The climax of dissatisfaction 
of the residents was the intention of filing a collective lawsuit against the company, 
with the demand of damages for loss of health by the residents due to the operations 
of the Central Wastewater Treatment Plant. 

The mediator was the key informer in the presented study. The unit of the 
analysis was the mediations in the dispute, that is a series of events which took place 
since the time of ordering the mediator with solution of the dispute until writing 
down the record completing the mediations. The description of the situations was 
based on determining the factors which affected origination and the course of the 
conflict: behaviour of the parties of the conflict, which significantly (negative or 
positively) affected its course. The source of the information was the COŚ materials 
published on the website,43 reports related to the impact of COŚ in Koziegłowy, 
the material collected during the interviews with the mediator.

The causes of the conflict situation include legal aspects (lack of legal 
regulations in the scope of emission of odours and bio aerosols), spatial aspects 
(proximity of residential settlements, lack of the possibility of isolation of the 
facility from the surroundings), and technical aspects (faulty operation of some 
elements, e.g. filters). 

The entity to the order of which the mediation process was executed was 
Centralna Oczyszczalnia Ścieków (COŚ). COŚ is located in the north-eastern part 
of the poznański county, in Koziegłowy, in the Czerwonak commune, and occupies 
the area of ca. 60 ha. It is a mechanical-biological treatment plant with increased 
removal of biogens and complete processing of the produced wastewater sludge. 
The facilities of this treatment plant allow reception of 200,000 m3 (200 m litres) 

42 D. Silverman, Prowadzenie badań jakościowych, Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, Warszawa 
2008, p. 168.

43 www.aquanet.pl.
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of wastewater per day, up to 260,000 m3/day in the rainy season. The receiver of 
the treated wastewater is the Warta river.44

The largest issuer of odours in COŚ (77% of smell noxiousness) is the installations 
and facilities related to sludge management, i.e. the temporary storage yard (4 sludge 
beds with the total area of ca. 10 ha), on which sludge not dried in Stacja Termicznego 
Suszenia Osadów (Thermal Sludge Drying Station) was deposited until May 2011. 
The remaining 23% of smell noxiousness came from 4 primary settling tanks (15%), 
6 bioreactors (5%) and air-tight facilities (3%).

In March 2011, the company appointed the team for reduction of emission of 
odours, whose tasks include execution of the programme for reduction of smell 
noxiousness. Within the programme, investment projects (including providing air-
tightness of the primary settling tanks), development projects (searching for the best 
available methods and technology, tests of technology, maintaining effectiveness of 
operation of the existing devices), development projects (enhancing knowledge and 
competencies by way of: training events and study trips, cooperation with suppliers 
of technology, research centres, chemical laboratories, olfactometry laboratories; 
introduction of olfactometry tests, providing own measuring instruments (a portable 
laboratory, the software for modelling spreading of odours), social projects (including 
contact with residents, ongoing information, open door, cooperation with inspection 
teams, cyclic meetings) have been adopted for execution.

Within the solution of the conflict situation, the company ordered interdisciplinary 
and innovative studies in four subject blocks, conducted according to the strictly 
specified research methodology for the individual components of the executed work. 
The subject matter of the study was assessment of technology and correctness of 
functioning of COŚ, odour impact of the Central Wastewater Treatment Plant (degree 
and reach), microbiological tests and assessment of the sanitary condition of air and 
water around COŚ. The subject matter of the study was also health evaluation of the 
residents (a questionnaire) and analysis of the health documentation of the selected 
part of the population from the neighbourhood of COŚ. The multidimensional eco-
mediation process was run along the research process. Since the beginning of the 
work, the community was informed on the ongoing basis on the course of the work 
and the scope of execution of the odour reduction programme. Press conferences 
were the basic source of information, during which the interested parties, including, 
among others, local community, associations representing the residents, television 
and regional press had the possibility of participation in the discussion and access 
was provided to the information in the scope of the execution of the work. Experts 
from the team of scientists participated in the process of providing information. 
Information was provided also on the websites of Aquanet and Wrocław University 

44 K. Zwoździak (ed.), Analiza oddziaływania instalacji i urządzeń Centralnej Oczyszczalni Ście-
ków w Koziegłowach koło Poznania, Politechnika Wrocławska Instytut Inżynierii Ochrony Środowiska 
Zakład Ekologistyki, July 2012.
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of Technology, related to, among others, the course of the work, press conferences, 
the date of measurements of the basic emission sources of odour in the area of COŚ, 
the conducted tests in the field in microbiology, olfactometry, and questionnaires.

In the scope of eco-mediation, all the interested parties were included in the course 
of execution of the task. In July 2011, the mayor of the city of Poznań appointed a team 
of experts for environmental tests of the impact of COŚ on the surroundings. The 
team included, among others, representatives of the city of Poznań, of the Czerwonak 
commune and of Aquanet.

The mediation team conducted a number of talks with the local community, 
the “Żyj Normalnie” Association and local government authorities. Several open 
meetings with the local community were also held, during which the results of the 
tests were discussed, including in the COŚ premises (“open door”). One of the 
meetings was called “the health days,” and its objective was the presentation of the 
results of the current work in the context of health examinations, the possibilities of 
health consultations with the interested parties and providing the interested persons 
the opportunity of voluntary filling in the health questionnaire in consultation with 
specialists from Wroclaw Medical University.

The results of the tests showed that effectiveness of wastewater treatment in 
the mechanical and biological stages was good, and the treatment plant met the 
requirements of the water use permit. There were no indications of simultaneous 
impact of one source of emission of odour and microbiological contamination. As 
a result, the obtained results of the tests and a set of recommendations allowed the 
introduction of the relevant strategy for pro-ecological activities within the repair 
programme, including a solution acceptable by all the parties in the conflict. The 
repair programme, included implementation of COŚ modernisation, among others 
by way of designing the insulation zone and eco-tonic belts of protection vegetation, 
change of the wastewater sludge storage process, optimisation of the bio filtration 
process as well as implementation of the system of further air-tight sealing of the 
facilities of the process line in the municipal system of wastewater treatment. With 
all these activities, it was possible to calm down the moods of the local community 
and to ensure the preliminary improvement of the image of COŚ.

8. Summary

Environmental mediations are not common in Poland. The analysis of the COŚ case 
showed that the mediation process should be executed in reference to the activities 
which allow comprehensive diagnostics and modelling of solutions acceptable by all 
the parties in the conflict. The presented ecological conflict may be called difficult 
to solve (intractable). From the legal and technical point of view, the company had 
nothing to be challenged. For the residents, noxiousness limited their quality of life, 
the improvement of which was only possible by changing the place of residence. 
With the employed environmental mediations (eco-mediation), the dialogue platform 
could be created between the company and the local community. Achieving the effect 
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in the form of mitigating the dispute and preventing opening of court proceedings 
(a collective claim) was possible with integration of soft methods (mediation) with 
research methods.

One should be aware, however, that the undertaken mediations are not a one-time 
event, but are part of the continuous process of committing their stakeholders and 
searching for solutions acceptable socially and satisfactory for all the interested parties.

The following aspects are important in the mediation process: awareness of 
responsibility for contributing to create a conflict; the knowledge how to develop 
competencies leading to solving a conflict; the current and complete information for 
stakeholders about the activities aimed at the solution to a conflict and transparency 
of such activities.

The presented case study shows that the role of eco-mediation was crucial at the 
stage of shaping the image of COŚ and searching for socially acceptable solutions 
with further programmes executed by Aquanet.

Undertaking future studies concerning the use of ecomediation in the process of 
stakeholder management in a broader group of companies and determinants of their 
execution is worth consideration.
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Summary: Corporate social responsibility emerged on the basis of the stakeholders theory and 
was finally authorized by norm ISO26000, establishing that an organization’s responsibility 
is such behaviour which, amongst others, takes into account stakeholders expectations.  
One of the basic tools of communication with stakeholders (and getting of their expectations) 
is reporting non-financial information. The purpose of this article is to analyse and evaluate 
non-financial information reporting (including accessible standards in this area) carried out 
from the aspect of stakeholder engagement practices. It was conducted based on a critical 
analysis of literature on this subject and web research. On its basis specific stages of non-
financial reporting were diagnosed (evolution from the social and environmental through 
the sustainability reporting to the integrated) and the increasing role of stakeholders in this 
process (from passive recipients to active participants).

Keywords: non-financial information reporting, stakeholders, GRI, AA1000, ISO26000.

Streszczenie: Społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu narodziła się na gruncie teorii interesa-
riuszy, co ostatecznie usankcjonowała norma ISO26000, wskazując, że odpowiedzialność 
organizacji to takie zachowanie, które m.in. uwzględnia oczekiwania interesariuszy. Jednym 
z podstawowych narzędzi komunikowania się z interesariuszami (i poznawania ich oczeki-
wań) jest raportowanie danych pozafinansowych. Celem artykułu jest analiza i ocena rapor-
towania danych pozafinansowych (w tym dostępnych w tym zakresie standardów) dokonana 
z punktu widzenia praktyki angażowania interesariuszy. Została ona przeprowadzona na pod-
stawie krytycznej analizy literatury przedmiotu i web research. Na jej podstawie zdiagno-
zowano poszczególne etapy raportowania pozafinansowego (ewolucja od społecznego i śro-
dowiskowego poprzez zrównoważone do zintegrowanego) oraz rosnącą rolę interesariuszy 
w tym procesie (od biernych odbiorców do aktywnych uczestników).

Słowa kluczowe: raportowanie danych pozafinansowych, interesariusze, GRI, AA1000, 
ISO26000.
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1. Introduction

The growing trend to report non-financial information in recent years1 has its origin 
in economic, social, and legislative changes since the expectations from companies 
as entities, whose responsibility should increase in proportion to the increasing role 
and significance which they play in the contemporary world, are growing. These 
expectations are all the greater, the more the possibilities of rectifying the failures of 
the market by the state decrease due to progressing globalization processes.

Today, companies function in a complex and rapidly changing reality. Whether 
they achieve permanent success depends on the positive relations which they build 
with their stakeholders, that is, persons or groups who have an interest in any decisions 
whatsoever or activities of organizations.2 In turn, these relations depend to a large 
extent on how transparent and responsible a company will be.

One of the basic tools which increase the transparency and dialogue with 
stakeholders is reporting of non-financial information, involving disclosing information 
to stakeholders about economic, social and environmental impacts of the organization. 
More and more often attention is paid to the role which stakeholders themselves have 
to play in this process.

The purpose of this article is the analysis and evaluation of reporting of non-financial 
information (including the evolution of this phenomenon and the standards existing 
in this area) carried out from the aspect of stakeholder engagement practices. It was 
conducted based on a critical analysis of literature on the subject and web research.

2. Evolution of the reporting of non-financial information

Reporting of non-financial information has undergone an evolution similar to the 
concept of corporate social responsibility itself (CSR). Just as CSR was initially 
associated solely with the social aspects of business, often also associated only with 
charity work, so social issues were the area that reporting financial information was 
first supplemented and expanded to include.3 The first examples of social reporting 
appeared in Holland (in the 1960s) and in France (legal requirement introduced in 
1977).4 Social reporting focused on presenting the company as a corporate citizen, 

1 The concept of reporting non-financial data is used interchangeably with concepts such as sus-
tainability reporting, CSR (corporate social responsibility) reporting, ESG (E – environment, S – social, 
G – governance) reporting, or social reporting. This article tries to stress the difference between the 
specific periods to show the evolution of the reporting of non-financial information.

2 PKN, Norma PN-ISO 26000. Wytyczne dotyczące społecznej odpowiedzialności, Warszawa 
2012, p. 16.

3 P. Hąbek, R. Wolniak, Ewolucja w raportowaniu danych pozafinansowych przedsiębiorstw, 2013, 
www.woiz.polsl.pl/znwoiz/projekt/H%B9bek%20TNOIK%202013.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015), p. 292.

4 GRI, Carrots and Sticks – Promoting Transparency and Sustainability. An Update on Trends in Volun-
tary and Mandatory Approaches to Sustainability Reporting, 2010, www.globalreporting.org/resourcelibrary/
Carrots-And-Sticks-Promoting-Transparency-And-Sustainbability.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015), p. 6.
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neighbour, undertaking a variety of activities to improve the sense of well-being 
of the environment in which it functions. It had a very differentiated structure as 
there were no guidelines in this area. One example of such a report in Poland was 
published by Provident (2008).

The environmental protection debate was simultaneously taking place in the 
sustainable development (eco-development) trend and therefore environmental 
reporting, most frequently undertaken by companies from sectors cumbersome 
to the environment, appeared around 10 years later (1980/90s).5 According to the 
EMAS regulation, the environmental, directed at stakeholders, report (referred to as 
an environmental statement in the EMAS regulation) should include a description  
of the organization and its activity, how it impacts the environment and the effects of 
its environmental activity.6 One of the first environmental reports in North America 
was the Monsanto report (1991), in Europe it was the Norsk Hydro (1989),7 and in 
Poland – the Arctic Paper (2001).8

Since the 1990s, however, the social and environmental reporting tendencies are 
integrated in sustainability reporting (similarly to the joining of both standpoints in the 
contemporary understanding of CSR), which, combined with the development of the 
corporate social responsibility concept, is often referred to as CSR reporting. According 
to the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) – the most well-known organization which 
creates guidelines for reporting of non-financial information – sustainability reporting 
involves organizations providing stakeholders with information about economic, 
environmental and social impacts of its everyday activities, and also the organization’s 
values and its governance model, demonstrating the link between an organization’s 
strategy and its contribution to a sustainable global economy.9 In Poland the first social 
responsibility report (not in accordance with GRI guidelines but only GRI referenced) 
was published by PKN Orlen (2003).

Integrated reporting is becoming a new trend in corporate reporting, which 
shows how the strategy, governance, performance and prospects in the context of an 
organization’s external environment lead to creation of values (for all stakeholders) 

5 P. Cerin, Communication on corporate environmental reports, Corporate Social Responsibility 
and Environmental Management 2002, vol. 9, p. 48.

6 Rozporządzenie Parlamentu Europejskiego i Rady (WE) nr 1221/2009 z dnia 25 listopada 2009 r. 
w sprawie dobrowolnego udziału organizacji w systemie ekozarządzania i audytu we wspólnocie 
(EMAS), uchylające rozporządzenie (WE) nr 761/2001 oraz decyzje Komisji 2001/681/WE i 2006/193/
WE, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:342:0001:0045:PL:PDF 
(date of access: 07.10.2015).

7 M. Brophy, R. Starkey, Environmental reporting, [in:] R. Welford (ed.), Corporate Environmen-
tal Management 1. System and Strategies, Second Edition, Earthscan, 2013, p. 176.

8 E. Jastrzębska, P. Legutko-Kobus, Wdrażanie systemów zarządzania środowiskowego a kryzys, 
[in:] Z. Strzelecki, P. Legutko-Kobus (eds.), Oblicza współczesnego kryzysu a polskie regiony, MRR, 
Warszawa 2010, pp. 300–327.

9 GRI, About Sustainability Reporting. What Is Sustainability Reporting?, 2015, www.globalre-
porting.org/information/sustainability-reporting/Pages/default.aspx (date of access: 07.10.2015).
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in the short, medium and long term.10 This approach (focusing on the creation of 
a future value) ensures that this type of reporting is directed primarily to investors. 
According to the data found at www.globalreporting.org, one of the first integrated 
reports was compiled by the Burberry Group (2003),11 in Poland – Lotos Group (2010). 
The Republic of South Africa is the first and only country in the world which in 2010 
introduced an integrated reporting duty.12

Note: Social washing – information disseminated by the company to show its social engagement, 
and which can mislead readers as to the scale and degree of the company’s involvement; M. Panek-
-Owsiańska, Esej o sztuce raportowania, [in:] N. Ćwik (ed.), Wspólna odpowiedzialność. Rola 
raportowania społecznego, FOB, 2013, p. 108.

Figure 1. Comparison of the most important characteristics of various types of non-financial information 
reporting

Source: own study.

Non-financial information reporting, therefore, means disclosures to external and 
internal stakeholders on an organization’s impacts (both positive and negative) on the 
economy, environment and society. It is emphasized that this type of reporting which 

10 IIRC, The International Integrated Reporting Framework, 2013, http://integratedreporting.org/
wp-content/uploads/2015/03/13-12-08-THE-INTERNATIONAL-IR-FRAMEWORK-2-1.pdf (date of 
access: 07.10.2015), p. 7.

11 Presently the database http://database.globalreporting.org/ contains 29,006 reports, 3,286 of 
which are integrated (date of access: 9.10.2015).

12 R. Sroka, A. Grzymisławski, A. Kustra, Raportowanie danych pozafinansowych. Przewodnik 
dla przedsiębiorstw, 2013, www.mg.gov.pl/files/upload/7904/pmp_MG_raportowanie%20zintegrowa-
ne_A4_EMISJA_press.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015), p. 43.
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has been developed is a continuous and dynamic process, requiring dialogue with 
the environment and not only limited to a once-off compilation of a report which is 
left to “sit on a shelf.”

Figure 1 shows the most important characteristics of the types of reporting 
discussed.

It is not only the area of non-financial accountability but also its form which 
has evolved. Initially, social and environmental reports were synthetic works, one 
of the numerous publications which companies compiled. Sustainability reports, 
which were an additional supplement to the annual financial reports, became separate 
works only with time, initially being published in the paper form, and now more 
commonly only in the electronic one, e.g. in the interactive form (Schenker) or as 
audiobooks (Danone). At this point, it is worth noting that the challenge in the future 
will be real time reporting, with the aid of modern technology (e.g. XLBR),13 where 
each stakeholder can himself/herself select the information from that published by 
a company which he/she is interested in, thus creating a personalized report. Figure 2 
shows the evolution of non-financial information reporting. 

The development of the reporting of non-financial information is backed up 
by internationally recognized standards containing guidelines on quantification of 
statistical information and standardization of the information on quality conveyed, so 
that results can be compared and increase the reliability of a report. The most important 
include EMAS standard, Global Compact Communication on Progress (GC COP), 
GRI guidelines, ISO26000 norm, series AA1000 norms.

EMAS, as the only one out of all of the above mentioned standards, applies to the 
system of environmental management; however, unlike another environmental norm, 
ISO14001 (on which it is based), it sets much stricter requirements both as regards 
relations with the environment and with other stakeholders, acknowledging the annual 
environmental reporting as obligatory.14 Up to December 2014 3,341 organizations 
compiled EMAS environmental statements.15 Presently in Poland 48 organizations 
prepare such reports.16

After it had been in operation for three years, in order to promote responsibility, 
transparency and constant advancement in organizations, as part of this initiative, 
Global Compact in 2003 imposed on corporate signatories a duty of annual disclosure 

13 XBRL (eXtensible Business Reporting Language) – open, free of charge, international, elec-
tronic and interactive standard of description of business and economic data, simplifying electronic 
transfer of information between various systems of many institutions; R. Sroka, A. Grzymisławski,  
A. Kustra, Raportowanie danych pozafinansowych…, op. cit., p. 47.

14 Rozporządzenie Parlamentu Europejskiego i Rady (WE) nr 1221/2009…, op. cit.
15 European Commission, Evolution of organizations and sites, 2014, http://ec.europa.eu/environ-

ment/emas/pictures/Stats/2014-12_Overview_of_the_take-up_of_EMAS_across_the_years.jpg (date 
of access: 07.10.2015).

16 GDOŚ, Lista rejestru EMAS, 2015, http://emas.gdos.gov.pl/lista-rejestru-emas (date of access: 
07.10.2015).
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Figure 2. Evolution of the scope and form of non-financial information reporting

Source: own study.

to stakeholders of the progress in the introduction of 10 Global Compact principles 
into the strategy and activity, i.e. COP.17 Presently 8,375 companies (from 162 
countries) have compiled 33,437 COPs; in Poland: 55 companies and 160 COPs.18

The GRI guidelines demarcate a common framework for sustainability reporting 
(based on 10 principles – the basis for reporting and general and specific standard 
disclosures including indicators), providing stakeholders with information about 
the impact of the organization, enabling governance, monitoring and evaluation of 
activities undertaken in this area.19 Currently in the http://database.globalreporting.
org/ database there are 23,879 GRI reports (including 109 from Poland).20

17 UN Global Compact, UN Global Compact Policy on Communicating Progress, 2013, www.
unglobalcompact.org/docs/communication_on_progress/COP_Policy.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015).

18 UN Global Compact, Our Participants, 2015, www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/partici-
pants (date of access: 09.10.2015).

19 GRI, GRI G4 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines. Reporting Principles and Standard Disclosu-
res, 2015, www.globalreporting.org/resourcelibrary/GRIG4-Part1-Reporting-Principles-and-Standard-
Disclosures.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015).

20 As at 9.10.2015.
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As a standard resulting from a worldwide consensus, ISO26000 defines the 
commonly accepted requirements as regards CSR – from the definition and 
principles, through the key areas and issues, to the guidelines on the introduction 
of corporate social responsibility in an organization. It is not a typical technical norm, 
but a complex and universal handbook, based on the corporate social responsibility 
standards already in use.21

Out of all the standards presented, the “family” of norms AA1000 is the one which 
stands out, comprising three standards, devoted uniquely to the governance process of 
relations with stakeholders.22 The pioneer of the dialogue with stakeholders according 
to series AA1000 in Poland was British American Tobacco (2003); presently this 
process has been conducted by nine firms in Poland.23

When analysing the evolution of the presented standards (all of them are periodically 
reviewed and updated by a wide group of stakeholders), it is clear that they are 
gradually increasing the role and significance of stakeholders in the reporting process 
on the sustainable development issue. The reporting process is a communications tool 
with stakeholders allowing an organization to become aware of their expectations 
and know how to satisfy them, which later is transposed into strategies and corporate 
activity. This way, positive relations are built up with stakeholders, managing risk  
(for the success of a business depends on the level of stakeholders’ satisfaction).

