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Abstract

The article provides an analysis of potential available in corporate social responsibility

(CSR) in regard to other activities conducted by Polish public relations (PR) experts

and professionals. Different outlooks on social responsibility and PR are also pres-

ented in this article, including stakeholder engagement, relationships and practical

determinants between them, taking into account practical circumstances characteris-

tic for Polish environment. The hypothesis presented in the article indicates that CSR

projects are one of the elements of a wide offer of PR activities offered in Poland,

but they do not lie in a specialisation of agencies and are underrated by PR advisors

when it comes to their usefulness in image creation. This hypothesis is backed by

three independent research projects realised in years 2016–2019, conducted on a

group of 852 PR specialists in Poland, which represented different types of organisa-

tions. This article is based on in-house research on PR sector in Poland. Research data

was gathered by interview questionnaires using quantitative methodology.

K E YWORD S

corporate social responsibility (CSR), Polish PR environment, PR task fields, public relations,

social communication, stakeholder engagement

1 | INTRODUCTION

The multidisciplinary character of activities conducted by PR specialists

means that they constantly have to improve their competences in

many areas. They are also obliged to adjust their activities to current

trends and challenges faced by the contemporary business environ-

ment. In the case of PR, there are several main areas to which spe-

cialised literature refers to as task fields. Those are “constant, nearly

unchanging elements, described with broad, but alsospecific objec-

tives. During their implementation, various tools (instruments) are

used, and those are changing, adapted to the situation or program

and dependant on – for example – what technology or informatic

systems development brings. These tools are usually used inter-

changeably or complementarily in particular PR task fields”

(Tworzydło, 2017, p. 41). In the communication and relation-building

process, we can distinguish internal communication, crisis management,

media relations (including developing e-PR segment and cooperation

with influencers), investor relations and relations with other external

groups that are built, for example, by sponsorships, public affairs,

lobbying or CSR strategy (Tworzydło, Szuba & Zyczy�nski, 2019).

Based on many years of research made by the authors of publica-

tions devoted to the diagnosis of the condition of the PR industry,

the list of the above elements should be supplemented with the cor-

porate identity management through visual identification, events

setup, analytics and research projects or actions aiming to strengthen

the image of a company (employer branding), a person (personal

branding) and government entities (governmental relations). Both

analyses of PR agencies portfolio and consultants' opinion regarding

specifics of job performed indicate that all previously mentioned ele-

ments co-create the scope of responsibilities of a person working in

the PR industry and are crucial for acquiring new communication

skills.
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This article contains an assessment of relations between CSR and

PR activities. It constitutes an attempt to assess the universality of

occurrence of the phenomenon. It describes different approaches to

combining CSR and PR. Lane and Devin (2018) believe that while CSR

traditionally been more closely linked with the achievement of

organisational financial goals (Lee, 2008), this rise of more

stakeholder-centric governance approaches (Shahzad et al., 2016)

means that organisations are increasingly focusing on identifying and

satisfying stakeholder needs and expectations. This impels entities to

become more attuned to stakeholder