3. Reporting of non-financial information and stakeholders

The commonly recognized norm ISO26000 not only mentions stakeholders in the 
definition of social responsibility, but also takes into account their expectation as one 
of the seven basic principles of social responsibility. Moreover, identification of and 
engagement with stakeholders is indicated as one of the two fundamental practices 
of social responsibility. According to this norm, stakeholder engagement consists of 
activities undertaken to create opportunities for dialogue between the organization 
and at least one or more of its stakeholders, with the aim of providing an informed 
basis for organization’s decisions.24

In the most recent GRI G4 guidelines, the stakeholder inclusiveness principle 
was transferred to first position out of four principles for defining report content in 
order to emphasize its significance and priority compared to the remaining principles 
and the whole process. For it is key stakeholders, together with the organization, 
who should identify the most important economic, social and environmental issues, 

21 PKN, Norma PN-ISO 26000…, op. cit.
22 CSRinfo, Standardy AA1000. Narzędzie społecznej odpowiedzialności organizacji. Przewodnik 

dla biznesu, 2011, www.accountability.org/images/content/4/6/469.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015).
23 E. Jastrzębska, P. Legutko-Kobus, Rola i działania biznesu na rzecz budowania kapitału społecz-

nego w Polsce, Mazowsze Studia Regionalne 2014, no. 15, pp. 49–75.
24 PKN, Norma PN-ISO 26000…, op. cit., p. 16.
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which should be broached during the reporting process and set out in a report (in 
relation to the second principle – sustainability context, and the third – materiality). 
If the superior principle is not applied, the reporting process is superficial and does 
not fulfil its objective.25

Figure 3. Level of stakeholder engagement and associated engagement methods according  
to norm AA1000SES

Source: AccountAbility, AA1000 Stakeholder Engagement Standard. Revision for Public Comment 
(2015), 2015, www.accountability.org/images/content/7/9/792/AA1000SES%20Revision%20
for%20Public%20Comment-%20June%202015.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015), p. 27.

25 L. Anam, Angażowanie interesariuszy, [in:] N. Ćwik (ed.), Wspólna odpowiedzialność. Rola 
raportowania społecznego, FOB, 2013, pp. 76, 78–79.
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As already mentioned, the series AA1000 norms are entirely devoted to stakeholders 
engagement issues. AA1000APS defines three common principles for management 
of relations with stakeholders, including the foundation principle of inclusivity, 
that is, the need to introduce a continuous stakeholders engagement process in the 
whole organization, ensuring stakeholders involvement in creating and achieving 
a responsible and strategic response to the challenge of sustainable development 
and also cooperation with stakeholders at all levels, including management of 
the organization. The two remaining principles are materiality (determining the 
adequateness and significance of given issues for the organization and its stakeholders) 
and responsiveness (to issues raised by the stakeholders).26 The second of the series 
– AA1000SES – is a typical superior standard which is a tool demonstrating how  
to conduct the process of stakeholder engagement in the form of dialogue according 
to the three aforementioned principles.27 For the certified AA1000AS makes possible 
the verification of the quality of the report prepared on the basis of this dialogue (with 
a description of the expectations notified by the stakeholders during this process and 
the obligations undertaken by the company in response).28 It is worth noting that 
AA1000SES distinguishes several levels of stakeholder engagement and associated 
engagement methods (see Figure 3).

It would seem obvious that the process of inclusion (engagement) of stakeholders 
should commence with the identification and selection of key groups of stakeholders 
(by mapping out stakeholders and analysing their influence). This is essential in 
every company which is introducing CSR, as in the relations with its stakeholders the 
company defines the extent and nature of its responsibility (as it is answerable to them 
for the consequences of its decisions and actions). The organization should above all 
inform all identified stakeholders of its CSR results. The organization has available 
a variety of tools for this (website, social media, telephone and email contacts, press 
materials, newsletters, records of reports, training sessions, company newsletters), 
and the CSR report itself is only one of these. It would seem that identifying and 
informing are two fundamental levels that allow building relations with stakeholders 
to commence. More advanced stages of stakeholder engagement in the organization’s 
activity require more advanced forms of their involvement.

The CSR standards discussed in the article set various requirements in the 
issue of stakeholder engagement. In Table 1 showing the comparative analysis the 
expanded structure of levels of engagement according to AA1000SES was not used.  
The presented standards, related to corporate social responsibility and its reporting, do

26 AccountAbility, Standard AA1000 Zasady Odpowiedzialności 2008, 2011, www.accountability.
org/images/content/4/6/467.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015).

27 AccountAbility, AA1000 Stakeholder Engagement Standard..., op. cit.
28 AccountAbility, Standard AA1000 Weryfikacja 2008, 2011, www.accountability.org/images/

content/4/6/468.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015).
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Figure 4. Effect of the reporting process of non-financial information on the responsible attitudes  
of selected groups of stakeholders

Source: own study.
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not analyse the question of stakeholders’ engagement in such depth, focusing more on 
fundamental and general issues in this area.29 In Table 1 four levels of stakeholders’ 
engagement were identified, to which the analysed standards refer: identification, 
informing, consulting and active cooperation. The analysis of the standards under 
discussion as to requirements regarding stakeholder engagement was limited to 
direct reference to the practices of stakeholder engagement, which appear in the text 
of individual standards.

According to the solutions to date, reporting of non-financial information does 
not entail merely preparing a report of which stakeholders who have been identified 
earlier will be informed (one-way communication). The reporting should also include 
stakeholders in this process – from consultation (two-way communication) to active 
cooperation (symmetrical communication), signifying joint decision making.30 
Together with the development of reporting the role of stakeholders expands in this 
process – initially they were only passive recipients of reports, now they are becoming 
active participants in the reporting process. Stakeholder engagement in the reporting 
process means joint participation and joint decision making, which entails joint 
responsibility.31 Commencing two-way communication with stakeholders becomes 
an undertaking to conduct a continual reporting process, as – once stakeholders are 
involved – they get accustomed to taking part and active participation. In this way, 
a properly conducted reporting process through education, engagement, and increasing 
the stakeholder’s role in the governance of the organization structures their active 
participation and social competence, reinforcing the building of social capital and 
a citizens society. Including stakeholders in the organization’s activity can help them 
to adopt responsible attitudes. The influence of the reporting process of non-financial 
information on the responsible attitudes of selected groups of stakeholders is set out 
in Figure 4.

4. Conclusion

As established in CSRinfo research (2011), some of the companies reporting in 
Poland go no further than identifying stakeholders (whilst it is only the next level of 
stakeholder engagement from which a company and its environment benefit).32 In 
turn, KPMG research (2013), evaluating the quality of CSR reporting of the top 250 
companies listed in the Fortune Global 500 ranking, showed that only 53% of them 

29 Table 1 does not show series AA1000 norms; as they are entirely devoted to the subject of stake-
holder engagement, their description would be too detailed and copious.

30 IKM, 2013, Partycypacja społeczna. Materiały z 2. szkolenia z cyklu Akademia Active Citizens, 
23–24 marca 2013 r., www.ikm.gda.pl/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/partycypacja_spoleczna_materia-
ly.pdf (date of access: 07.10.2015).

31 B. Szczęsna-Makuch, Raportowanie społeczne – komunikacja z interesariuszami, [in:] N. Ćwik 
(ed.), Wspólna odpowiedzialność. Rola raportowania społecznego, FOB, 2013, p. 70.

32 L. Anam, Angażowanie interesariuszy…, op. cit., p. 78.

PN_423.indb   75 2016-06-10   21:24:43



76 Ewa Jastrzębska

identified and set out their process of stakeholder involvement in their CSR reports.33 
From the aforementioned research, one concludes that companies do not altogether 
understand the purpose of a properly conducted reporting process (i.e. stakeholder 
engagement).

Meanwhile, it is the stakeholders that should decide how reporting should be 
formulated (it should be conducted for them), and not just because the organization 
wants to produce reports – it should not be a matter of reporting for reporting’s sake, 
but to tailor it both to the needs of providers and recipients.34 Therefore, it is worth 
bearing in mind that there is no rationale in reporting without dialogue35 (and here, it 
is not a matter only of a wide range of distribution of produced reports).

It is often emphasized that reporting brings reporting organizations many 
advantages. Continuous dialogue with stakeholders leads to permanent improvement 
not only of a report as a publication but primarily the processes it contains.36 Reporting 
helps organizations to set their goals, measure the impact of action undertaken, manage 
change so that their activity becomes more sustainable and responsible, and also 
that they become more transparent, which reinforces the trust of the environment in 
them. Phil Knight, the founder and president of Nike, noted as early as 2004 that: 
“Just producing this report proved to us that the value of reporting goes far beyond 
transparency. It becomes a tool for improving both our management of business and 
in giving us clues about what we need to do next.”37

The development of correct reporting, where both sides will learn from each other, 
and thereby create a common value, becomes all the more important.
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Summary: The special character of the processes of value exchange in transactions from 
the area of corporate social responsibility was exhibited. Three aspects of strategic thinking 
in CSR like co-creation, sharing and capturing value were described and analyzed. Attention 
was paid to the role and place in these processes of the so-called social currencies, which were 
characterized in detail with regard to the integrated model of corporate social involvement. 
In connection with the above, reference was made to price strategies that are based on the 
value formula. The usability of the analyzed strategies was verified. The findings of authors’ 
own research were presented: the research was conducted on the perception of the role of 
prices expressed in cash currency in practice of operations of a company to pursue CSR goals.

Keywords: CSR, value exchange, social currencies, strategy.

Streszczenie: Wyeksponowano specyfikę procesów wymiany wartości w transakcjach wy-
pełniających obszar odpowiedzialności społecznej przedsiębiorstwa. Wskazano na trzy 
aspekty myślenia strategicznego w CSR powiązane ze współtworzeniem, współdzieleniem 
i przechwytywaniem wartości oraz dokonano ich analizy. Zwrócono uwagę na rolę i miej-
sce w tych procesach tzw. walut społecznych, które scharakteryzowano szczegółowo w od-
niesieniu do zintegrowanego modelu zaangażowania społecznego przedsiębiorstwa. Na tym 
tle odniesiono się do takich strategii cen, które są oparte na formule wartości. Sprawdzono 
użyteczność analizowanych strategii. Przedstawiono wyniki badań własnych dotyczących po-
strzegania roli cen wyrażonej w walucie pieniężnej w praktyce działań przedsiębiorstwa dla 
realizacji celów CSR.

Słowa kluczowe: CSR, wymiana wartości, waluty społeczne.

1. Introduction

Developed over the last decade idea of corporate social responsibility CSR may 
be perceived as a particular problem of value exchange with different stakeholders  
of a company, particularly customers. This problem has its reference to three aspects 
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of strategic thinking in the modern enterprise, such as co-creation, sharing and 
capture value. The value exchange is not limited only to the valuation of transactions 
and risk management, but also it identifies and co-creates values and channels of 
their possible transaction with the concerned stakeholders (customers, collaborates, 
competitors, etc.). This transaction requires a new approach for accounting the 
common values created and exchanged by the company and its stakeholders. The 
accounting requires to use other currencies than money (even if the final calculating 
costs or profits is expressed in money). 

Therefore, the issue of exchange should be present in CSR strategy, bearing in 
mind its special character in relation to typical market situations. The purpose of the 
paper is to analyse and present the specific character of value exchange in transactions 
and relationships with regards to the co-creation, sharing and capture value.

The results of this analysis were conducted of the specific character of value 
exchange in CSR transactions (in particular by using social currencies) on the perception 
of the role of price as an “illustration” to capture value in the practice of marketing 
activities of companies in the area of CSR. From the conducted analyses, it can be 
concluded that value exchange is an integral component of the CSR strategy process.

2. Co-creation, sharing and capturing value in the area of CSR

In the 21st-century environment, various contradictions are observed. For example, 
consumers have more products to choose from, but these possibilities give them 
smaller satisfaction. On the other hand, managers have more strategic options, 
however, yielding smaller value. The overcoming of these contradictions is possible 
by the co-creation, the sharing and the capturing value (or values) that are related to 
the area of CSR.

In the opinion of C.K. Prahalad and V. Ramaswamy, these challenges should be 
faced through the incorporation of customers in the process of value co-creation.1 
In this system the customer acts actively. Due to changes in customers’ behaviours, 
a company needs new abilities of value creation and new ways of value exchange with 
the environment; first of all, based on community networks of exchange. 

C.K. Prahalad and V. Ramswamy indicate four components of the value co-creation 
process. These are2 dialogue, access, risk assessment and transparency – abbreviated 
as DART). 

Dialogue means interaction, deep commitment and tendency of a company and 
customers to act. Dialogue is a need for full empathy of understanding customers, 
noticing emotional, social and cultural context of value acquisition. It involves 
knowledge sharing and communication by equal parties of the value co-creation 

1 C.K. Prahalad, V. Ramaswamy, Przyszłość konkurencji. Współtworzenie wyjątkowej wartości 
wraz z klientami, PWE, Warszawa 2005, p. 23.

2 Ibidem, pp. 31–41.
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processes. Access means the customer’s possibility of using a product without 
possessing it. A product may be important information or new technologies used 
in the value co-creation process. Thanks to such a solution, customers do not bear 
expenses associated with investments in new technologies. Access can also relate to 
lifestyle desired by customers (renting cars, apartments, software, etc.) Access opens 
new possibilities and opportunities for customers on new markets (new locations, 
people, solutions, etc.) Risk assessment is another component of the value co-creation 
process. From the classic perspective, risk is defined as the likelihood that a customer 
(or company) will suffer damage. A customer, more and more aware of the risk 
associated with acquisition of various values (e.g. concerning the way they are treated, 
what consume, in which environment they live), demands its co-creation, and at the 
same time co-participation in risk management. If companies ignore this fact, they 
may behave defensively, and hence in a socially irresponsible way. A sound solution 
seems to involve customers in the risk assessment process; Transparency is the fourth 
and last element of the value co-creation process. Along with greater availability of 
information about products, technologies and operating conditions of companies, it 
seems more and more necessary to introduce new principles of transparency between 
them and customers. These principles should address, above all, costs, profit margins 
and prices. 

In the opinion of C.K. Prahalad and V. Ramaswamy, the sphere where best 
combination those elements should be made is described by four dimensions oriented 
to customers:3 
 – assurance freedom in interactions with a company by various channels,
 – making choices in a way that reflects their view about the value,
 – making interactions and conclude transactions in the selected language and style 

(they want fast, easy, convenient and safe access),
 – carrying out choices based on the ratio of price to experience gained during the 

value co-creation process.
Companies taking account of these dimensions in the process of value co-creation 

with customers may contribute to emergence of new solutions in the area of CSR 
strategy.

The second aspect is sharing value. It occurs as a consequence of the corresponding 
(correct) strategic choice conducive to providing value to all partners of cooperation.4 
The phenomenon of sharing values   puts pressure and coercion on the exchange of 
values   between partners. For this reason, there are new questions and problems 
associated with them: Is there a need to reformulate the fundamental goals, paradigms 
and changes in strategy, taking into account elements of CSR? Is there a need for 
reconfiguration of rules and relationships with new partners when a transaction 

3 Ibidem, p. 48.
4 M. Jabłoński, Modele biznesu w kreowaniu wartości przedsiębiorstwa, Difin 2013. 
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disclosure is different than in the past behaviors and attitudes? The number of similar 
types of questions can be multiplied and the answers to them are not easy.

The third aspect is capturing value. As a common process for the business and 
society it is often associated with pricing policy.5 New analytical methods and 
techniques allow looking at the problem more broadly, differently and more clearly. 
Of course, many enterprises solve this problem, using the standard approach to pricing 
based on value. The detailed proposal suggested by S. Michel6 distinguished 5 groups 
and 15 ways to capture value and – in the opinion of this author – they can be the 
basis for triggering in practice a new approach to capture value. This change has 
brought innovative companies, in many cases, significant financial success. However, 
the introduction of a currency other than money to set ways to capture value is not 
easy. It requires changes for example in the evaluation of employees, customers and 
competitors.

Three aspects of strategic thinking – co-creation, sharing and capturing value – may 
show barriers in the form of interpretation of the exchange being presented further 
using diagnosis fields of CSR activity.

3. Specific character of value exchange in the area of CSR

An attempt can be made to link the specific character of value exchange in the area 
of CSR with the notion of the so-called gift culture. Then, the distinctness of the 
exchange process manifests itself: its preferences differ from typical principles 
governing market economy. First of all, it is about context – choosing between 
transaction and relation; currency – choosing between cash form and social form; 
status – choosing between deserved and bought achievement.7 The essence of 
distinctness of the approach in gift culture was included in Table 1, where it was 
linked with the characteristics of the brand potential.8

The second and third currency field is directly identified with social currency. 
On the other hand, the first one identifies, first of all, cash currency and marketing 
approach, including pricing strategy of a company. Two other dimensions of the gift 
culture, i.e. context and status, are linked adequately with characteristics of currencies 
at given levels of immersing culture. And so, for instance, celebrating successes of 
others allows activating the process of transaction with social currency, while building 
relations with people is the basis for these transactions.

5 I. Ruskin-Brown, Skuteczna polityka cenowa, Oficyna a Wolters Kluwer business, Kraków 
2009, p. 152.

6 S. Michel, Przechwycić więcej wartości, HBR Polska, lipiec–sierpień 2015.
7 M. Bonchek, Jak zapewnić sobie powodzenie w społecznościowej kulturze darów, Harvard Bu-

siness Review Polska, www.hbrp.pl/news.php?id=832 (date of access: 08.03.2015).
8 There are also other measurements related to the potential of brands, including its social di-

mension, see P. Nizyński, Pomiar społecznej wartości marek, [in:] Mierzenie efektywności i wpływu 
społecznego działań CSR, FOB, Warszawa 2011.
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Table 1. Levels of immersing brands in the gift culture 

Fields of distinctness 
gift culture 

Level of immersing 
in the gift culture

Context Currencies Status

Weak Publication  
of information 
to stimulate 
transactions

Focus on discounts 
and promotions (cash 
currency)

Celebrating one’s own 
successes 

Higher (satisfactory) Building relations 
with people

Considering a product 
in the categories of 
social currency

Celebrating successes 
of others

Highest
(satisfactory)

Helping people 
in building 
relations among 
themselves

Creating a new social 
currency related to 
brand

Giving and supporting 
possibility of others to 
mutually celebrate their 
successes

Source: prepared by the authors on the basis of M. Bonchek, Jak zapewnić sobie powodzenie w społecz-
nościowej kulturze darów, HBR Polska, www.hbrp.pl/news.php?id=832 (date of access: 
08.03.2015).

The gift culture brings other priorities that are noticed in various situations for 
the area of CSR, hence approved before the assumption of this association. It is also 
possible to seek associations (gift culture and, at the same time, CSR) with the so-called 
gift economics. It describes phenomena occurring in open cooperation communities 
(such as Wikipedia, Uber), defined as an alternative paradigm of understanding 
human motives – important for management sciences, for instance in participation 
management.9 The specific character of the stream with social currency is also 
pragmatics of activities according to the proposal by M. Porter concerning economic 
and social value (CSV). The notion of “social currency” has also a symbolic meaning, 
in response to the execution of the principle of giving more than just money. It may 
assume a different form, e.g. Deutsche Bank notices social currency in its activity 
related to cultural education.10 The function of currency can be thus fulfilled by all 
that fulfils economic function assigned to fiduciary money, i.e. money, which is not 
based in tangible goods. 

W.D. Eggers and P. Macmillan distinguish five types of social currencies amounts, 
social results, social capital, data and reputation, terming them as public value 

9 M. Kobus, D. Jelemieniak, Ekonomia daru i społeczności otwartej współpracy – nowe kierunki 
badań społecznych, E-mentor (date of access: 25.02.2015).

10 S. Salomon, Nie tylko pieniądze są walutą, dodatek; Biznes społecznie odpowiedzialny, Rzecz-
pospolita (date of access: 27.02.2015).
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currencies.11 To this set one more currency was added, i.e. experience of co-creation. 
The proposal of all of the distinguished categories of currencies in Table 2 does not 
create, in our opinion, a new depiction of the problem, but is mainly of orderly character. 

Table 2. Categories of currencies of social value and their characteristics

Features
Name Means of exchange Accumulation of value 

for the future
Measure applied 

in settlements
1 2 3 4

Amounts Limits, performance, 
trade at the agreed price 
in contributions for the 
public good (limitable, 
definable, calculable )

Transferability and 
possibility of cashing 

Clear measures for 
amounts and offsets 
concerning public good 
(particularly in eco 
problems)

Social results Companies acknowledge 
that it is worth paying for 
specific social results, 
even as part of contracts 
concluded

No results may cause 
barriers in availability of 
financing for investments 
solving a social problem 

There are methods 
(criteria) permitting 
comparison of companies 
that pursue the same goal

Social capital Services, time people 
can transfer mutually 
(under inspiration of 
organizations or civic 
needs)

Time of achieving 
a social goal through 
a bank /or register of 
achievements can be 
exchanged to other goods 
and services

Hours devoted as part of 
voluntary service, effects 
of individual /group 
contribution permitting 
comparison of efforts

Data Exchange of data on 
partner relationships, 
public access to data 
brings closer the 
possibility of solving 
smaller at a lower 
expenditure of forces

The value of data depends 
on the importance of 
information, which 
is a derivative of 
ordering and comparing, 
timeliness, as well 
as used some legal 
protection constraints 

It is possible to use units 
based on the indicators 
of data quantity, 
reliability, effectiveness 
of acquisition and other 
criteria

Reputation Ability to conclude 
transactions depends on 
mutual trust between the 
parties (stakeholders of 
a company). A higher 
level of reputation 
currency opens chances 
for commercial and/or 
market benefits

Reputation is an effect 
of accumulation of 
activities and experience. 
Its increase or reduction 
may affect perspective 
(strategy) of a given 
entity. Successively 
confirmed high ratings 
increase the value and 
attract new possibilities

Ratings with objective 
formula give the 
possibility to compare 
the level of reputation 
of various entities. In 
some situations, they 
are determinant for the 
choice of partner to 
a given transaction

11 W.D. Eggers, P. Macmillian, Rewolucja rozwiązań. Współpraca pomiędzy biznesem, rządami 
oraz przedsiębiorstwami społecznymi na rzecz rozwiązywania największych problemów współczesnego 
świata, Poltext, Warszawa 2014, pp. 155–194.
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1 2 3 4
Experience  
co-creation

Value creation based on 
co-creation by customers 
and companies.  
Co-creation dimensions:
 – co-creation by various 
channels,

 – co-creation by options,
 – co-creation by 
transactions,

Experience of co- 
-creation is a product 
of cooperation between 
a company and 
a customer through 
dialogue, access, 
risk assessment and 
transparency (DART)

Growth in trust
between a company 
and a customer, 
diversity of co-creation, 
customization of  
co-creation, networks  
of co-creation

Source: prepared by the authors on the basis of: W.D. Eggers, P. Macmillian, Rewolucja rozwiązań. 
Współpraca pomiędzy biznesem, rządami oraz przedsiębiorstwami społecznymi na rzecz 
rozwiązywania największych problemów współczesnego świata, Poltext, Warszawa 2014, 
pp.160–161 and C.K. Prahalad, V. Ramaswamy, Przyszłość konkurencji…, op. cit., pp. 43–97.

Amount is a currency being the object of exchange, which has three characteristics: 
limitability, definability and calculability. It may be referred to many areas of human 
activity, e.g. fishing, emission of pollutants to the natural environment, etc. Social 
results as a currency require a completely different calculation (accounting) approach. 
The essence of currency of social value is transition from resource to currency. Social 
capital shows a condition in which civic effort (e.g. voluntary service) gives, by 
the achieved results, access to other goods and services (beneficial for a company). 
A large problem arises, however, during transition from resource to currency in 
the case of reputation. In the opinion of economists, it is a form of capital, rather 
than currency.12 On the one hand, unfavourable fluctuation in reputation or loss of 
credibility may pose a bigger threat more than financial loss. On the other hand, 
owing to new technologies, measurements of opinions affecting reputations are more 
and more easy. From the analysis of 30 examples of Polish CSR initiatives presented 
in the paper,13 28 indicated expectations as to a positive change in the image, and 
additional intention in 14 (of these 28) was strengthening social capital (e.g. voluntary 
service) and achieving particular social results, which can be considered as a message 
for the category of social currencies. On the other hand, experience of co-creation 
as a currency allows co-creating exceptional value based on networks of companies 
and customers (e.g. thematic groups).

12 Ibidem, p. 184.
13 I. Kuraszko, Sz. Augustyniak, 15 polskich przykładów społecznej odpowiedzialności biznesu, 

Corporate Social Responsibility Forum, Warsaw 2009; N. Ćwik, M. Grzybek, 15 polskich przykładów 
społecznej odpowiedzialności biznesu, część II, Corporate Social Responsibility Forum, Warsaw, 2012.
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4. Exchange of values in the integrated  
CSR model of Polish companies 

Results of the long-term research of Polish companies conducted by B. Rok were 
used for the analysis.14 This research was conducted based on distinguishing three 
implementation levels (stages) of CSR in practice of companies: (1) policy (strategy), 
(2) procedures, (3) results. For each of the aforementioned implementation levels, 
specific CSR standards were defined in three pillars (types of activities) called 
respectively: relations, operations and innovations. In this way, nine fields were obtained 
for estimating and standardizing CSR activity. Each of these fields was characterized 
by three abovementioned standards (features, solutions). In total, CSR activity was 
described by 27 standards. Each standard was valued in the respective scale. The idea 
of this methodology of measurement and interpretation is included in Table 3.

Table 3. Types of fields of CSR activity standardization (three standards in a given field) used  
in the research of companies in Poland

Type (pillar) of activities
Implementation level (stages) Relations Operations Innovations

Policy Field PoR, Field PoO Field PoI
Procedures Field PrR Field PrO Field PrI
Results Field WyR Field WyO Field WyI

Source: on the basis of B. Rok, Podstawy odpowiedzialności społecznej w zarządzaniu, Poltext, 
Warszawa 2013, p. 209.

For methodical reasons, currency of social value is not present in the description of 
27 standards (features). A more thorough analysis of a given standard enables adoption 
of the assumption that in a considerable part of cases with the highest level of a given 
standard for CSR activity this may be associated with potential use of social currencies. 
This situation will be present at all three implementation stages. In the stage policy 
social currency it may be fulfilled e.g. by a standard in the field PoR concerning public 
information on funds meant for social involvement, similarly standard in the field PoI 
described as the principles of responsibility related to promotion/sale/use. Also social 
currency can be released in the stage of procedure, e.g. for standard from the field PrR 
entitled principles of running socially involved marketing or in the pillar innovations, 
for instance in the standard of the field PrI entitled analysis of the environmental 
impact of new products/services (LCA). In this latter case, the pricing context is then 
carried to the external effects (externalization). The stage of findings envisages e.g. 
standards such as assessment of social effects of commitment projects in the field WyR, 

14 Surveys from 2009–2012 on the group of companies from 6 industries (see B. Rok, Podstawy 
odpowiedzialności społecznej..., op. cit., pp. 208–216).
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standard from the field WyO, e.g. education of consumers/contractors in the scope of 
CSR, or standard in the field WyI entitled products taking account of needs of people 
threatened with marginalization. Another issue is the type of social currency provided 
(interpreted additionally) in a given standard. The above examples indicate the use of 
several of them. As stressed in Table 2, amount as a category of social currency can 
be used in pro-ecological and environmental activities of a company, which, in turn, 
is included in five standards of the pillar innovations.

To sum up, CSR strategy provides large possibilities of exchanging by means of 
social currencies. Whether or not, at the same time, exchange of value and accumulation 
of social value take place depends on activity and involvement of a company in 
executing CSR strategy. 

5. Marketing approach in CSR activity – authors’ own research 

A counterbalance for the past deliberations is instrumental approach in CSR activity 
with focus on presentation of cash currency. In this context two surveys were carried 
out. The first one related to opinions of respondents – young customers. The second 
was conducted in the form of an interview with two experts with practical and 
methodical experience with regard to CSR and differing views. 

5.1. Opinions of young consumers 

The survey was conducted in June 2013 and related to the price context in CSR 
activity of a company. Respondents were individuals aged from 18 to 30 years. 
The survey was conducted by an open-access website. 170 surveys were obtained. 
Table 4 presents four questions and the answers to them are included in Tables 5–8. 

Table 4. Questions in the questionnaire

Question 1: 
What are you guided by when making purchasing decisions?
Question 2: 
Are you guided by CSR when making purchasing decisions? (compliance with employee rights, care 
for the natural environment, non-use of children, support for charity campaigns, etc.)
Question 3: 
In your opinion, to what extent should a socially responsible company become involved in the below 
issues?
Question 4:
In your opinion, to what extent are the below listed actions significant in the context of corporate 
social responsibility?

Source: prepared by the authors.

From the survey it can be concluded that price is the most exhibited factor when 
making purchasing decisions. Also the meaning of quality and brand perception are 
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Table 5. Structure of the answers to question 1 (data in %)

Brand image Availability 
(convenient 

location)

Opinion of 
the family, 

friends 

Advertising 
activities 

Own brand-
related 

experience
 Quality Price

1 3 4 5 21 31 35

Source: prepared by the authors.

Table 6. Structure of the answers to question 2 (data in %)

Definitely 
disagree Rather disagree

I have no knowledge about
corporate social 

involvement 
Rather agree Definitely 

agree

12 28 35 23 2

Source: prepared by the authors. 

Table 7. Structure of the answers to question 3

1
Scale 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Minimize adverse environmental impact: average: 8.86
0 0 0 0 5 4 11 18 14 49

Comply with OHS regulations and employee rights: average: 9.4
0 0 0 0 2 3 6 7 16 67

Offer products at the possibly low prices: average: 5.14
7 9 11 8 21 24 5 4 2 9

Become involved in help for local communities: average: 6.82
2 3 4 12 13 15 7 16 18 12

Transfer money for charity purposes: average: 6.34
3 5 5 11 16 12 17 11 7 14

Maximize product quality: average: 8.08
2 1 1 2 11 5 18 19 20 25

Contribute to solving social problems (e.g. unemployment, level of education, malnutrition of 
children, etc.) average: 7.09

4 2 4 9 9 10 16 11 12 24
Care for fair profit of all the links in the distribution chain (manufacturer, agent, final seller, etc.) 

average: 7.19
3 5 4 7 11 9 7 18 5 31

Note: scale: 1– it should not become involved, 10 – it should care for that in a special manner, 
data in %.

Source: prepared by the authors. 
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noticed (question 1). Only one fourth of the individuals acknowledge that they are 
guided by factors related to CSR of a given supplier. This situation is influenced 
by lack of information on social involvement (question 2). Focus on quality, 
environment, employees are signs of social responsibility; the use of the lowest 
price possible was rejected (question 3). An important factor connected with social 
responsibility was a rational price calculation: it ranked higher than allocation of 
a part of the profit for social goals (question 4).

Table 8. Structure of the answers to question 4

1
Scale 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

The use of reasonable calculation of price for customers (fair margin); average: 6.8
3 2 4 9 14 11 21 12 9 16

Allocation of a part of sales profit for various social goals; average: 6.5
1 5 3 14 11 10 19 12 14 10
Financial involvement in help for local communities (construction of community centers for 

children, fight against local poverty, etc.); average: 6.5
3 4 9 7 8 19 16 12 9 14

Scholarships for the most gifted children and students; average: 6
5 7 7 9 11 12 19 12 7 11

Note: 1– the action is not connected, 10 – the action has a very large importance for corporate 
social responsibility, data in %.

Source: prepared by the authors.

5.2. Experts’ opinions on the role of prices in CSR strategy

In tools of marketing activities of socially responsible companies, valuations of 
social and environmental costs should be connected with objectivization.15 Opinions 
of two experts presented below are quite different with respect to each other.16 The 
first expert, representing researchers, stated that:

 a) there are obstacles in market imperfection; the market does not deal with the 
valuation of social aspects; b) there is small feasibility as to whether it would be 

15 J. Dymowski, Problematyka mierzenia opłacalności działań społecznie odpowiedzialnych, [in:] 
P. Płoszajski (ed.), Społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu w nowej gospodarce, SGH, Warszawa 2012, 
p. 117. 

16 In general, a question was raised about the role of product/service price in the activities of com-
panies performing knowingly the CSR strategy, June 2013. Expert 1 – Jacek Dymowski, the author of 
publications in the field of CSR, in particular with regard to measurements of its effects; expert 2 – Ro-
bert Sroka involved in the issues of CSR in business, among others, CSR Manager in the Żywiec Group 
(Heineken Group) and CSR Project Leader in CRiDO Taxand.
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possible to force all economies to accept CSR; c) the motto of action for CSR is to 
support any mechanisms that could help to make externalities private (in practice 
for an entrepreneur externality is not considered, namely zero); d) there is a need to 
return to marketing concepts of the core of product and real product and translation 
of social features into the sphere of cash exchange.

The second expert, representing the sphere of business, believed that:
a) the following alternative is not admissible: higher price for a product or service 

executed in an ethical way or lower price for a product or service executed in an 
unethical way; b) client or consumer should not be auditor checking whether ethical 
standards were breached in the process of services or products preparation; c) price 
to quality relation should be the only factor on which a client should reflect; d) the 
greatest hazard for reasonable prices is not e.g. pressure related to compliance with 
work or environmental standards (as claimed unjustifiably by some), but unfair 
market practices, such as e.g. price fixing, dumping prices; e) problem of prices 
is also the effect of the attitude of the consumer society in which a consumer lives 
(more and more for more and more smaller price); this attitude is often the cause 
of selling goods below costs of production that should be, after all, consistent with 
valid regulations and calculation; in consequence, production is relocated to places 
where these standards are not required; f) socially involved marketing in this sphere 
of decisions is a marginal issue.

The distinctness of perception of the role of prices results from deeper beliefs 
of both experts with regard to general importance of CSR in practice of companies.

5.3. Principles of marketing pricing strategy based on value  
in the conditions of the social currency exchange process 

The issue of marketing depiction of prices has its scientific and expert achievements 
concerning pricing strategy and tactics.17 A particular role18 is fulfilled by referring to 
the proposal of value of the offer.19 The following three value generation sources are: 
 – generation of benefits for the customer associated with reduction in their costs, 
 – support for price collected by the customer towards their customers in further 

trade,
 – improved quality of own products or customer products.

It is about seeking elements of the offer of value for recipient that do not treat 
price as the highest (the only) priority and indicate other features noticed and accepted 
by the customer, reducing thus price sensitivity. This assumption is known in the 

17 H. Simon, Zarządzanie cenami, PWN, Warszawa 1996, p. 539.
18 Opposing the phenomenon of commoditization of goods and services, constituting a direct sign 

of market competition. D’aveni, K. Piłat, Trend: Utowarowienie – cichy zabójca zysków, Harvard 
Business Review Polska, April 2010.

19 I. Ruskin-Brown, Skuteczna polityka cenowa, Oficyna a Wolters Kluwer business, Kraków 
2009, p. 153.
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perspective of CSR where achieving smaller pricing sensitivity of buyers is often 
acknowledged as a basic message of taken social activities by a company.20 CSR 
activity of a company is then to support the business model, creating additional value 
for consumers, and “formed” in this way, responsible consumers select suppliers owing 
to smaller psychophysical costs. This results in the approval of greater costs (price) for 
products of responsible brands. In pursuit of such a situation, it is possible to achieve 
levels of perception of brands through the prism included in Table 1 concerning the 
so-called gift culture community. 

The aforementioned three marketing sources (options) of value are created with 
focus on transactions using cash currency; however, to some extent, they can be 
referred to exchange using social currency. 

Principle of reducing costs of the customer 

The sphere of cash currency refers both to industrial markets and consumer markets. 
Nevertheless, it is possible to imagine a situation where the amount (limits) exchange 
system is market-valued and hence is a factor of making purchasing decisions aimed 
at cost reduction. Other social currencies have a smaller tendency to use this principle 
when making decisions. However, a transaction of exchange of e.g. cash may be 
connected with cost reduction.

Principle or increasing or maintaining price collected in further trade

When following factors related to the concept of social currencies (even in the 
synthetic perspective from Table 2), an impression is created that the reasoning 
focused on making transactions, e.g. with suppliers based on social criteria, namely 
with social currency, is used in practice. However, the degree to which it lowers 
sensitivity and increases tendency to accept price, depends on a specific situation. It 
is also worth mentioning greater problems of their valuation than in the case of more 
measurable business factors.

Principle of improving the quality of own or customer’s products

The principle refers to situations where the meaning of product/service quality is 
noticeable. In the literal interpretation, translating this principle to social currencies 
is difficult although relations can be sought in the concept of comprehensive product 
by T. Levitt, as mentioned by one of the experts. 

The presented arguments regarding value exchange values in the context of the 
so-called social currencies lead to a conclusion that, in general, the frames of the idea 
of exchange with the use of these currencies can be, with restrictions, referred to the 

20 B. Zibert, J. Posiadło, A. Rosołoniec, P. Kubisiak, S. Prokurant, Czy istnieje alternatywa dla 
rywalizacji cenowej?, Harvard Business Review Polska 2013, no. 121.
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known principles of marketing convention of sources generating the value of offer. 
Restrictions in its adaptation are issues of measurement and the opinion of decision-
makers (managers) about the relevance of the category of solving the social problem 
as a source of inspirations for activities of a contemporary company.

6. Summary

The problem of value perception and assessment with social currency, in spite of 
damming many difficulties and restrictions, is an important context for activities 
and strategies of a contemporary company. Regardless on the way of defining 
CSR strategy, its assumptions and goals are focused on releasing social value and 
cumulating it for the future. Gaining business reputation and brand reputation is 
already dominating on markets. Perhaps, the experience of co-creation will be next.

High responsibility, e.g. in all 27 standards of the CSR measurement model, 
applies to reputational potential and capabilities of exchange with social currency. 
Expectations as to the impact of these transactions on the results in cash currencies 
are justified, which results from assumptions of many CSR concepts (including CSV) 
and opinions of some managers, as well as from forming a consumer block with strong 
(social) inclination to open cooperation. 
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Summary: Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is perceived as the building block for modern 
literature focused on the primary purpose of a firm and its role in society. CSR, however, can 
be still described as knowledge in a continuing stage of emergence with neither a dominant 
paradigm nor universal definitions, assumptions, nor methods. The lack of consensus in the 
literature is accompanied by the increasing ambiguity of understanding and implementation 
of CSR among companies. The goal of this paper is to explore how CSR is defined in the 
literature and contrast these findings with definitions used by the most responsible companies 
in Poland. The study is also aimed to identify challenges for future research in this field.  
In doing so, I conduct a content analysis of CSR definitions published on corporate websites 
and in documents of companies included in the “2015 Ranking of Responsible Companies.” 
The study enabled to identify three themes that illustrate current understanding of the concept 
among the most responsible companies in Poland: (1) integration with core business strategy; 
(2) stakeholder relationships management; (3) sustainability.

Keywords: analysis, corporate social responsibility, corporate sustainability, definitions,  
stakeholder theory.

Streszczenie: Społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu (corporate social responsibility – CSR) 
uznawana jest za podstawową koncepcję wyjaśniającą rolę przedsiębiorstwa w społeczeństwie. 
Wciąż jest to jednak obszar badań bez dominującego paradygmatu – charakteryzuje się brakiem 
wspólnego podejścia teoretycznego, uniwersalnych założeń czy metod. Brakowi konsensusu 
w literaturze towarzyszy wieloznaczność pojęcia CSR wśród przedsiębiorstw. Celem niniejsze-
go artykułu jest zbadanie jak CSR jest definiowany w literaturze oraz zestawienie osiągniętych 
wyników z definicjami najbardziej społecznie odpowiedzialnych firm w Polsce. Badanie ma 
pozwolić również na identyfikację kierunków przyszłych studiów w tym obszarze. By osiągnąć 
tak postawione cele badawcze przeprowadzona została analiza definicji CSR opublikowanych 
na stronach i w dokumentach korporacyjnych firm uwzględnionych w „IX Rankingu odpo-

PN_423.indb   94 2016-06-10   21:24:44



What does CSR really stand for? An analysis of corporate definitions of CSR in Poland 95

wiedzialnych firm 2015”. Badanie pozwoliło na identyfikację trzech tematów ilustrujących 
współczesne rozumienie koncepcji CSR wśród analizowanych firm: (1) integracja ze strategią 
biznesową; (2) zarządzanie relacjami z interesariuszami; (3) zrównoważony rozwój.

Słowa kluczowe: analiza, definicje, firma zrównoważonego rozwoju, społeczna odpowie-
dzialność biznesu, teoria interesariuszy.

1. Introduction

CSR 1.0, CSR 2.0… and what next? Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is 
perceived as a building block for modern literature focused on the role of business 
in society. Although the origins of the research on CSR date back at least to 1950s,1 
it is still one of the most controversial concepts in management science. Over the 
decades it has attracted a range of criticisms. Some authors2 negate the very idea 
of business people having any other responsibilities than their fiduciary duty to 
maximize shareholder wealth, while obeying the law and basic rules of ethics. They 
criticize the concept for being likely to reduce competition and economic freedom 
and to “undermine the market economy.”3 Others accuse CSR of being an empty 
promise, a mere response to anti-corporate movement, egoistic exercise and even 
a passing fad.4 Many activities in the area of CSR are accompanied by companies’ 
hypocrisy and are a mere attempt to keep the civil pressure down.5 Corporate leaders 
often misuse the concept as a whitewashing tool to produce benefits only for their 
firms.6 Many CSR initiatives have simply ended up characterizing stakeholders 
relationships as an “add-on luxury… or as damage limitation insurance, rather than 
as a core element of the business strategy.”7

1 A.B. Carroll, Evolution of a definitional construct, Business and Society 1999, vol. 38(3),  
pp. 268–295.

2 Just to name a few: D. Doane, The myth of CSR, Stanford Social Innovation Review 2005, http://
bit.ly/1GDeUOu (date of access: 27.06.2015); M. Friedman, The social responsibility of business is to 
increase its profits, The New York Times Magazine, September 13, 1970; A. Karnani, CSR stuck in a lo-
gical trap, California Management Review 2011, vol. 53(2), pp. 105–111; A. Karnani, Doing well by 
doing good: The grand illusion. California Management Review 2011, vol. 53(2), p. 69; E. Sternberg, 
The Stakeholder Concept: A Mistaken Doctrine, Foundation for Business Responsibilities, London 
1999, http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=263144 (date of access: 27.06.2015).

3 D. Henderson, Misguided Virtue: False Notions of Corporate Social Responsibility, New  
Zealand Business Roundtable, 2001.

4 R. Mullerat, International Corporate Social Responsibility: The Role of Corporations in the Eco-
nomic Order of the 21st Century, Kluwer Law International, Alphen aan den Rijn 2010, pp. 443–452.

5 P. Fleming, M.T. Jones, The End of Corporate Social Responsibility. Crisis and Critique, Sage 
Publications, 2013.

6 B. Horrigan, Corporate Social Responsibility in the 21st Century: Debates, Models and Practi-
ces Across Government, Law and Business, Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham 2010, p. 35.

7 R.E. Freeman, J. McVea, A Stakeholder Approach to Strategic Management, Working Paper,  
No. 1–2, 2001, Darden Graduate School of Business Administration, University of Virginia.
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One of the main reasons for that is the inconsistency in the understanding of the 
concept itself.8 CSR can be still described as knowledge in a continuing stage of 
emergence with neither dominant paradigm nor universal definitions, assumptions 
and methods.9 The criticism of CSR has become a driving force for new ideas like the 
already mentioned CSR 2.0,10 corporate citizenship,11 sustainable value,12 or creating 
shared value (CSV).13 The rise of alternative concepts additionally increases the 
ambiguity of understanding of CSR among researchers and managers.

The goal of this paper is to explore how CSR is defined in the literature and to 
contrast these findings with definitions used by the most responsible companies in 
Poland. The study is also aimed to identify challenges for future research in this field. 

The paper is organized as follows. Results of the broad literature review are 
presented in Section 2 introducing the concept of corporate social responsibility 
and identifying different streams in its understanding. The next section presents the 
results of content analysis of corporate CSR definitions of 74 companies included in 
the “2015 Ranking of Responsible Companies.” The ranking is provided by Dziennik 
Gazeta Prawna, a Polish economic and legal newspaper, and audited by PwC. It is 
the most complex annual research on CSR practices of the largest Polish companies. 
It evaluates CSR performance in five areas: responsible leadership, stakeholders’ 
dialogue, community involvement, responsible management and social innovation. 
The method for this research is based on a content analysis of the definitions derived 
from corporate websites and/or companies’ documents (CSR/sustainability policies, 
CSR/sustainability reports, integrated reports). Final remarks with emphasis on the 
future CSR research are presented in the conclusion section.

2. Corporate social responsibility and related concepts 

The literature concerning CSR is strongly atomized and does not allow forming any 
coherent theory. There is no consensus among researchers and managers regarding 
the definition of CSR, its basic principles, scope14 and, finally, whether the corporate 
world has any responsibility towards other interest groups than shareholders. 

8 B. Horrigan, Corporate Social Responsibility…, op. cit., p. 35.
9 A. Lockett, J. Moon, W. Visser, Corporate social responsibility in management research: Focus, 

nature, salience and sources of influence, Journal of Management Studies 2006, vol. 43(1), pp. 115–136.
10 W. Visser, Future trends in CSR: The next 10 years, CSR International Inspiration Series,  

No. 11, 2012. http://bit.ly/10g1M2e (date of access: 15.10.2015).
11 D. Matten, A. Crane, Corporate citizenship: Towards an extended theoretical conceptualization, 

The Academy of Management Review 2005, vol. 30(1), pp. 166–179.
12 C. Laszlo, The Sustainable Company: How to Create Lasting Value through Social and Environ-

mental Performance, Island Press, Washington 2003.
13 M.E. Porter, M.R. Kramer, Creating shared value, Harvard Business Review, January-February 

2011, pp. 1–17.
14 E. Garriga, D. Melé, Corporate social responsibility theories: Mapping the territory, Journal of 

Business Ethics 2004, vol. 53(1/2), pp. 51–71; M. van Marrewijk, Concepts and definitions of CSR 
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The initial definition of CSR was introduced by Howard Bowen,15 who understood it 
as “the obligations of businessmen to pursue those policies, to make those decisions, or 
to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values 
of our society.” In the 1970s Johnson16 argued that socially responsible decision making 
process refers to balancing a multiplicity of interests – not only striving for larger profits 
for firm’s owners, but also taking into account employees, suppliers, dealers, local 
communities, and the nation (or, in modern terms, stakeholders). In one of the most cited 
definitions, proposed by Carroll,17 CSR encompasses firm’s economic responsibility 
to investors and consumers, legal responsibility to the government or the law, ethical 
responsibilities to society and discretionary (in other words philanthropic) responsibility 
to the community. This four-part definition of CSR was embedded in a conceptual 
model of corporate social performance (CSP) that incorporated the interaction between 
the categories of social responsibility, the social issues and the philosophy of social 
responsiveness.18

Classical understanding of CSR has been constructed around such notions as 
voluntarism, social altruism and profit sacrificing.19 Some researchers and social leaders 
define CSR as “situations where the firm goes beyond compliance and engages in actions 
that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm and that which 
is required by law.”20 Within the altruistic view integration of business goals and societal 
needs is seen merely as a type of profit maximization strategy and not CSR at all.21

There is, however, growing opposition to this approach.22 Lantos23 argues that 
altruistic CSR is paradoxically unethical, since by having a negative influence on 

and corporate sustainability: Between agency and communion, Journal o f Business Ethics 2003, vol. 
44(2/3), pp. 95–105; A. McWilliams, D.S. Siegel, P.M. Wright, Corporate social responsibility: Strate-
gic implications, Journal of Management Studies 2006, vol. 43(1), pp. 1–18. 

15 H. Bowen, Social Responsibilities of the Businessman, Harper & Row, New York 1953, p. 6, 
cited in A.B. Carroll, Evolution…, op. cit.

16 H.A. Johnson, Business in Contemporary Society: Framework and Issues, Wadsworth, Belmont 
1971, cited in A.B. Carroll, Evolution…, op. cit.

17 A.B. Carroll, Three-dimensional conceptual model of corporate performance, The Academy of 
Management Review 1979, vol. 4(4), pp. 497–505.

18 A.B. Carroll, Three-dimensional…, op. cit.; S.L. Wartick, P.L. Cochran, The evolution of the corporate 
social performance model, The Academy of Management Review 1985, vol. 10(4), pp. 758–769; D.J. Wood, 
Corporate social performance revisited, The Academy of Management Review 1991, vol. 16(4), pp. 691–718.

19 B. Horrigan, Corporate Social Responisbility…, op. cit., pp. 34–35.
20 A. McWilliams, D.S. Siegel, P.M. Wright, Corporate social responsibility…, op. cit.; see also 

D.P. Baron, Private politics, corporate social responsibility, and integrated strategy, Journal of Econo-
mic Management Strategy 2001, vol. 10(1), pp. 7–45.

21 B. Horrigan, Corporate Social Responisbility…, op. cit., p. 282.
22 B.W. Husted, D.B. Allen, Strategic corporate social responsibility and value creation among 

large firms. Lessons from the Spanish experience, Long Range Planning 2007, vol. 40(6), pp. 594–610; 
M. Vilanova, J.M. Lozano, D. Arenas, Exploring the nature of the relationship between CSR and com-
petitiveness, Journal of Business Ethics 2008, vol. 87(S1), pp. 57–69.

23 G.P. Lantos, The ethicality of altruistic corporate social responsibility. Journal of Consumer 
Marketing 2002, vol. 19(3), pp. 205–232.
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corporate performance it infringes shareholders rights. What is more, Husted and 
Salazar24 prove that strategic CSR can lead to higher benefits for both the company 
and society than the altruistic approach. In one of the latest definitions proposed by the 
European Commission,25 CSR is viewed as a voluntary strategy that integrates social, 
ethical and environmental concerns with company’s core business. The aim here is to: 
maximize the creation of shared value for shareholders, other stakeholders and society 
at large; identify, prevent and reduce possible adverse impacts of firm’s operations. The 
presented definition stresses the importance of a system approach to CSR that covers 
all business processes. Strategic CSR leads to shared-value creation, i.e. simultaneous 
creation of social change and competitive advantage.26

Dahlsrud27 analyzed 37 different CSR definitions published between 1980 and 
2003 (although most after 1998) and identified five basic dimensions of the concept:

1. economic – socio-economic or financial aspects, including describing CSR in 
terms of a business operation;

2. social – the relationship between business and society;
3. environmental – the natural environment issues;
4. voluntariness – actions not prescribed by law, regulations specify the mini-

mum socially acceptable level of CSR;
5. stakeholder – the relationship with stakeholders or stakeholder groups define 

optimal, individual to particular firm level of responsibility.
What is worth noting is that the first three dimensions describing the types of firms’ 

impact are the same three that – being integrated or balanced – form building blocks 
of the sustainable development concept. Thus, CSR can be understood as a business 
contribution towards sustainable development.28

Dahlsrud suggests that definitions of CSR are predominantly congruent, as they 
consistently refer to the same five dimensions. Therefore, it is not the lack of one 
universally accepted definition that is problematic, but the fact that those available 
fail to present any guidance on how to manage CSR issues. 

Over the last three decades scholars proposed numerous alternative concepts 
explaining the business–society relations, including:

24 B.W. Husted, J. de Salazar, Taking Friedman seriously: Maximizing profits and social perform-
ance, Journal of Management Studies 2006, vol. 43(1), pp. 75–91.

25 COM(2011) 681, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Coun-
cil, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: A renewed EU 
strategy 2011-14 for Corporate Social Responsibility, Brussels. http://bit.ly/1yAbfQZ (date of access: 
22.06.2014).

26 M.E. Porter, M.R. Kramer, Creating…, op. cit.
27 A. Dahlsrud, How corporate social responsibility is defined: An analysis of 37 definitions, Cor-

porate Social Resposibility and Environmental Management 2008, vol. 15, pp. 1–13.
28 ISO 26000:2010. Guidence on social responsibility.
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 – Corporate social performance (CSP) – a three-dimensional model integrating 
principles of CSR, processes of social responsiveness and outcomes of corporate 
behavior.29 For some scholars CSP is simply a measure of CSR.30

 – Corporate citizenship (CC) – an approach in which a firm is viewed as a rightful 
member of society with particular rights and responsibilities.31 In the literature, 
CC is understood in three ways as: (1) voluntary activities in the area of corporate 
philanthropy (discretionary CSR); (2) a synonym for CSR; (3) administration of 
citizenship (social, civil and political) rights by corporations in the areas where 
governments fail to do so.32

 – Corporate societal responsibility – a concept introduced by Andriof and Mclntosh33 
in order to avoid the limited interpretation of term “social responsibility,” since 
when it is translated into Continental European cultures and languages it applies 
to social welfare issues only. The term “societal responsibility” covers all 
dimensions of a company’s impact on society.

 – Corporate societal accountability (CSA) – an alternative term for CSR proposed 
by Goebbels,34 who argues that the word “responsibility” should be replaced by 
“accountability”, for it causes similar problems as “social.”

 – Corporate sustainability (CS) – a concept whereby businesses strive for triple 
bottom line (TBL),35 i.e. simultaneous profitability, eco-efficiency and social 
responsibility.36 CS is often used as a synonym for CSR. Van Marrewijk37 
argues, however, that these terms should be considered separately: on the one 
hand CSR as more focused on transparency, stakeholders dialogue and reporting; 
on the other hand, CS as an idea incorporating value creation, environmental 
management and human capital management; 

 – Corporate sustainability and responsibility 2.0 (CSR 2.0)38 – a systemic approach 
to CSR that concentrates on overcoming the root causes of companies’ present 

29 A.B. Carroll, Three-dimensional…, op. cit.; S.L. Wartick, P.L. Cochran, The evolution…,  
op. cit., pp.758–769; D.J. Wood, Corporate social performance…, op. cit., pp. 691–718.

30 A. McWilliams, D. Siegel, Corporate social responsibility and financial performance: Correla-
tion or misspecification?, Strategic Management Journal 2000, vol. 21(5), pp. 603–609.

31 D. Matten, A. Crane, W. Chapple, Behind the mask : Revealing the true face of corporate citi-
zenship, Journal of Business Ethics 2003, vol. 45, pp. 109–120.

32 Ibidem.
33 J. Andriof, M. McIntosh (eds.), Perspectives on corporate citizenship, Greenleaf Publishing, 

Sheffield 2001, p. 95.
34 M. Goebbels, Reframing corporate social responsibility: The contemporary conception of 

a fuzzy notion, Journal of Business Ethics 2002, vol. 44, pp. 95–105.
35 W. Visser, Corporate Social Responsibility and the Individual. A Literature Review, Cambridge 

Programme for Sustainability Leadership Paper Series, No. 1, 2007.
36 J. Elkington Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century Business, New So-

ciety Publishers, 1997.
37 M. van Marrewijk, Concepts and definitions…, op. cit.
38 W. Visser, The Age of Responsibility: CSR 2.0 and the New DNA of Business, Willey, London 2012.
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unsustainability and irresponsibility, through revolutionizing products, processes 
and business models and lobbying for progressive national and international 
policies.

 – Creating shared value (CSV) – a concept focusing on the integration of social 
and economic development. Its authors, Porter and Kramer,39 suggest that social 
needs can also define markets and become source of innovation. Addressing 
societal needs and harms not only allows companies to minimize internal costs 
and operational risks, but also broadens search for new business opportunities.
In the last couple of decades, the theoretical framework of CSR has been built 

mostly on the basis of stakeholder theory.40 The stakeholder theory is seen as 
a necessary process in the operationalization of CSR and as a complimentary body 
of literature.41 The stakeholder approach allows identification of specific groups and 
persons business should consider in its CSR orientation.42 There is strong consensus 
in the literature that stakeholder dialogue and engagement, defined as practices that an 
organization undertakes to involve stakeholders in a positive manner in its activities,43 
is an essential element of corporate social responsibility.44 Greenwood45 underlines 
that stakeholder engagement should not be understood as a synonym to CSR. Thus, 
as a process, it can be used in various areas of company’s operations like corporate 
governance, human resources management, public relations, client service and even 
innovation management. Nevertheless, CSR strategies usually combine high level 
of responsibility towards all legitimate stakeholders with their engagement. Garriga 
and Melé46 classified the main CSR theories and related approaches in four groups: 
(1) instrumental theories, in which social activities are means to achieve business 
goals; (2) political theories, which concentrate on the power of corporations in society 
and a responsible use of this power in the political arena; (3) integrative theories, in 
which the corporation is focused on the satisfaction of social demands; and (4) ethical 
theories, based on ethical responsibilities of corporations to society. The authors argue 

39 M.E. Porter, M.R. Kramer, Creating…, op. cit.
40 R.E. Freeman, S.R. Velamuri, A new approach to CSR: Company stakeholder responsibility, 

SSRN Electronic Journal. 2008, http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=1186223 (date of access: 07.07.2014); 
A. McWilliams, D.S. Siegel, P.M. Wright, Corporate social responsibility..., op. cit.; E.R. Pedersen, 
Making corporate social responsibility (CSR) operable: How companies translate stakeholder dialogue 
into practice, Business and Society Review 2006, vol. 111(2), pp. 137–163.

41 D. Matten, A. Crane, W. Chapple, Behind the mask…, op. cit.
42 A.B. Carroll, Evolution…, op. cit.
43 M. Greenwood, Stakeholder engagement: Beyond the myth of corporate responsibility, Journal 

of Business Ethics 2007, vol. 74(4), pp. 315–327.
44 A. Dahlsrud, How corporate social responsibility..., op. cit.; M. Marrewijk, Concepts and defini-

tions..., op. cit.; S.A. Waddock, C. Bodwell, S.B. Graves, Responsibility: The new business imperative, 
The Academy of Management Executive 2002, vol. 16(2), pp. 132–148.

45 M. Greenwood, Stakeholder engagement..., op. cit.
46 E. Garriga, D. Melé, Corporate social responsibility…, op. cit.
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that most of the identified theories do not make explicit the implications of each 
specific approach for the aspects considered in other groups of theories.

International Organization of Standardization (ISO) attempted to end this 
definitional ambiguity by starting a working group to develop an international standard 
of social responsibility. ISO-26000,47 introduced in 2010, provides guidance on how 
businesses and organizations can operate in a socially responsible way. According 
to the standard, CSR is “responsibility of an organization for the impacts of its 
decisions and activities on society and the environment, through transparent and 
ethical behaviour that:
 – contributes to sustainable development, including health and the welfare of 

society;
 – takes into account the expectations of stakeholders:
 – is in compliance with applicable law and consistent with international norms of 

behaviour; and
 – is integrated throughout the organization and practised in its relationships.”

ISO-26000 is a widely recognized and used standard, especially among 
practitioners. However, it has not fully resolved the debate over the CSR definition. 
There is no consensus in the literature whether CSR should be defined from strategic 
or altruistic perspective. Although there are a growing number of authors advocating 
for the first approach, still some researchers criticize using business case rhetoric in 
CSR study and practice. What is more, as it will be proved in the next section of this 
paper, there still exist some definitional inconsistencies among companies.

On the one hand, the lack of an all-embracing definition of CSR and subsequent 
diversity and overlap in terminology, definitions and conceptual models48 hampers 
academic debate, ongoing research and corporate implementation. On the other hand, 
CSR is too broad in its scope to be relevant to organizations and researchers.49

3. CSR understanding in Polish companies

The content analysis of CSR definitions shows that Polish CSR leaders define social 
responsibility in line with the results of  Dahlsrud’s50 study referring to five dimensions, 
i.e. economic, social, environmental, voluntariness and stakeholders. They understand 
CSR as responsibility for their threefold impact on business environment that is 
realized by voluntary integration of stakeholder issues in management processes. 
The study enabled to identify three main themes that illustrate current understanding 
of the concept among the most responsible companies in Poland.

47 ISO 26000:2013…, op. cit.
48 M. Goebbels, Reframing corporate social responsibility…, op. cit. 
49 M. van Marrewijk, Concepts and definitions…, op. cit. 
50 A. Dahlsrud, How corporate social definitions…, op. cit.
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3.1. Integration with core business strategy

The results of the study suggest that Polish CSR leaders have, at least at the declarative 
level, a strategic approach towards social responsibility. CSR is understood as 
a business philosophy or type of organizational culture that introduces stakeholder 
expectations to strategic management process. Within the strategic approach, CSR is 
related to all management processes. Companies communicate their understanding 
of CSR in terms of business benefits and stress that it is not limited to mere 
philanthropy. CSR enables to build credibility and aims at long term, sustainable 
development of a company. Being an integral part of core strategy, CSR is believed 
to foster creation of firm’s value. When integrated with management systems, it 
supports identification of business risks and opportunities, becoming an important 
source of innovation. In this way, CSR contributes to achievement of business goals. 

3.2. Stakeholder relationships management

CSR is understood as company’s responsibility for its impact on stakeholders, 
in particular employees, local communities, consumers, suppliers and business 
partners. In other words, stakeholders’ issues define areas of business responsibility, 
enabling its operationalization. For Polish companies being responsible means 
formulating strategies that balance stakeholders’ interests and address their needs. 
In this sense, CSR is strongly based on the premises of stakeholder theory. What is 
more, companies show strong commitment to strategic approach to CSR, as they 
refer in their definitions to creation of shared value, i.e. value for both shareholders 
and other stakeholders.

The analysis enabled to identify two different approaches in linking CSR with 
stakeholder dialogue and engagement. According to the first approach, the latter 
serve as tools facilitating CSR strategy implementation. They enable to identify 
stakeholder needs, build trust-based relationship and credibility, and form cross-
sectoral partnerships, making the achievement of CSR goals more effective. 

Within the second approach, cooperation with stakeholders is viewed as 
manifestation or quintessence of firm’s responsibility. Understood as such stakeholder 
engagement becomes one of the defining elements of CSR.

3.3. Sustainability

The results of the study indicate that CSR is strongly related to the concept 
of sustainable development. There is, however, significant inconsistency in 
understanding of the relationship between these two terms. The analyzed definitions 
can be divided into four major groups, each representing different perspective on 
this subject.

Within the first perspective, the terms “CSR” and “sustainable development”/ 
“sustainability” are used interchangeably. Social responsibility of business is defined 
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here identically as sustainable development as a strategy aiming at integration of social, 
economic and environmental goals (or in other words “people, planet, profit strategy”). 

According to the second perspective, compatible with ISO 26000 standard, CSR is 
understood as a business contribution to sustainable development on the macro level. 
The goal of CSR is to address world’s major social and environmental challenges.

The third approach refers to CSR as to the social dimension of sustainability 
strategy. In the limited understanding, CSR means merely corporate philanthropy. 
The extended view encompasses all social issues taken into account in sustainability 
strategy, including relations with employees, local communities, social investments 
and human rights issues.

The fourth group consists of definitions that refer to CSR and sustainable 
development separately but do not explain the relationship between them. This 
is illustrated, for example, in the situation when a company introduces “CSR and 
sustainability strategy” and set no line between these two.

In addition to this, several companies in order to describe their business-society 
relationship strategies do not use the term “CSR” at all, but instead refer solely to the 
concept of sustainability.

4. Conclusion

There are several conclusions that can be drawn from the results of this study. Firstly, 
despite the lack of consensus among researchers whether CSR should be defined 
within the strategic or the altruistic approach, Polish companies present a coherent 
stand on that matter. CSR is predominantly communicated as an integral element 
of core business strategy. This may be due to the criticism that arose around the 
concept. On the one hand, business, being accused of hypocrisy and whitewashing, 
will not risk convincing stakeholders about its altruistic motivations. On the other 
hand, since – according to some authors – the concept is detrimental to market 
economy, strategic narrative may help managers to convince shareholders and 
potential investors about the business benefits of CSR. In the case of several firms, 
declarations of the strategic approach to CSR are reflected in their business models, 
integrated reporting process and product portfolio. Nevertheless, a further in-depth 
study is necessary in order to assess whether companies’ truly introduce social 
responsibility to core business operations and, if yes, then how this impacts their 
performance and achievement of social and environmental goals. For a close link 
between CSR activities and core business strategy is believed, on the one hand, to 
increase the efficiency and effectiveness of social programs, as it allows a company 
to harness its unique resources and competences, and, on the other hand, to stimulate 
the development of new resources that may be translated into organization’s 
competitive advantage.51

51 B.W. Husted, D.B. Allen, Strategic corporate social responsibility…, op. cit.
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Secondly, some authors criticize the strategic approach for being unethical, as 
it assumes that a company invests only in those areas of CSR that deliver business 
benefits. While I would argue that integrating social and business goals or, in other 
words, “making money on CSR” is not unethical per se, the problem arises in 
a situation when there is a conflict of interests, when taking into account stakeholder 
interest requires giving up some business goals. It would be interesting to investigate 
when such conflicts occur and how companies presenting the strategic approach to the 
concept deal with them. In line with Porter and Kramer,52 I suggest that these kinds 
of challenges create opportunities for innovation. Thus, I encourage further research 
focusing on conditions that foster companies’ innovativeness in this area.

The next conclusion is that the analyzed definitions consistently refer to stakeholders 
as to those groups whose issues define areas taken into account in CSR strategy. If this 
is the case, then one might expect responsible companies to have better (characterized 
for example with higher levels of trust and credibility) relationships with more groups 
of stakeholders than an average company in the market. Sen et al.53 suggest that CSR 
programs help deepen a firm’s current relationship ties, as it has been proven that they 
have the potential to increase the intent of stakeholders to commit personal resources 
to the benefit of a company. Other authors54 argue that socially responsible firms are 
more likely to enjoy greater trust, higher levels of satisfaction and loyalty among 
various stakeholders, including customers, employees, investors, business partners 
and communities. Future research may focus on testing these hypotheses. It would 
be in particular interesting to examine if the “quality” of stakeholder relationships 
is similar among responsible companies and if not, then what internal and external 
factors determine this quality.

Finally, the results of the study show that the ambiguity in the literature regarding 
relationship between the concepts of CSR and sustainability is strongly reflected in 
corporate definitions. The question arises whether this inconsistency has any practical 
implications for the companies and their stakeholders. Further qualitative studies 
focusing on the differences and similarities between companies from each of the 
identified groups and the way they implement their business–society relationship 
strategies could shed some light on this matter.

52 M.E. Porter, M.R. Kramer, Creating…, op. cit.
53 S. Sen, C.B. Bhattacharya, D. Korschun, The role of corporate social responsibility in streng-

thening multiple stakeholder relationships: a field experiment, Journal of the Academy of Marketing 
Science 2006, vol. 34(2), pp. 158–166.

54 S. Du, C.B. Bhattacharya, S. Sen, Corporate social responsibility and competitive advantage: 
Overcoming the trust barrier, Management Science 2011, vol. 57(9), pp. 1528–154; J. Surroca, J.A. Tri-
bo, S. Waddock, Corporate responsibility and financial performance: the role of intangible resources, 
Strategic Management Journal 2009, vol. 31(5), pp. 463–490.
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Summary: The corporate social responsibility concept is popular not only in Western Europe 
or the USA, but also in Poland. The growing trend in popularity has been visible especially 
since 2009, when the socially responsible index called RESPECT was introduced on the 
Warsaw Stock Exchange. Particular attention in this paper was attached to the profitability 
of companies listed on the Warsaw Stock Exchange RESPECT Index and companies 
reporting corporate social responsibility activity. The aim of the article is to analyze the 
Polish listed companies with respect to a CSR strategy from the profitability perspective. 
The research method adopted in this study was a critical analysis of the literature and own 
research study of main profitability rates. The analysis focused on public listed companies 
which reported their CSR activities and/or were part of RESPECT index for at least one 
wave, which indicated that they have a CSR strategy and are experienced in CSR. Public 
listed companies with a CSR strategy were characterized by higher profitability especially in 
terms of return on sales in comparison not only to other large companies from the Warsaw 
Stock Exchange, but also all large Polish firms. In some years higher profitability from 
equity was noticed as well.

Keywords: CSR, corporate social responsibility, profitability, stock exchange, public listed 
companies, RESPECT index.

Streszczenie: Koncepcja społecznej odpowiedzialności biznesu jest popularna nie tylko 
w Europie Zachodniej czy USA, lecz także w Polsce. Rosnące znaczenie CSR jest wi-
doczne szczególnie od 2009 roku, kiedy nastąpiła inauguracja społecznie odpowiedzial-
nego indeksu RESPECT na Giełdzie Papierów Wartościowych w Warszawie. Szczególna 
uwaga w niniejszej pracy skierowana została na rentowność spółek z indeksu RESPECT  
i/lub spółek raportujących społeczną odpowiedzialność. Celem artykułu było przeanalizo-
wanie polskich spółek giełdowych posiadających strategię CSR z perspektywy rentowności. 
Metodą badawczą przyjętą w niniejszej pracy jest analiza krytyczna literatury oraz własne 
badanie rentowności w oparciu o główne wskaźniki rentowności. Społecznie odpowiedzial-
ne spółki giełdowe z wdrożoną strategią CSR charakteryzowały się istotnie wyższą rentow-
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nością, w szczególności rentownością sprzedaży w porównaniu nie tylko do pozostałych 
dużych spółek giełdowych, lecz także dużych przedsiębiorstw. W niektórych latach społecz-
nie odpowiedzialne spółki charakteryzowały się również wyższą rentownością z kapitału  
własnego. 

Słowa kluczowe: CSR, społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu, rentowność, giełda, spółki gieł-
dowe, indeks RESPECT.

1. Introduction

For the last three decades common understanding of social responsibilities of 
enterprises has continued to grow. The evidence of this trend is the widely available 
literature on this subject and numerous reports on CSR practices.1 The understanding 
includes static and general recognition of CSR awareness among employees and 
managers.2 The corporate social responsibility concept is popular not only in Western 
Europe or the USA, but also in Poland. The growing trend in popularity has been 
visible especially since 2009, when the socially responsible index called RESPECT 
was introduced on the Warsaw Stock Exchange. Public listed companies which are 
active in CSR were able to show their engagement and become part of the new index.3

The research conducted by the authors of this article is vital to the current research 
on the subject of CSR in Poland. Particular attention in this paper was attached to the 
profitability of companies listed on the Warsaw Stock Exchange RESPECT Index 
and companies reporting corporate social responsibility activity.

The aim of the article is to analyze the Polish listed companies with CSR strategy 
from the profitability perspective. The research method adopted in this study was 
a critical analysis of the literature and own research study of main profitability rates. 
The analysis focused on public listed companies which reported their CSR activities 
and/or were part of RESPECT index for at least one wave, which indicated that they 
have a CSR strategy and are experienced in CSR.

2. The essence of CSR 

Corporate social responsibility is a major issue from a business perspective, 
because it helps to protect the environment and promote business ethics in terms 

1 A. Skrzypek, Managing knowledge in conditions of changing surroundings, [in:] E. Skrzypek 
(ed.), Improving organizations in Knowledge Society, Wyd. UMCS, Lublin 2011, pp. 125–138.

2 A. Skrzypek, Pomiar efektywności w organizacji zorientowanej projakościowo, [in:] M. Cisek, 
A. Marciniuk-Kluska (eds.), Efektywność organizacji, Studio Emka, Warszawa 2013, pp. 29–39.

3 N. Saadi, Korzyści i koszty CSR w opinii spółek giełdowych w Polsce, [in:] J. Osiński, K. Ne-
gacz, K. Obłąkowska-Kubiak (eds.), Polityka publiczna, 10 lat Polski w Unii Europejskiej, Oficyna 
Wydawnicza, Szkoła Główna Handlowa w Warszawie, Warszawa 2014, p. 83.
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of sustainable development.4 It is thus every organization’s management duty to 
undertake activities and make decisions that are in line with organization’s own 
interest and goals while helping preserve and multiply social welfare. Particular 
emphasis is placed on stopping businesses from all the kinds of activities that can 
be harmful socially, even if they are very profitable. Companies that are socially 
responsible should take measures which are aimed at prevention and elimination of 
negative social phenomena. As far as multiplication of social welfare is concerned, 
the emphasis is on the role of businesses in creating social welfare. There is no doubt 
that business and society are elements of larger and more complex whole, where the 
main and prevailing idea is the solidarity of the people and the strategic business 
objective is to improve the well-being and quality of life for all. 

The idea of corporate social responsibility, or CSR, has been portrayed as the reality 
of companies from the 1990s onwards. In recent years, it has been proclaimed by both 
theorists and practitioners with increased force. Corporate social responsibility is the 
duty of the management with an indication that ‘the task of the company’s management 
is a special kind of service where executives must serve both clients, colleagues, 
shareholders and the society, and balance the conflicting interests of these groups.5 

According to L. Zbiegień-Maciąg, the company “is morally responsible and 
committed to stand accountable before the law and the public for its activities. It is 
therefore responsible before the owners, employees, shareholders, customers, creditors, 
banks, environmental movements, suppliers, cooperatives, state administration.”6 

The 2001 EU’s Green Paper on CSR defines CSR as a concept whereby companies 
on a voluntary basis incorporate in their actions all kinds of social and environmental 
issues, as well as take into account relationships between different groups of people 
and individuals involved.7 CSR leads to building company’s strategy around adding 
lasting value to shareholders and the remaining business partners while increasing 
business value and competitiveness that lead to organizational maturity on the market.8

Corporate social responsibility is a new direction for building the image of companies 
and a new direction for change in management practice. CSR “obliges the company 
to develop in sustainable manner with respect for the economy, ecology and ethics.”9 

4 A. Skrzypek, Znaczenie koncepcji zrównoważonego rozwoju w przedsiębiorstwie, [in:]  
J.S. Kardas, M. Jasińska (eds.) Społeczny wymiar zrównoważonego rozwoju, Wyd. Studio Emka, War-
szawa 2010, pp. 15–21.

5 D. Kopycińska, Koncepcja społecznej odpowiedzialności firmy – poezja teorii i prognoza życia, 
[in:] G. Gasparski, J. Dietl (eds.), Etyka biznesu w działaniu, doświadczenia i perspektywy, PWN, 
Warszawa 2001, p. 11.

6 L. Zbiegień-Maciąg, Etyka w zarządzaniu, Wyd. CiM, Warszawa 1997, p. 54.
7 http://www.csrinfo.org/pl/wiadomosci/artykuly/1687-zielona-ksiga-ue-punktem-zwrotnym-w-

rozwoju-csr (date of access: 20.09.2015).
8 A. Skrzypek, CSR jako element strategii przedsiębiorstwa, [in:] T. Borys, T. Brzozowski, S. Za-

remba-Warnke (eds.), Prace Naukowe UE we Wrocławiu, Wrocław 2015, no. 378, pp. 191–205.
9 J. Korpus, Społeczna odpowiedzialność przedsiębiorstw w obszarze kształtowania środo wiska 

pracy, Placet, Warszawa 2006, p. 72.
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The concept of CSR translates into certain sensitivity to the external environment 
and the ability to maintain a balance between the interests of customers, employees 
and shareholders and readiness to serve, support and empower local communities.10 
According to R. Spaemann, CSR includes11: 
 – eliminating or weakening the conflict of interest arising from connections 

between objective and subjective targets; 
 – assuring employees’ satisfaction from their work; 
 – caring about the welfare of society; 
 – protecting the environment from destruction and preserving it for future 

generations;
 – ensuring the well-being of humanity. 

According to K. Davis and R. Blomstrom, managers of companies should take 
measures that will safeguard the interests of the organization while multiplying its 
profits, as well as making citizens wealthier by diminishing the negative impact on 
natural environment.12

Table 1. Carroll’s pyramid of CSR with examples 

Responsibilities Social expectations Example
Philanthropic responsibilities:
Be a good corporate citizen.

Desirable and expected 
by society.

 – Community support programs
 – Building facilities (social, 
educational, sports, recreational) and 
voluntary initiatives

Ethical responsibilities:
Be ethical.

Expected by the 
community.

 – Avoiding objectionable practices
 – Acting well above minimum 
standards and expectations

 – Obeying the law.
Legal responsibilities:
Obey the law.

Desired and expected by 
society.

 – Protecting the natural environment
 – Obeying the law
 – Honoring commitments
 – Respecting consumer rights 

Economic responsibilities:
Be profitable.

It is required by the 
community.

 – Making wise decisions
 – Stay profitable by cutting costs
 – Dividend policy

Source: based on R. Walkowiak, K. Krukowski (eds.), Społeczna odpowiedzialność organizacji. Od 
odpowiedzialności do elastycznych form pracy, Wyd. Fundacja Wspieranie i Promocja Przed-
siębiorczości na Warmii i Mazurach, Olsztyn 2009, pp. 13–14.

10 M. Żemigała, Jakość w systemie zarządzania przedsiębiorstwem, Placet, Warszawa 2005, p. 34.
11 J. Filek, Społeczna odpowiedzialność przedsiębiorstwa, [in:] W. Gasparski, A. Lewicka-Strza-

łecka, D. Miller (eds.), Etyka biznesu, gospodarki i zarządzania, Wyd. Wyższa Szkoła Humanistyczno-
-Ekonomiczna, Łódź 1999, p. 34.

12 M. Rybak, Etyka menedżera – społeczna odpowiedzialność przedsiębiorstwa, PWN, Warszawa 
2007, p. 19.
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Having studied the essays and corporate reports on corporate social responsibility, 
one may easily notice that there are many sorts of actions on different levels that are 
considered socially responsible (see Table 1). 

Although many methodologies are used, the Caroll’s pyramid of CSR seems to 
stand the test of time. Table 2 presents five stages of becoming a socially responsible 
enterprise. One may conclude from the contents of Table 2 that social responsibilities 
are completely voluntary and focused on balancing business, social and ecological 
goals.13 

Table 2. Stages of development in a socially responsible enterprise 

Stage of CSR development Responsibility type Responsibility level
Initial stage Avoiding legal liability  – lack of awareness in terms of CSR 
Stage 1 – obeying the law. Negative responsibility 

that is for what has 
already happened

 – responsibility enforced by the law; 
an enterprise becomes aware of legal 
requirements

Stage 2 – ethics Responsibility for what 
has and can happen

 – with laws enforced, a company starts  
to obey the law

Stage 3 – beginning of CSR Mixed responsibilities  – demanded responsibility; an enterprise 
feels obliged to fulfill the demands of 
employees and customers

Stage 4 – CSR development 
stage

Positive responsibility, 
negative tendency

 – conscious responsibility; an enterprise 
includes certain social objectives into  
its operations

Stage 5 – advanced CSR Positive responsibility, 
positive tendency

 – voluntary responsibility; an enterprise 
voluntarily and consciously takes on 
social responsibility and improves the 
quality of life of the communities 

Source: based on R. Walkowiak, K. Krukowski (eds.), Społeczna odpowiedzialność organizacji…,  
op. cit., pp. 14–15.

Nevertheless companies are motivated to engage in CSR and the most crucial 
reasons in Polish listed companies are lowering the company’s impact on the 
environment, keeping or strengthening positive reputation, better relations with 
business partners and local community.14 The important aspect is profitability of 
companies which engage into CSR, that is why the next paragraph provides a deeper 
look into profitability of socially responsible firms.

13 R. Walkowiak, K. Krukowski (eds.), Społeczna odpowiedzialność organizacji..., op. cit.,  p. 15.
14 N. Saadi, Motywacje i bariery CSR w opinii spółek giełdowych w Polsce, [in:] E. Skrzypek 

(ed.), Innowacje i ryzyko w nowej gospodarce, Katedra Zarządzania Jakością i Wiedzą, Wydział Eko-
nomiczny, Uniwersytet Marii Curie-Skłodowskiej, Lublin 2014, pp. 137–138.
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3. Profitability analysis of socially  
responsible public listed companies

The profitability analysis is based on the public listed companies from the Warsaw 
Stock Exchange, which were active in terms of corporate social responsibility. The 
analyzed group was built by public listed companies which reported their CSR 
activities and/or were part of RESPECT index for at least one wave. As many as 
36 public listed companies met the criteria and were defined as socially responsible 
companies with introduced CSR strategy. Profitability analysis was based on main 
profitability rates: return on asset (ROA), return on equity (ROE) and return on sales 
(ROS). The comparison of socially responsible companies to other public listed 
companies characterized by similar size was analyzed in different periods. 

The number of socially responsible companies was changing between analyzed 
periods, which was presented in Table 3. In 2009 15 public listed companies published 
a CSR report. As the inauguration of the RESPECT index took place in November 
2009, being part of the index was analyzed from 2010. In 2010 there were 21 socially 
responsible companies on the Warsaw Stock Exchange, the majority (15) was part 
of the RESPECT index. In 2011 and 2012, the RESPECT index was updated twice 
a year. In the second half of 2011 there were 26 socially responsible companies, 
20 from which were part of the RESPECT index. From this period, the RESPECT 
index companies ranged from 19 to 21. The highest number of socially responsible 
companies (29) was noted in the first half of 2012. What is important, starting from 
2010 9 to 11 companies, so at least every third socially responsible company, met 
both criteria – reporting CSR and being part of the RESPECT index.

Table 3. The number of public listed companies in the RESPECT index and reporting CSR 

Period RESPECT CSR 
report

RESPECT and/or CSR report

Total RESPECT only CSR report only RESPECT and 
CSR report

2009 0 15 15 0 15 0
2010 15 17 21 4 6 11
1/2011 15

17
23 6 8 9

2/2011 20 26 9 6 11
1/2012 21

18
29 11 8 10

2/2012 19 27 9 8 10
2013 20 0 20 20 0 0

Source: own study.

In the next step, the 2010–2013 period was analyzed in terms of published CSR 
reports and frequency of being part of the RESPECT index, which was presented 
in Table 4. Nearly one third of the RESPECT index companies were part of it in all 
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six analyzed waves and built the biggest group. The analysis of four years of CSR 
reporting shows that every third company published the report every two years, while 
every fourth covered all four years. 

One quarter of all socially responsible companies used at least one way to 
communicate their socially responsible actions throughout the whole analyzed 
period, while every fifth company communicated their CSR twice in analyzed period. 
Companies from the RESPECT index and/or reported CSR were mainly large firms, 
that is why the other large companies from the Warsaw Stock Exchange were chosen 
for comparison to control for size effect. There were 147 public listed large companies 
which were neither part of the RESPECT index nor reported CSR.

Only four companies from the RESPECT index and/or those reporting CSR 
noted sales revenue below PLN 200 million (see Table 5), from which only one hired 
less than 250 employees, so just one out of 36 companies was the medium one, the 
rest belonged to the large sector. In addition, there were more socially responsible 
companies among largest companies with revenue over PLN 2 billions.

Table 4. Number of public listed companies by the number of times in the RESPECT index  
and/or CSR reports in 2010–2013

Number of times in 
the RESPECT index 
and/or CSR reports

RESPECT CSR report RESPECT and/or 
CSR report

n % N % n %
1 5 17.24 6 22.22 2 5.56
2 5 17.24 9 33.33 7 19.44
3 3 10.34 5 18.52 4 11.11
4 3 10.34 7 25.93 6 16.67
5 4 13.79 – – 2 5.56
6 9 31.03 – – 6 16.67
7 – – – – 9 25.00

Total 29 100.00 27 100.00 36 100.00
Other large public 
listed companies

154 156 147

Source: own study.

Furthermore, the analyzed groups were compared by industry, which is presented 
in Table 6. The largest groups of companies from the RESPECT index and/or reporting 
CSR were built by banks, energy companies and those from the construction industry, 
the raw material industry, the chemical and fuel industry. In those industries public 
listed companies engaged in CSR were in majority. The exception is the construction 
industry, where socially responsible companies are still in minority. In other industries, 
there were fewer public listed companies active in the CSR area than those which 
have not communicated CSR engagement yet.
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Table 5. Sales revenue of companies from the RESPECT index and/or reporting CSR  
and other public listed large companies in 2013 

Sales revenue 2013
(million PLN)

Companies from RESPECT index 
and/or reporting CSR Other large companies

n % n %
up to 50 2 5.56 12 8.16
50–100 1 2.78 17 11.56
100–200 1 2.78 32 21.77
200–500 2 5.56 32 21.77
500–1000 5 13.89 21 14.29
1,000–2,000 4 11.11 16 10.88
2,000–5,000 10 27.78 7 4.76
5,000–10,000 4 11.11 3 2.04
10,000–30,000 5 13.89 1 0.68
84,000 1 2.78 0 0.00
No data 1 2.78 6 4.08
Total 36 100.00 147 100.00

Source: own study.

The analysis focused on the profitability of public listed companies especially 
those with a socially responsible strategy. To assess the differences between socially 
responsible companies and other ones, the following indices were analyzed: return 
on equity (ROE), return on assets (ROA) and return on sales (ROS). Public listed 
companies from the RESPECT index and/or those reporting CSR were compared 
to the rest of large public listed companies. Additionally, the companies from the 
RESPECT index were tested as a particular group differing in profitability from the 
rest of large public listed companies. 

Table 6. Number of public listed companies from RESPECT index and/or reporting CSR 
and other companies according to industry

Industry
Companies from the RESPECT 

index and/or reporting CSR
Other large public listed 

companies

n % n %

1 2 3 4 5
Banks 8 22.22 6 4.08
Energy 4 11.11 2 1.36
Construction 3 8.33 16 10.88
Raw materials 3 8.33 1 0.68
Chemical 3 8.33 1 0.68
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1 2 3 4 5
Fuel 3 8.33 0 0.00
Wood and paper industry 2 5.56 3 2.04
Telecom 2 5.56 2 1.36
Wholesale 1 2.78 10 6.80
Retail 1 2.78 11 7.48
Electromechanical 1 2.78 13 8.84
IT 1 2.78 12 8.16
Construction materials 1 2.78 8 5.44
Food and drink 1 2.78 11 7.48
Capital market 1 2.78 1 0.68
Insurance 1 2.78 0 0.00
Media 0 0.00 3 2.04
Hotels and restaurants 0 0.00 5 3.40
Services – other 0 0.00 7 4.76
Finance – other 0 0.00 5 3.40
Pharmaceutical 0 0.00 1 0.68
Metal 0 0.00 15 10.20
Technologies 0 0.00 1 0.68
Automotive 0 0.00 4 2.72
Developers 0 0.00 3 2.04
Plastic materials 0 0.00 4 2.72
Light industry 0 0.00 2 1.36
Total 36 100.00 147 100.00

Source: own study.

For companies from the RESPECT index and/or reporting CSR average return 
on equity ranged from 4.29% to 12.46% in analyzed periods (see Table 7). In certain 
periods socially responsible companies noted significantly higher profitability than 
the other large public listed companies. 

They showed higher ROE in 2010, in the first half of 2011 and in the first half 
of 2012, while in the rest of periods the difference was not statistically significant. 

The companies from the RESPECT index were characterized by an average 
return on equity between 5.14% and 10.80% in the analyzed period (see Table 8). 
The comparison showed that companies from the RESPECT index noted significantly 
higher ROE than other large public listed companies in the first half of 2011 and in the 
first half of 2012, which was similar to whole socially responsible group. Additionally, 
significant difference appeared in the second half of 2012. 
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Table 7. Sales revenue of companies from the RESPECT index and/or reporting CSR  
and other public listed large companies in 2013 

Period
Companies from the RESPECT 

index and/or reporting CSR 
Other large public listed 

companies
Differences 
significance

M SD N M SD n p
2009 9.29 15.40 15 6.30 12.20 144 0.631
2010 12.46 11.27 20 6.36 8.84 145 0.040
1/2011 9.93 11.17 23 3.96 7.53 155 0.008
2/2011 4.80 7.01 24 3.81 8.83 147 0.592
1/2012 6.94 10.06 27 3.10 7.19 146 0.010
2/2012 4.29 5.39 26 1.36 7.70 145 0.068
2013 10.32 10.89 19 5.69 11.87 151 0.272

Source: own study.

Table 8. ROE (in %) comparison between companies from the RESPECT index and other large 
public listed companies 2010–2013 

Period
Companies from  

the RESPECT index
Other large public  
listed companies

Differences 
significance

M SD n M SD n p
2010 10.80 10.68 14 6.75 9.18 151 0.201
1/2011 9.18 8.09 15 4.32 8.22 163 0.012
2/2011 5.31 7.70 19 3.78 8.70 152 0.370
1/2012 6.03 9.47 19 3.41 7.55 154 0.039
2/2012 5.14 5.99 19 1.39 7.54 152 0.025
2013 10.32 10.89 19 5.69 11.87 151 0.272

Source: own study.

In next step the return on assets (ROA) was analyzed and the results are presented 
in Table 9. For socially responsible public listed companies, average return on assets 
ranged from 1.86% to 6.78% in the analyzed period. In any of the analyzed sub-
periods companies from the RESPECT index and/or reporting CSR did not show 
significantly higher return on assets than the rest of large public listed companies. 
Similarly for companies from the RESPECT index only the difference to other large 
public listed companies was not significant either (see Table 10).

Furthermore, the profitability of sales (ROS) was analyzed in particular groups of 
companies. The socially responsible public listed companies noted average return on 
sales at 6.21% in the weakest period, while in the strongest period it reached 15.92% 
(see Table 11). In almost all periods companies from the RESPECT index and/or 
reporting CSR showed significantly higher average return on sales than other large 
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public listed companies. Only in 2009, before the RESPECT index inauguration, the 
difference was not statistically significant. 

Table 9. ROA (in %) comparison between companies from the RESPECT index and/or reporting 
CSR and other public listed companies 2010–2013 

Period
Companies from the RESPECT 

index and/or reporting CSR
Other large public  
listed companies

Differences 
significance

M SD N M SD n p
2009 4.04 5.48 15 2.32 9.95 149 0.501
2010 6.78 6.92 21 3.07 6.85 147 0.078
1/2011 3.61 4.38 23 2.15 4.06 154 0.170
2/2011 1.86 7.92 26 1.78 4.76 150 0.948
1/2012 2.09 7.27 28 0.88 5.74 149 0.196
2/2012 2.22 3.22 27 0.03 6.45 149 0.097
2013 5.30 5.65 20 2.60 8.35 158 0.403

Source: own study.

Table 10. ROA (in %) comparison between companies from the RESPECT index and other large 
public listed companies 2010–2013 

Period
Companies from  

the RESPECT index 
Other large public  
listed companies

Differences 
significance

M SD n M SD n p
2010 6.91 7.67 15 3.20 6.81 153 0.211
1/2011 3.42 4.58 15 2.24 4.07 162 0.372
2/2011 1.62 8.84 20 1.82 4.73 156 0.965
1/2012 1.62 8.31 20 1.00 5.68 157 0.460
2/2012 2.04 2.51 19 0.17 6.39 157 0.122
2013 5.30 5.65 20 2.60 8.35 158 0.403

Source: own study.

Table 11. ROS (in %) comparison between companies from the RESPECT index and/or reporting 
CSR and other large public listed companies 2010–2013 

Period
Companies from the RESPECT 

index and/or reporting CSR
Other large public listed 

companies
Differences 
significance

M SD n M SD n P
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

2009 6.21 11.22 14 4.39 10.93 139 0.697
2010 12.42 12.78 20 3.94 11.41 140 0.005
1/2011 15.92 14.04 22 5.78 10.95 143 0.000

PN_423.indb   117 2016-06-10   21:24:45



118 Adam Skrzypek, Nella Saadi

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
2/2011 11.25 11.50 24 5.12 10.33 142 0.016
1/2012 12.69 14.91 26 4.59 12.02 137 0.005
2/2012 7.71 10.85 27 2.23 10.60 138 0.009
2013 13.14 12.37 18 4.47 11.62 149 0.020

Source: own study.

Average return on sales for companies from the RESPECT index ranged from 
9.20% to 16.87% in the analyzed period (see Table 12). The difference between 
companies from the RESPECT index and the other large public listed companies 
was significant in nearly all sub-periods, which is similar to the socially responsible 
public listed companies result. The exceptions were 2010 and the first half of 2012, 
when companies from the RESPECT index did not significantly overweigh the other 
large public listed companies.

Table 12. ROS (in %) comparison between companies from the RESPECT index and other large 
public listed companies 2010–2013 

Period
Companies from  
RESPECT index 

Other large public  
listed companies

Differences 
significance

M SD n M SD N P
2010 10.12 10.72 15 4.47 11.91 145 0.084
1/2011 16.87 14.64 15 6.16 11.16 150 0.002
2/2011 12.74 12.72 18 5.18 10.17 148 0.020
1/2012 13.38 17.04 18 4.95 11.95 145 0.054
2/2012 9.20 11.37 19 2.33 10.51 146 0.012
2013 13.14 12.37 18 4.47 11.62 149 0.020

Source: own study.

The differences in the profitability results of socially responsible public listed 
companies and companies from the RESPECT index comparing to other large public 
listed companies were summed up and presented in Table 13. The most significant 
differences were noted for return on sales results. The companies from the RESPECT 
index and/or reporting CSR showed significantly higher ROS in 2010–2013.  
The group form the RESPECT index noted better results in 2011 and from the second 
half of 2012 to 2013 in comparison to other large public listed companies. In terms 
of ROE, socially responsible public listed companies as well as the RESPECT index 
companies noted significantly higher results in the first half of 2011 and the first half 
of 2012. Additionally, socially responsible public listed companies had higher ROE 
in 2010, while the RESPECT index companies in the second half of 2012. For ROA 
only, there were no significant differences in analyzed period. 

Table 11, cont.
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Table 13. ROS (in %) comparison between companies from the RESPECT index and other large 
public listed companies 2010–2013 

Period

ROE ROA ROS
Companies 

from the 
RESPECT 
index and/

or reporting 
CSR

Companies 
from the 

RESPECT 
index

Companies 
from the 

RESPECT 
index and/

or reporting 
CSR

Companies 
from the 

RESPECT 
index

Companies 
from the 

RESPECT 
index and/

or reporting 
CSR

Companies 
from the 

RESPECT 
index

2009 – – –

2010 √ √

1/2011 √ √ √ √

2/2011 √ √

1/2012 √ √ √

2/2012 √ √ √

2013 √ √

√ marks significant differences

Source: own study.

Table 14. Profitability indices (in %) of the RESPECT index companies and/or reporting CSR  
in comparison to Polish companies hiring 250 and more employees 

Year

ROE ROA ROS
Companies 

from the 
RESPECT 
index and/

or reporting 
CSR

All Polish 
companies

Companies 
from the 

RESPECT 
index and/

or reporting 
CSR

All Polish 
companies

Companies 
from the 

RESPECT 
index and/

or reporting 
CSR

All Polish 
companies

2009 9.29 9.64 4.04 5.11 6.21 5.4
2010 12.46 10.44 6.78 5.58 12.42 5.9
2011 9.92 11.78 5.07 6.16 13.16 5.9
2012 11.01 8.34 5.12 4.39 10.99 4.8
2013 10.32 8.81 5.3 4.62 13.14 4.6

Source: own calculations based on Wyniki finansowe podmiotów gospodarczych I-XII 2013, Informacje 
i opracowania statystyczne, GUS, Warszawa 2014, pp. 26–29.

Moreover, the results of all large Polish companies were taken as the point of 
reference for socially responsible public listed companies and the companies from 
the RESPECT index, which was presented in Table 14. Return on sales of socially 
responsible public listed companies was significantly higher than average results 
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noted by large Polish companies in every analyzed period. On the other hand, ROE 
and ROA of socially responsible public listed companies were slightly higher than in 
large Polish companies in 2010, 2012 and 2013. 

Summing up, the Polish public listed companies with a CSR strategy, so companies 
from the RESPECT index and/or reporting CSR, were mainly large companies with 
over 250 employees and over PLN 2 billion revenue.

4. Conclusion

From the profitability perspective, the most significant differences were found in 
return on sales (ROS). Socially responsible companies noted significantly higher 
ROS than other large companies in 2010–2013, so the only exception was 2009, 
when the RESPECT index was introduced at the Warsaw Stock Exchange. The 
companies from the RESPECT index showed significantly higher profitability in  
4 out of 6 analyzed periods.

Taking into account ROE, socially responsible public listed companies as well 
as those only from the RESPECT index noted significant advantage over other large 
public listed companies in first half of 2011 and first half of 2012. Additionally, socially 
responsible companies noted higher return on equity in 2010 and the RESPECT index 
companies in the second half of 2012. Therefore, the RESPECT index companies 
showed higher ROE in half of analyzed periods. Only return on assets did not 
significantly differ between the analyzed groups and in the covered periods. 

Comparing results between public listed companies with CSR strategy and all 
large Polish firms showed that socially responsible public listed companies noted 
significantly higher return on sales in all the analyzed years. ROE and ROA were 
slightly higher for public listed companies active in CSR than large Polish firms in 
2010, 2012 and 2013, although the difference was less considerable than in ROS. 

Summing up, public listed companies with CSR strategy were characterized by 
higher profitability especially in terms of return on sales in comparison not only to 
other large companies from the Warsaw Stock Exchange, but also to all large Polish 
firms. In some years higher profitability from equity was noticed as well.
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Summary: The goal of this paper is to show and describe the areas of change in the social/
business environment of operations, that is, areas that shape the conditions supporting the 
creation of business models and enterprises based on the social and/or ecological mission.  
The formation of these enterprises is in the author’s opinion the result of a number of changes 
and trends characteristic of the modern world and the marketplace. Therefore, the article 
identified and described macrotrends, trends and microtrends relevant to the paper topic 
supported by examples of socially responsible enterprises. In particular, the importance of 
consequences of networking and ICT technology revolution is highlightended with related 
social, economic and environmental changes. The paper uses the descriptive method.
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Streszczenie: Celem niniejszego opracowania jest wyodrębnienie i scharakteryzowanie ob-
szarów zmian w otoczeniu społeczno-gospodarczym przedsiębiorstw, które kształtują warun-
ki sprzyjające tworzeniu modeli biznesowych i przedsięwzięć opartych na misji społecznej 
i/lub ekologicznej. Postawiono tezę, że omawiane przedsięwzięcia i modele biznesowe są 
w dużej mierze efektem pośrednim szeregu zmian, zjawisk i trendów charakterystycznych 
dla współczesnego świata i obserwowanych na rynku. Dlatego też w artykule wyróżniono 
i opisano makrotrendy, trendy i mikrotrendy istotne z punktu widzenia tematu opracowania 
oraz poparto je przykładami społecznie odpowiedzialnych przedsięwzięć. W szczególności 
podkreślono znaczenie zjawisk będących skutkami rewolucji informatyczno-komunikacyj-
nej i sieciowości oraz związane z nimi przemiany społeczne, gospodarcze i środowiskowe.  
W artykule zastosowano metodę opisową.

Słowa kluczowe: otoczenie biznesu, zrównoważone modele biznesowe, modele wpływu, 
społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu (CSR), trendy.
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1. Introduction

The statement that the contemporary world – business and consumers – is constantly 
changing in dynamic ways is obvious, yet also very true. Since the beginning of 
the 21st century many new and important phenomena in the business environment 
have appeared creating the seedbed for launching both new business enterprises 
and organizational models. The author of this paper would like to focus on one of 
them, namely the sustainable business model. The goal of such organisations and 
enterprises is not only to earn commercial profit, but also to implement and achieve 
a social and/or environmental mission. Lately many organisations of this type have 
been launched (i.e. Toms, One Earth Designs, Innocent, and in Poland-NotJustShop, 
or Wisłaki). We also can find many initiatives (The B Team, B Corp), and even 
institutionalised and legal (Benefit Corporation) solutions fostering such enterprises. 
Elkington and Zeitz forecast that in the coming years there will be more and more 
such organisations appearing; organisations fulfilling the social or ecological mission 
based on decisive ideas.1 

The aforementioned enterprises and business models to a large extent reflect many 
changes, phenomena and trends, typical for the modern world and modern economy. 
These phenomena appear mostly as a consequence of the IT and communication 
revolution, globalisation, as well as the social, economic and environmental changes 
following them. They are too broad and complex for a detailed analysis in such 
a brief paper. Yet since they shape the social/business environment of operations and 
consequently the conditions fostering the creation of enterprises based on the idea 
of corporate social responsibility, the objective of this paper is an attempt to identify 
and describe the most important areas of transition.

2. Megatrends

In every analysis of the changes taking place in the environment of modern 
organisations attention needs to be given both to social/economic occurrences in 
the macro scale, so-called megatrends, as well as to transitory currents, like fads 
or microtrends.2 Yet we should emphasise that all of them – megatrends, transitory 
currents, particular phenomena and movements converge with each other. Therefore, 
it is difficult to define the clear borders and classify them since they overlap.

The first category are megatrends – important movements, tendencies or forces, 
appearing on both a local and global scale which can conceivably have an influence 

1 J. Elkington, J. Zeitz, The Breakthrough Challenge, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco 2014, p. 1.
2 B. Mróz, The Consumer in the Global Economy, Oficyna Wydawnicza, Szkoła Główna Hand-

lowa w Warszawie, Warszawa 2013, p. 116.
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on almost every future aspect of an individual, a society and a business entity’s form.3 
R. Mrówka even claims that all the smaller elements are included in each megatrend.4 
What is more, they can reinforce or weaken each other thus shaping consecutive 
transitions.

Despite the above obstacles, the author of this paper decided to define these 
megatrends, which – in her opinion – have the greatest influence on the emergence 
of the enterprises based on their social and/or ecological mission. Taking the list of 
megatrends proposed by R. Mrówka5 into consideration, the author would like to 
highlight the ones, which, according to her, are crucial and essential to the processes 
discussed: networking, globalisation, development and diffusion of the decisive network 
technologies, social/cultural trends and emerging significance of ecological issues. 

The world, the people, objects and organisations are more and more networked, 
“entangled” by different networks, especially by ICT networks. Nevertheless, it is the 
ICT infrastructure that enables creating and modifying countless networks of other 
types – social, business, political, cultural, scientific, etc. Networking and related 
network’s logic shape all the modern dimensions of human activities; therefore, anyone 
who wants to understand the way the world is changing must understand, how the 
network functions.6 R. Mrówka even claims that networking is a “mega megatrend,” 
which reshapes and reinforces all the other trends, and even creates them.7 It is 
consistent with opinions of many other researchers, who, like for example Van Dijk 
or K. Kelly, say that the 21st century is a “network century.”8

Intensifying networking is inseparably connected with globalisation, which 
is nowadays probably one of the most frequently analysed, critiqued and defined 
phenomenon in the social and economic science. The attempts to analyse the 
globalisation processes and their results are the starting point for many research 
studies and publications. It is a consequence of the fact that globalisation is a ubiquitous 
phenomenon and the megatrend shaping many fields of humans’ life and activities. 
Moreover, globalisation, like networking, is a dynamic and evolving process. 

The continuous development and diffusion of decisive technologies, especially in 
networking and communications, are driving globalisation and networking forward. 
In turn, the consecutive stages of the emerging Internet, as well as progress in 
availability and capabilities of mobile communication devices are followed by crucial 
and continuous transformation of economies and societies. New, critical technologies 

3 R. Mrówka, Hyperarchical Organisation – Creating Aspects, Model Genesis and Management, 
Oficyna Wydawnicza, Szkoła Główna Handlowa w Warszawie, Warszawa 2013, p. 19.

4 Ibidem, p. 55.
5 Ibidem, pp. 15–55.
6 A. Bard, J. Söderqvist, The Netocrats, Wydawnictwa Akademickie i Profesjonalne, Warszawa 

2006, p. 16.
7 R. Mrówka, Hyperarchical Organisation…, op. cit., p. 55.
8 J. Van Dijk, The Network Society, SAGE Publications, 1999, p. 2; K. Kelly, New Rules for the 

New Economy, Penguin Books, 1999, p. 9.
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(especially in communications) bring unforeseen possibilities, evoking new needs and 
social behaviours. In other words, the development of communication networks has 
changed the whole social infrastructure.9 Castells writes about “the network society”10 
and Tapscott about “the network generation” that is the new generation, having grown 
up surrounded by new digital devices.11 They start their adult life as a new type of 
employee, consumer and citizen. What is particularly significant is that all the tools 
broadly available make for the first time in history communication and cooperation 
possible on such a large scale through the usage of so many different methodologies. 
It is followed by the appearance of new habits and social effects among which are 
virtual societies or commons-based peer production.

Human activity and the dynamic development of civilisation are unfortunately 
being accompanied by many destructive changes in the earth’s ecosystem. They also 
generate an ever growing demand for natural resources and energy. The existing model 
of production and the life style of wealthy societies have led humans to wantonly use 
goods and resources as if there were three instead of one mother earth.12 This evokes 
the need for a more sustainable use of natural resources (especially the non-renewable 
ones), as well as discovering new alternatives. Currently, we are witnessing many 
new initiatives to replace the current wasteful exploitative economic growth with 
sustainable growth that focuses on fulfilling the global needs of current generations 
while at the same time protecting the needs of future generations. The demand for 
sustainable growth leads to initiatives being sponsored by governments, international 
and non-governmental organisations as well as by a variety of different entities 
to ensure the implementation of models of corporate social responsibility. PwC, 
consulting firm, conducted a research project in 2014 involving the biggest global 
companies. The results showed that 46% of COOs view climate change and limited 
resources as the megatrend, which will irrevocably change their business models.13

3. Trends in the field of relations between organisations and their 
stakeholders as well as the field of consumers’ behaviour

As a result of the appearance of megatrends, many changes, transformations and 
trends can be observed in the field of relations between organisations and their 
stakeholders as well as in consumers’ behaviour. From this paper’s perspective, the 
most important issues are: stakeholders’ networking, new models of cooperation 

9 J. Van Dijk, The Network Society. Social Aspects of New Media, Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 
Warszawa 2010, p. 219.

10 M. Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, Warszawa 2008.
11 D. Tapscott, Grown Up Digital, Wydawnictwa Akademickie i Profesjonalne, Warszawa 2010.
12 A. Kleanthous, J. Peck, Let Them Eat Cake. Satisfying the New Consumer Appetite for Respon-

sible Brands, Abridged Version, WWF, p. 9.
13 Annual Global CEO Survey 2014, PWC, http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2014/sustain-

ability-perspective.jhtml (date of access: 01.07.2015).
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between organisations and stakeholders, the cooperative economy as well as 
sustainable consumption. 

3.1. Stakeholders networking

The intense networking made the modern stakeholders (consumers are one of the 
most important groups among them) even “hypernetworked.”14 As a result of an 
interactive process, there are many changes taking place in their behaviour towards 
organisation. The summary can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. The fields of changes in the stakeholders’ behaviour

The field of changes The change description

Connecting to the network Communication ease between stakeholders, building communities

Information symmetry, 
transparency of firms

Easy access to countless information sources (for the first time in 
history). Traditional information foreclosure by companies is more 
difficult

Information sources Internet forums, blogs, price comparison websites, social networks, 
interpersonal contacts (searching for opinions and experience)

Global point of view Possibility of comparison of information regarding firms, products, 
technologies, prices and companies’ operations as well as consumers’ 
reactions all over the world

Real time operations, speed Impatience, expecting immediate response

Creating, experimenting Adjusting products/services to own, personal needs; using Internet 
tools for creating and publishing individual works (i.e. reflections, 
photos, movies, music, commercials, software or all kinds of 
products)

Activity and cooperation  
(between stakeholders as 
well as between stakeholders 
and organisations)

Contribution in design, production and distribution of goods/
services, interacting with companies, providing opinions, 
encouraging others to be active, providing feedback to companies 
and other stakeholders

Entertainment Expecting that all information shared by the companies is interesting 
and has an attractive form. Products and services, besides their basic 
use, should provide entertainment

Source: J. Szumniak-Samolej, Business Responsibility in the Network Economy, Poltext, Warszawa 
2013, p. 180.

14 Winning over the Empowered Consumer: Why Trust Matters, IBM Institute for Business Value, 
2012.
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3.2. New models of cooperation between organisations and stakeholders

From this paper’s perspective, the change called “Activity and cooperation” (between 
stakeholders as well as stakeholders and organisations) is extremely important. The 
access to ICT technologies gives stakeholders a chance to network with one another 
as well as with other entities. It also makes them ready to interact and cooperate in 
a variety of ways.

The most important feature of these new models of cooperation between 
organisations and stakeholders15 is engaging external partners in internal processes, 
which were once restricted to the employees or associated firms. In other words, the 
point is that organisations are opening to outside talents, know-how, ideas and work 
resources. Briefly speaking, the clue of this process is using the potential of the above 
mentioned partnership productions in business operations.

Among such models of cooperation between organisation and stakeholders, two are 
the most popular: co-creation and crowdsourcing. They are used mostly as a support 
for chosen organisational processes, but now more and more often as a starting point 
for building business models, which are completely new and based partially or entirely 
on co-creation and crowdsourcing. A good example is Threadless, a company built on 
the crowdsourcing business model or Local Motors – based on the co-creation model. 

The concept of co-creation is the virtual community’s joint work on the final 
products and services. The group is organising online “meetings” in which each 
member is responsible for a particular part of the project, and the final product is an 
outcome of the teamwork. In order to create some value collectively, the cooperation 
should be based on systematic interactions, continuous learning, information exchanges 
and resources’ integration.16 Although the co-creation forms of collaboration may be 
difficult, the most popular use of co-creation is an open-source movement. Therefore, 
just a few real examples of such business projects can be listed, like the car dealer, 
Local Motors, mentioned above.

Since crowdsourcing is a less complicated and less sophisticated model of 
cooperation, it is more often used. It can be defined as a process in which an organisation 
is inviting “the crowd” – a big, anonymous group of people – to work on the projects 
usually managed by its employees.17 Very often it is in the form of a contest in which 
the creator of the best solution is rewarded. A very important element of crowdsourcing 

15 Detailed characteristics of cooperation between organisations and stakeholders has been presen-
ted in: J. Szumniak-Samolej, Business Responsibility…, op. cit., pp. 191–210.

16 K. Bachnik, J. Szumniak-Samolej, Business Potential of the Social Media, Poltext, Warszawa 
2015, p. 77. It is an authors’ modification of the co-creation definition, proposed in: C.K. Prahalad,  
V. Ramaswamy, The Future of Competition: Co Creating Unique Value with Customers, Polskie Wy-
dawnictwo Ekonomiczne, Warszawa 2005. 

17 R. Dawson, S. Bynghall, Getting Results From Crowds, Advanced Human Technologies, San 
Francisco, Sydney 2012, p. 5. 
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is the fact that the crowd not only generates ideas, but also criticises and validates 
them. As a result, it is a crowd that generates and chooses the best solutions. 

There are five basic forms of crowdsourcing, which can be defined depending on 
the goal of using this model:18

1. distributed knowledge – access to fragmented knowledge in order to collect 
and sort out information; 

2. crowdfunding;
3. cloud labour, online labour;
4. open innovation –access to expertise of any kind as well as creative solutions;
5. crowd creativity – design of art, advertising, media or any other materials. 
From the perspective of modern, so-called start-ups, there is one more, very 

important aspect – crowdfunding. Sometimes it is treated as a crowdsourcing form, 
yet it seems to be a separate category, emerging in a very dynamic way. Crowdfunding 
can be defined as a process of raising capital through the ICT tools usage. This capital 
is needed for developing the specific project and it is provided by the virtual society, 
which expects some benefits for its contribution.19 Any enterprise (in the field of 
charity or culture; social or business), may use crowdfunding, yet those who initiate 
it must excite the virtual society to support their project.20 

Therefore, they need a well written, transparent business plan which they need to 
promote in a very convincing way. They need to be open to dialogue with the virtual 
community and foster its engagement. Besides the fund raising, crowdfunding also 
encourages “testing” projects, checking the stakeholders’ response and feedback, as 
well as building relations with the community; relations supporting the next stages 
of a project, when the crowdfunding is completed. 

Usually, project initiators offer supporters material and non-material benefits. 
Therefore, one of the crowdfunding forms that should be emphasised is equity 
crowdfunding (crowdinvesting) where everyone who financially supports the enterprise 
gets shares in it. Consequently, equity crowdfunding is more and more available as 
an attractive form of raising capital for companies and as a viable alternative to other 
methods. Lately, this form of funding has been used by a Polish firm Migam, based 
on the social mission. The company offers an innovative technology enabling live 
translation of sign language. The crowdfunding action was run on Beesfund platform 
for 92 days (it was completed in June 2015) and gathered 147 shareholders, getting 
more than 300,000 PLN.21

18 Crowdsourcing.org, Crowdsourcing and Crowdfunding Explained, http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=-38uPkyH9vI (date of access: 02.09.2013). 

19 See: http://crowdfunding.pl/crowdfunding-faq/ (date of access: 18.11.2014).
20 Ibidem.
21 See: https://investors.migam.org/ (date of access: 01.07.2015).
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3.3. Collaborative economy 

Collaborative economy is a new, developing phenomenon, which is still in the 
process of being clearly and categorically defined. R. Botsman, the opinion leader 
regarding the collaborative economy, as well as co-author of the first book describing 
it,22 defines it as “An economy built on a series of networks of connected individuals 
and communities versus centralized institutions, transforming how we can produce, 
consume, finance, and learn.”23 There are four basic fields of collaborative  
economy:24

1. Production: design, production, and distribution of goods through collabora-
tive networks. The processes of partnership production, crowdsourcing and co-cre-
ation previously described belong in this category. 

2. Consumption – maximising the usage of resources by consumers, through 
new mechanisms of their redistribution, renting and sharing. 

3. Finance – funding through dispersed social networks according to P2P (peer-
-to-peer) model,25 including, inter alia, social lending26 and crowdfunding.

Open education and P2P learning.27

Second, among the fields mentioned previously there is collaborative consumption  – 
a category often analysed separately. According to R. Botsman, it is “an economic 
model based on sharing, swapping, trading, or renting products and services, enabling 
access without actual ownership. It is reinventing not just what we consume but how 
we consume.”28 R. Botsman and R. Rogers define three fields of consumption based 
on cooperation:29

22 R. Botsman, R. Rogers, What’s Mine Is Yours, Collins, 2011.
23 See: http://www.collaborativeconsumption.com/2013/11/22/the-sharing-economy-lacks-a-sha-

red-definition/ (date of access: 19.11.2014).
24 Ibidem.
25 P2P, peer-to-peer – a network model of communication and resources exchange, where members 

are directly connected and have the same rights. 
26 Social lending – a service enabling lending money among individuals through online platforms, 

without traditional financial intermediary. Borrowers define on the platform how much money they 
need, payment period and the interest rate they can afford. Through minimizing intermediary costs 
and direct negotiations between two parties, loan platforms usually may offer the interest rate lower 
than the traditional deposits or loans. Source: E-services Development in the World, Polish Agency for 
Enter prise Development, 2010, http://www.web.gov.pl/g2/big/2010_08/fb558a7c0450c8ce7feb8bd-
1891fde74.pdf, p. 20 (date of access: 19.11.2014).

27 P2P learning – different than traditional, hierarchic model of teaching (teacher–student) – a flat 
model where people teach each other. Source: A. Bułkowski, Using peer-to-peer technology in coopera-
tive e-learning, E-mentor 2006, no. 5(17), http://www.e-mentor.edu.pl/artykul/index/numer/17/id/353 
(date of access: 19.11.2014).

28 http://www.collaborativeconsumption.com/2013/11/22/the-sharing-economy-lacks-a-shared-
-definition/ (date of access: 19.11.2014).

29 R. Botsman, R. Rogers, What’s Mine..., op. cit., p. 71.
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1. Product service systems, PSS – chargeable or free sharing goods belonging to 
firms30 or individuals31 among society members.

2. Redistribution markets – passing used or unneeded goods to other society 
members for free, selling them for money or points, exchanging them with similar 
goods32 or goods of similar value. 

3. Collaborative lifestyle – not only material, but also non-material goods can 
be shared – (i.e. money, time, skills33), space (sharing an office space,34 apartment,35 
garden, seat in a car36), experience/feelings regarding a specific activity (eating me-
als together,37 travelling).

The terms “collaborative economy” or “consumption based on collaboration” 
are often used alternatively, yet the above characteristics show that collaborative 
consumption is only one of the elements of a broader phenomenon which is the 
collaborative economy.

What is interesting, the collaborative economy is a system in which individuals, 
including start-ups, who are able to find in this scheme an idea for a business model 
and traditional firms, which can conform to the conditions of this system, can operate 
in concomitance with each other.38

The motivation of participants in the processes described above is also a very 
important aspect. There are many possible benefits of co-sharing, including:
 – an opportunity of using goods, services and “experiences” for prices lower than 

those offered by traditional firms;
 – an opportunity of using goods without a requirement to buy or own them;
 – a source of additional earnings for contractors;

30 For example, Car2Go – a system of affordable car rental, paid per hours, offered in cities by 
Daimler AG. 

31 For example, relayrides.com – a platform where users can rent their cars to others.
32 For example, thingo.pl – a Polish platform of “creative exchange.”
33 For example, bankczasu.org – non-commercial skills and services exchange market.
34 So-called coworking – an idea of working together, usually offered to freelancers. They can 

share the office space with other people who also are independent but use office space, office equipment 
as well as the company of others, cf. coworking-warszawa.pl.

35 For example, airbnb.com – a platform, where everybody, for a fee, may offer or book places of 
residence all over the world (houses, apartments and any places to spend the night), or couchsurfing.
org – a platform where everybody may offer a place to stay for free in her/his house or apartment or 
find such a place somewhere else. 

36 For example, blablacar.pl – a platform linking drivers and passengers, enabling payable seat rent 
in the car on the driver’s route.

37 For example, eatwith.com – a platform enabling offering payable meals at his/her home. It is not 
only about offering food, but also home atmosphere during meals. 

38 An example of such a firm which can conform to the collaborative economy system is Daimler 
AG mentioned before, offering Car2Go. Yet usually the representatives of the “old system” find the col-
laborative economy projects dangerous and try to eliminate them. See for example the conflict between 
Uber and taxi corporations or between Airbnb and hotel chains. 
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 – a social dimension of a given type of consumption and production (i.e. meeting 
new people, companionship of others, the feeling of building community);

 – added value – new experiences, feelings, “atmosphere” (i.e. atmosphere of the 
private home vs. anonymous hotel room).
Another interesting point is the fact that processes appearing in the collaborative 

economy are completely new phenomena on the one hand, yet absolutely quite natural 
for humans on the other, encouraging them to return to their origins, yet in a new way. 
Cooperation, sharing, hospitality, collaborative usage of owned goods and helping 
each other are natural behaviours which have existed as long human communities have 
existed. Yet in the modern world network technologies have expanded their coverage, 
even on a global scale, allowing direct cooperation and sharing with strangers.

The collaborative economy philosophy broadly reflects the philosophy of business 
projects based on the social/ecological mission and philosophy of people who are 
searching for socially and ecologically responsible solutions which create a new 
space for them.

3.4. Sustainable consumption

The phenomenon of sustainable consumption39 is an intrinsic element of sustainable 
development and an ingredient in corporate social responsibility. It is based on 
a prudent consumer’s use of goods and an attempt to preserve a balance in the global 
ecosystem driven by a sense of responsibility for the protection of future generations 
and the destiny of our planet.40 There is a movement of social responsible consumers 
which is becoming more and more active. They identify with the slogan “We can 
really change the world by responsible and ethical consumption.”41 The growth 
of awareness among consumers contributes to a more complex view of a product. 
Buyers pay attention not only to the value and/or price, but also the origin of products 
and their elements, the production process, treatment of employees and the influence 
a product may have on the environment on every stage of its life cycle. T. Friedman 
claims that the era of joyful consumption has fallen behind new patterns of moderate 
and economical usage of consumption goods which, in his opinion, can be described 
with four words: “reduce, recycle, reuse, and rethink.”42 According to Greenpeace, 
informed and responsible consumers regulate their consumption needs, taking higher 
values into consideration; they make informed shopping decisions, searching for 

39 “Sustainable consumption” is also called “responsible” or “ethic consumption.”
40 B. Mróz, Chosen aspects of Polish consumers’ behaviours, in the light of the sustainable con-

sumption concept, [in:] R. Bartkowiak, J. Ostaszewski (eds.), Polish Economy – the System of Ope-
rating and Managing in Times of Globalisation and Internationalisation of the Economy Processes, 
Szkoła Główna Handlowa w Warszawie, Warszawa 2009, p. 457. 

41 B. Rok, Responsible Business in the Irresponsible World, Akademia Rozwoju Filantropii w Pol-
sce, Forum Odpowiedzialnego Biznesu, Warszawa 2004, p. 9.

42 B. Mróz, The Consumer in…, op. cit., p. 165.
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information concerning where products come from and what will happen to them 
when they will be no longer useful. They can discipline their shopping. They can 
treat shopping not only as fulfilling their own needs, but also as a way to show 
their solidarity with producers. They can make decisions that will have a minimally 
negative impact on the environment. They are aware that their shopping decisions 
show their support for or protest against the companies’ operations.43 As the 
phenomenon of sustainable consumption grows the tendency to thoughtful reduction 
of consumption and the discontinuation of unnecessary shopping (deconsumption); in 
extreme cases an attempt to a total escape from consumption increases exponentially 
(anticonsumption).44 A very famous example in Poland is the case of Marta Sapała, 
who as a reporter and Warsaw citizen, together with a group of a few families, was 
trying to live without shopping for a year. She was also describing her experiences 
in the blog “I am not buying it.”45

 Consumption mitigation is sometimes strongly connected with the process 
of common consumption described above, based on joint usage of goods by the 
consumers’ groups, or lending instead of buying.

4. Microtrends

The phenomena described above are completed by smaller microtrends,46 trends 
or movements, which together create a conglomerate of determinants shaping the 
behaviours of consumers in the 21st century.47 From this paper’s perspective, the most 
important determinants are, inter alia: the desire for change, striving for a healthy 
life, “slow movement,” “do it yourself” movement, upcycling and consumer’s 
individualism.

According to Ph. Kotler, “the desire for change” is one of the life style change 
trends.48 It is connected with the reflection on the previous lifestyle, the course and 
costs of a professional career. It is based on the desire for a total change of the previous 
lifestyle, values and habits relating to it.49 The desire for change may be followed by 
new consumer behaviours (i.e. limiting consumption or striving for a healthy life), 
as well as decisions regarding a professional career, i.e. involvement in building an 
enterprise based on the idea of corporate social responsibility. A good example of such 
a desire for change was presented by creators of the charity crowdfunding Jillion. In 

43 E. Peborgh, Odiseo Team, Sustainability 2.0, 2008, p. 129.
44 B. Mróz, The Consumer in…, op. cit., p. 112.
45 See: http://nie-kupuje-tego.blogspot.com/ (date of access: 19.11.2014).
46 Microtrends – small forces which can drive a very small part of population, i.e. 1%, yet which 

can really strongly shape society. Source: M. Penn, E.K. Zalesne, Microtrends, The Small Forces Be-
hind Tomorrow’s Big Changes, MT Biznes, Warszawa 2009, p. 13. 

47 B. Mróz, The Consumer in…, op. cit., p. 167.
48 Ibidem, p. 168.
49 Ibidem.
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order to undertake this challenge, they resigned from previous jobs in international 
marketing agencies.50 

“Striving for a healthy life” entails, according to Ph. Kotler, behaviours of 
consumers, who expect to get products, which foster lasting good health and physical 
condition51. This segment of consumers is sometimes called LOHAS (Lifestyles of 
Health and Sustainability). As its name shows, it is a group of people who pay close 
attention to health, both physical and psychological fitness, nutritious food, as well 
as protection of the environment and lifestyle according to the rules of sustainable 
development. They also focus on social justice.52 The members of Warsaw’s “Dobrze” 
Food Coop are a good example of LOHAS segment. In August 2014 they launched 
Poland’s first grassroots coop shop since 1989. The shop offers healthy, organic and 
affordable food. It is a non-profit organic food store and it belongs to and is managed 
by the Coop members. The profits are channelled to the shop and coop development, 
as well as to the organization of social and educational activities open to all. 

The “slow” movement sprung from the need to promote a healthy lifestyle. It was 
established in Rome, in 1986, as a protest against opening McDonald’s restaurant.53 
At the beginning it was called “slow food”, and its goal was to promote cooking and 
eating meals made of high quality ingredients. Then it broadened to other aspects 
of life, like fashion (slow fashion), travelling (slow travelling), bringing up children 
(slow parenting), design (slow design), etc. In essence the various “slow movement” 
categories highlight the need to “slow down” which leads to a conscientious, creative 
and invaluable participation in these processes. A Polish example of “slow fashion” 
is the Wisłaki project, which was launched as an alternative to the mass production 
of clothing. The Wisłaki clothes collection is made of organic (GOTS) cotton. The 
clothes are adorned with the images of protected animal species (being supported by 
the Wisłaki brand) living in the Vistula river habitat. The images, which are custom 
designed and produced in Poland, are created with safe, water paints.54 It is worthy 
to note that the Facebook community is being consulted regarding the final design 
in reference to the brand. It is also worthy to mention, from this paper’s perspective, 
that this brand was launched as a crowdfunding project.

The “Do-it-yourself” movement (DIY), which is closely connected to the “slow” 
movement, encourages making and modifying goods by oneself. Although the idea is 
not new, it is currently enjoying a renaissance on a huge scale with the development 
of network technologies, i.e. social media, that encourage people to share their ideas, 
their work’s results, as well as sell their products via private individuals (they can 

50 A. Turek, They Worked for Corpo, Now They Help the Ones in Need. Internet Fund Rising Needs 
to Touch Emotions, 29.06.2015, InnPoland, http://innpoland.pl/118279,pracowali-w-korpo-teraz-poma-
gaja-potrzebujacym-internetowe-zbiorki-nie-musza-grac-na-emocjach (date of access: 06.07.2015).

51 B. Mróz, The Consumer in…, op. cit., p. 170.
52 See: http://www.lohas.com (date of access: 20.11.2014).
53 See: http://www.slowfood.com/international/7/history (date of access: 20.11.2014).
54 See: http://www.wislaki.com/polski.php (date of access: 01.07.2015).
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use, e.g., the Etsy platform – a virtual market, connecting creators of hand made 
products with consumers). The “Do-it-yourself” movement is very popular, since it 
is a representative of other microtrends, described in this paper, which overlap each 
other. These microtrends are: the desire to limit consumption, to differentiate, the 
desire for change and the desire to limit the amount of waste by fostering upcycling.

“Upcycling is taking an item that is no longer needed or wanted and giving it 
new life that is either useful or creative. This seemingly basic concept has sparked 
an exciting revolution with this generation.”55 It is specifically about the creative 
process of reinventing such articles, or parts of them, which cannot be recycled, 
or it is simply not profitable. One of the tools promoting upcycling was a book 
“Cradle-to-Cradle,” written by W. McDough i M. Braungart,56 which claims that 
limiting human impact on the environment should not only be based on resignation, 
but also on redesigning products and processes in such a way that industry will be 
a source of innovative building materials, and not waste.57 Upcycling is now one of the 
trends in design (furniture, decorations, jewellery) and even in the clothing industry  
(i.e. the company Patagonia collects used flip-flops from which it produces new 
ones58). The firm TerraCycle provides another noteworthy example of both a creative 
and simultaneous commercial usage of waste. The company has based its business 
model on upcycling. It produces binders, made from upcycled cake wrappers, note 
pads from chip bags, spiral notebooks from cereal boxes, clipboards made from circuit 
boards, laptop sleeves from drink pouches, clocks from vinyl records, flowerpots 
from yogurt boxes, pencils from newspapers and cell phone cases from reclaimed 
billboards as well as seatbelts.59 

Upcycling is now a very fashionable trend among consumers interested in 
ecology as well as among those engaged in the do-it-yourself movement or wanting 
to differentiate or highlight their individuality. It is very close to the next trend – 
consumer’s individualism, emanating from a desire to be different, showing presence 
as well as searching for uniqueness, one of a kind experiences, enriching “the prosaic 
consumption act” – which features an opportunity to modify the products according to 
one’s needs.60 The Polish platform DeKoEko.com may be the answer to the consumer’s 
need to differentiate through upcycling, ecology and responsible consumption.  
It interacts in transactions between ecological and responsible producers and consumers 

55 See: http://www.upcyclemagazine.com/what-is-upcycling (date of access: 01.07.2015).
56 W. McDough, M. Braungart, Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things, North Point 

Press, New York 2002.
57 Ch. Laszlo, The Sustainable Company, Studio Emka, Warszawa 2008, p. 46.
58 M. Hower, Patagonia Launches New Program to Upcycle Flip-Flops, Sustainable Brands, 

August 2, 2013, http://www.sustainablebrands.com/news_and_views/brand_innovation/patagonia-
launches-new-program-upcycle-flip-flops (date of access: 20.11.2014).

59 Upcycling, or the Second Life of Trash, http://www.domoplus.pl/d_artykuly_152_upcykling-
-czyli-drugie-zycie-smieci.html (date of access: 22.11.2014).

60 B. Mróz, The Consumer in…, op. cit., p. 114, 169. 
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interested in such kinds of goods. The firm advertises that it is “a designer’s answer 
to the waste problem!”61 All the products offered on this platform have one or more 
of the features so-called “Dekoeko factors”: a product made of recycled materials, 
an upcycling product (made from another product seemingly worn out), a handmade 
product or ecologically made, a product made of recyclable or biodegradable materials, 
a slow fashion product (made of “green” materials, like organic cotton), product 
raising funds for charity.

5. Summary

The phenomena, changes and trends presented in this paper are, according to the 
author, the driving forces accounting for the increasingly common growth of firms 
and enterprises launched to solve the social and ecological problems of the modern 
world with business tools. The continuous development and diffusion of new 
communication technologies, unprecedented networking of people and institutions, 
as well as socio-cultural changes following them reshape relations between firms 
and stakeholders and create new opportunities of operations and collaboration. 
Increasing transparency and symmetry of information foster the growth of consumers’ 
awareness. New communication and sales channels simplify establishing relations 
between companies, who are striving to fulfil not only commercial goals, but also the 
sociological and ecological mission with consumers who are open to cooperation and 
are searching for valuable and ethical alternatives for widely available products and 
services. Usually it is not just about ordinary commercial relations, but also about 
the possibilities of active contribution in the creation and promotion of such a kind 
of initiatives. For example, the founders of The B Team, the group of prominent 
businessmen and social activists (i.e. R. Branson, M. Yunus, P. Polman, K. Calvin), 
pay close attention to such initiatives since they want to support the movement 
of business leaders wishing to contribute to implementing substantial social and 
environmental changes. “Traditionally, business leaders have operated behind closed 
doors but this is changing. We are beginning to see a new generation of committed 
leaders who believe in a different role for business based on a more open approach 
to achieve their goals. They are already developing new business models that will 
transform our economies in the long run – bringing benefits to people and the planet 
alongside profit.”62

Increasingly such types of business initiatives based on a social and ecological 
mission are appearing in Poland; some of them were mentioned in this paper. Their 
future development is certainly a very engaging research subject inspiring further 
analysis. Suggested interesting research questions can be stated as follows: 
 – How frequently will new enterprises appear in this area?

61 See: http://dekoeko.com/o-nas/ (date of access: 20.11.2015).
62 See: http://bteam.org/about/ (date of access: 02.07.2015).
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 – What are the motives for undertaking such initiatives?
 – Are they really innovative? In which areas?
 – What are their business models? How do they operate?
 – What is the consumers’ and other stakeholders’ response to them?
 – What are the types of difficulties these kinds of enterprises face?
 – Are these enterprises able to create a real market as well as social and/or 

ecological value? How can this value be measured?
 – What is and will be the role of network technologies in this process?
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Streszczenie: Ruch sprawiedliwego handlu, kładący nacisk na etyczne aspekty relacji po-
między poszczególnymi ogniwami łańcucha tworzenia wartości, zapewnienie odpowiednich 
warunków pracy i płacy pracownikom na plantacjach, ochronę środowiska naturalnego i in-
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cji takich koncepcji zarządzania przedsiębiorstwem, jak społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu 
i zrównoważony rozwój. Celem niniejszego artykułu była analiza i ocena stopnia popular-
ności ruchu sprawiedliwego handlu w Polsce. W tym celu zostały przeprowadzone badania 
empiryczne wśród studentów Uniwersytetu Ekonomicznego we Wrocławiu.
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1. Introduction

Fair trade reflects many tenets of neoliberal economics. It is based on transnational 
non-governmental organizations that conduct certification, for example TransFair 
USA, Fairtrade Labeling Organization (FLO). According to Peck and Tickell, fair 
trade rolls out liberalization. Fair trade certification takes regulatory power away 
from the state and gives it to non-state organizations, because it may maintain that 
such actors are the best regulators of capital; they can regulate the flow of capital 
effectively. This trade regime shortens the commodity chain and permits plantations 
to trade directly with international retailers. Furthermore, it creates a new kind of 
symbiosis between production and consumption. Farmers are satisfied, because fair 
trade products fetch more than non-fair trade products; consumers are happy because 
they empower “small farmers” through their consumption practices.1

The fair trade movement by underlining the ethical aspects of behaving among 
particular links of delivery chain and assuring proper work conditions and payments 
for workers on plantations, natural environment conservation and investment towards 
local society has become a great tool of accomplishment of such concepts within the 
company management as CSR and sustainability development.

The article has been mainly focused on presenting the essence of the FT movement 
and moreover the evaluation of the possibilities for the development of the FT market 
in Poland. Main research questions have been phrased as follows:
 – What is the degree of the knowledge of the FT movement’s rules?
 – What reasons induce consumers to purchase products with FT label?
 – What are the causes of the consumers’ lack of interest in FT products?

The survey was conducted among university students.
The present article contains a review of the literature devoted to fair trade. Different 

sources such as books, journals and periodicals have been used. Annual reports of 
the Fairtrade International have been taken into deep analysis and some information 
in the quantitative form has been used to show the present position of fair trade in 
the market in general. 

2. Defining history and attributes of fair trade

Fair trade is a trading partnership, based on dialogue, transparency and respect, that 
seeks greater equity in international trade. It contributes to sustainable development 
by offering better trading conditions to marginalized producers and workers.

While fair trade is primarily conceived as a trading partnership – based on dialogue, 
transparency and mutual respect – seeking greater equity in international trade, it relies 
on an organized social movement promoting standards for production practices and 

1 S. Besky, Can a plantation be fair? Paradoxes and possibilities in fair trade darjeeling tea certifi-
cation, Anthropology of Work Review 2008, vol. 29, no. 1, p. 5.
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delivery procedures, working conditions and labour remuneration, environmental care 
and social policies in supply chains of certified tropical goods.2 

North America’s oldest Fair Trade Organizations (FTOs) began buying handcrafts 
from impoverished Puerto Ricans and Europeans after the Second World War. The 
first fair trade shop was opened in 1958. It is worth noting at this point that Fair Trade 
Organization in the USA found their customers in several groups: university students, 
co-op shoppers, faith-based organizations, organic and community-farm proponents, 
environmentalists and organized labor.3

FTOs started in Europe in the 1960s. In this time the Dutch division of Oxfam 
opened its first shops selling goods produced in developing states. In 1988 the Dutch 
organization Max Havelaar created the first fair trade product certification system. 

At the beginning, Fair Trade Organizations traded with handcrafts producers, 
because of their contacts with missionaries. Most of them focused on buying these 
handcrafts and sold them through World Shops. 

In 1973, Fair Trade Original in the Netherlands imported the first “fairly traded” 
coffee from cooperatives of farmers in Guatemala. After coffee, the object of the 
international trade was constituted by food products like tea, fruit juices, nuts, wine, 
cocoa, sugar, spices, rice, etc. 

From the beginning, the fair trade movement was raising consumers’ awareness of 
the problems of people living in developing countries, so the sale of products always 
went alongside with information on production, producers and their conditions of 
living. Furthermore, fair trade shops were meant to encourage consumers to participate 
in campaigning activities for more global justice.4

The fair trade movement has both supporters and opponents. Current criticism 
of fair trade is based on inappropriate assumptions. The opponents underline that:5

1. agriculture is unlikely to generate the growth needed to reduce north-south 
economic inequality; 

2. fair trade is “interventionist” policy that “distorts” the efficient operation of 
perfect markets and retards diversification;

3. fair trade infringes on the long-term interests of producers who promote in-
tensification;

4. fair trade increases the price for consumers as it includes charges like the 
premium price, social premium, and very large certification fees which result in 
increase of business costs. 

Sometimes fair trade is blamed for distorting markets as it is not as good at pricing 
as a real market. The living wage for food production is not the same across countries 
and continents and yet the fair trade price floors are universal.

2 R. Ruben (ed.), The Impact of Fair Trade, Wageningen Academic Publishers, Wageningen 2008.
3 Fair Trade Resource Network, 2015, www.EFTA.org (date of access: 19.09.2015).
4 M. Kocken, Sixty Years of Fair Trade. A Brief History of the Fair Trade Movement, EFTA, Nov. 

2006, www.EFTA.org.
5 A.M. Smith, Fair trade, diversification and structural change: Towards a broader theoretical  

framework of analysis, Oxford Development Studies 2009, December, vol. 37, no. 4, p. 459.
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Sushil Mohan notes that benefits which bring fair trade may not be as great as 
many of fair trade’s proponents imply. For example, if the market price falls below 
the guaranteed price level, though the guaranteed price will be paid for any fair 
trade purchases, the quantity of produce that will be bought from the producer is not 
guaranteed. Furthermore, these benefits also come at a cost. The fair trade organizations 
charge certification fees to cooperatives and wholesalers for services such as inspecting 
the farms and monitoring the supply chain. The minimum charge for certification 
for the group fewer than 50 producers applying for certification of their first product 
is approximately GBP 1,570 in the first year. It is a really large sum of money for 
producers in the poorest countries.6 In literature we can come across a statement 
that fair trade is not a long-term development strategy and is not appropriate for all 
producers. It is also unable to address structural problems within trading systems.

Proponents of fair trade insist that it might contribute to diversification by 
overcoming problems of risk and capability deprivation.7 To get a fair trade mark, 
farmers and workers in the developing world who receive a minimum wage and stable 
prices should get an extra bonus called a social premium to invest in their communities 
(e.g. building wells, buying ambulances, etc.). It needs to have long term contracts, 
receive advance payments and credit terms, not to use child labor, to have a voice 
through trade unions, or worker representation, to take care of the environment, and to 
have health and safety standards.8 Fair trade standards allow many different producers 
of agricultural commodities to participate in international markets and help them to 
progress and acquire greater business capacity over time (see Table 1).

Until the late 1990s, fair trade products were marketed mainly through traditional 
outlets such as world shops, NGO charity shops and specialist mail-order companies. 
Today, this kind of products can be purchased in all major supermarket chains. 

Campaigning is important for the promotion of fair trade. They help to build 
positive attitudes towards it and remove skepticism about fair trade in the public 
opinion.9 Much of the fair trade campaigning work is organized through fair trade 
networks and the Alternative Trading Organizations like Oxfam. According to Annual 
Report of Fairtrade International Organization, in 2014 global sales of fair trade 
products reached EUR 5.9 billion, a 10-percent increase since 2013. The Fairtrade 
Access Fund loaned EUR 11.1 million to small producer organizations and 74 producer 
organizations were trained in and mentored on financial management. Many mature 
fair trade markets experienced steady growth, while Swedish and German shoppers 

6 S. Mohan, Fair Trade without the Froth. A Dispassionate Economic Analysis of ‘Fair Trade’, 
The Institute of Economic Affairs, London 2010, p. 21.

7 A.M. Smith, Fair trade, diversification and structural change…, op. cit., p. 459.
8 S. Haque, Azad A. Kalam, A. Rainhan, Practices and Performance of Fair Trade in European 

Market: Policy Guidelines and a Model Suggestion for Bangladesh, www.wbiconpro.com.
9 P.D. Pelsmacker, W. Jansens, A model for fair trade buying behavior: the role of perceived qu-

antity and quality of information and of product-specific attitudes, Journal of Business Ethics 2007,  
vol. 75, no. 4, pp. 361–380.
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significantly increased their ethical purchases, pushing sales up by 37 and 27 percent 
respectively. In the UK, fair trade sales were impacted by intensified price competition 
and deflation in the mainstream grocery sector.10

Table 1. Fair trade standards

Empowerment Inclusive participation and transparency 
Empowerment can take many forms such as farmers joined together 
in cooperatives or workers in large farms joined together in workers’ 
associations. In all cases, fair trade standards require democratic and 
transparent decision making. 
Premium management 
Groups of farmers and workers are empowered to determine how to spend 
community development premiums in the ways that best meet the needs of 
their communities. 
Focus on training and capacity building 
Fair trade standards require training in areas such as workplace 
safety freedom of association, freedom from discrimination, financial 
management, pricing and international market mechanisms

Economic 
development

Stable business partnerships 
Fair trade contracts are honored so that stable trade relationships can 
develop and small producer organizations are better able to commercialize 
their products. 
Pre-determined premiums 
Fair trade standards require pre-determined community development 
premiums for every sale.
Pricing and wages 
Fair trade guarantees minimum prices in some commodities and focuses on 
increasing wage levels for workers.

Social responsibility Fair trade prohibits child labor, ensures health and safety measures are 
established in order to avoid work-related injuries and follows International 
Labor Conventions (ILO). Workers are guaranteed access to healthcare and 
community development premiums can be used to provide greater access 
to/quality of healthcare and education.

Environmental 
stewardship

For fair trade certified products, the most toxic chemicals are not used and 
there are no GMOs. Fair trade organizations develop a strategic approach 
to integrated pest management, the safe use and handling of agrochemicals, 
responsible waste management, protection of soil and water and 
biodiversity, and reduction of energy and greenhouse gas emissions.

Source: electronic document, www.fairtradeusa.org (date of access: 15.09.2015).

The most recognized fair trade products of in Europe are those marked with the 
Fairtrade label. Other labels are such Fair for life, Naturland & Fair, Ecocert or Bio 
Equitable. Moreover, fair trade products are made by certified Fair Trade Organizations 
consociated in World Fair Trade Organization (WTFO).

10 Fairtrade International, 2015, www.fairtradeusa.org (date of access: 15.09.2015).
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3. Popularity the fair trade movement in Poland

The fair trade movement in Poland can be characterized as the one with a low 
institutional maturity. First initiatives of FT products distribution in Poland 
appeared in 2003. At the same time, Fair Trade Association “Third World and Us” 
(Stowarzyszenie Sprawiedliwego Handlu “Trzeci Świat i My”) came on stage as well. 
The main aim of this non-governmental organization is to build society’s awareness 
and sell certified goods made by manufacturers from poorer south countries. In 2007 
campaign of Friendly Cities for FT was initiated. First city which was honored with 
the name of the Friendly City for FT was Poznań in 2012.

In 2009 the Coalition of Fair Trade came into being. It has consociated non-
governmental organizations, natural legal persons and companies from the whole 
country. In September 2013 in Kraków, as evolving from the Coalition, Foundation 
“Coalition of Fair Trade” was set up (Koalicja Sprawiedliwego Handlu), which aimed 
to support scientific research on FT performance and its influence on manufacturers 
and moreover the Foundation advocates all the initiatives ensuring the accessibility 
of FT products on the Polish market.

FT products are available in big sales networks and supermarkets as well as in 
domestic sales networks of delicatessen, in stores with ecological food, internet stores, 
café’s and patrol stations. Taking into consideration the volume of sale, territorial range 
and coverage, the most important market channels are international and domestic sales 
networks. In comparison to countries where FT has been longer known and supported, 
the list of FT products is still to be worked on and diversified.
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Figure 1. Level of trust in fair trade 

Source: electronic document, http://www.globescan.com (date of access: 19.09.2015).
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A comprehensive survey conducted by GlobeScan organization in 2011 across 
17 countries shows that the international Fairtrade Certification Mark is the most 
widely known ethical label. More than 80%of consumers recognize the Mark in the 
UK, Ireland, Switzerland, Netherlands, Austria and Finland. In Poland only 44% 
consumers recognize the Fairtrade Mark. It is less than the average for 24 countries 
(see Figure 1).11 

A complex research study entitled “Market of Fair Trade in Poland”, done by 
Małgorzata Radziukiewicz also shows that the FT movement has not aroused too 
much interest in Poland.12 Main reasons of this situation are:
 – lack of conviction of real consumers’ influence on development of the economic 

situation and life conditions in developing countries,
 – unwillingness to change habits and customs,
 –  credit for free market
 – lack of trust to the idea of FT.

The outcome of the research suggests that the FT concept is associated with 
absence of exploitation, ethical ways of production and sales processes and fair wage. 
The most known goods of FT among consumers are: coffee, tea, cocoa, chocolate, 
honey, rice, wine and fruits such as: bananas, oranges, grapes and pineapple.

Similar conclusions are found by the author of this article who did her own research 
among 115 students of University of Economics in Wrocław between May and June 
of 2014. Participants in the survey included: 31 full-time students of economics,  
59 students of extramural studies, and 25 full-time students of engineering department. 
As many as 69% of the surveyed students were women. The highest percentage of 
surveyed, which is 83%, were people aged 18-24. Seventeen people were aged 25–30, 
two people were aged 31–40 and one of surveyed was aged 41–50 years old. 

The author has been aware and sensible of the fact that because of a small research 
sample and on-target selection, limited exclusively to the Wrocław University of 
Economics’ students, there are no grounds to generalize about the research results. 
However, these results may give the idea of the factors and market barriers of FT 
products become widespread and promoted.

As an answer to the question if they have ever found products labeled with a FT 
mark, 42% of the respondents declared the answer “maybe.” This results from the fact 
that most people do not pay attention to labels on products that they buy. As many as 
40% of the respondents answered that they have “never” seen it and only 5% of the 

11 The study of more than 10,000 consumers was carried out in 2011 for Fairtrade International 
by GlobeScan. The survey countries included: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, India, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 
Poland, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK, and the US. Fieldwork was 
conducted between 23 February 2011 and 24 June 2011, http://www.globescan.com (date of access: 
19.09.2015).

12 M. Radziukiewicz, Behavior and preferences of consumer of the fair trade products, Internal 
Business 2014, no. 3(350).
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asked students have seen the FT sign but they have not bought such a product. As 
many as 15% of the respondents came across a FT labeled product and bought it at 
least once. The respondents associated a FT label with such products as coffee, tea, 
rice, bananas and cotton (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Distribution of answers to the question about the products associated with FT 

Source: author’s own survey and its results.

Most respondents associate the FT movement with the owners of medium size 
farms in developing countries who are paid fairly for products that they sell (38%) 
and are provided with well prospering markets for their products with omission of 
huge international corporations (24%). For 41% of the respondents the idea of FT is 
absolutely unknown.

For the question if the FT idea is legitimate and righteous, 25% of the respondents 
said “yes,” but at the same time they noticed that they have neither time nor money 
to support it. As many as 10% of the respondents think that they do not have any 
influence on the economic situation of people in poorer countries. More than 50% 
did not present any point of view on FT. Only 10 people, form the whole group, not 
only think that FT is a very valid idea but also support the FT movement by buying 
products with FT labels.

As many as 74% of the students do not buy any products with FT labels. Those 
who decide to buy these goods believe that by doing that they will help to change 
the situation of producers and farmers (13%), and help to develop local societies in 
developing countries. Some of them think that it might also help to equalize chances 
between men and women and eliminate work done by children. As many as 10% 
of the respondents believe that buying FT products might help to preserve natural 
environment.
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The main reasons for the lack of interest in FT are unfamiliarity with FT rules 
(48%) and places (shops) where these products could be bought (36%). Other reasons 
are not eye-catching displays in shops, petrol stations and others, high price and poor 
quality (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Reasons for the lack of interest in buying FT goods

Source: author’s own survey and its results.

Most students (76 people) appreciated the idea of including the issue of the fair 
trade movement and its rules into the University of Economics’ curriculum. Only 13 
students did not agree with that. 

4. Conclusions

Although the concept of FT represents an essential and a very important element 
of sustainability policy in the UE, at the same time going in line with the process  
of execution and accomplishment of the CSR concept, in Poland it is not very widely 
disseminated. The author’s and other scientists’ research show that Polish consumers 
do not have knowledge which might be helpful to make conscious and responsible 
decisions while buying goods. There are many reasons for that situation. Except 
for dissipation of initiatives that might help to promote the FT concept, which are 
mainly conducted by non-governmental organizations, it is worth mentioning such 
aspects as limited channels of FT goods’ distribution, lack of accessible information 
and informative activities explaining the mechanism of FT functioning and last but 
not least very poor involvement of public administration in FT popularization. 

Simultaneously, in the results of the present article research show that Polish 
consumers show openness and interest in ethical aspects while making decision of 
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buying. This might be a strong argument for existing possibility of development of the 
FT concept on the Polish market. This process of development needs to be intensified. 
More actions around informing and promoting must be taken. These actions should 
involve, for example:
 – establishing databases with information about locations of places where FT 

goods might be bought;
 – incorporating and engaging in the process of popularization of the FT concept 

not only public services, media or even social media but also such places as 
coffee houses, petrol stations, shops with organic goods, schools and many more;

 – coordination of such public events as informative and promoting meetings, 
workshops, feasts so-called fair trade zones, where people might not only buy 
FT products, but also be provided with the knowledge of the FT concept and its 
good impact on life in general.
Moreover, the FT concept needs to be put into educational processes from 

kindergartens to universities which might not only disseminate sheer knowledge of 
it, but also help to form and shape proper skills and attitudes allied with the fair trade 
concept. 

The author’s upcoming task is the continuation of more detailed research on the 
FT movement. It will be focused on the possibilities of more effective launching and 
FT market broadening. The results of that survey will attract the interest of those 
companies to which the idea of CSR is very close. Such companies show their support 
and concern for the human rights and natural environment through FT products’ 
distribution, trade and consumption.
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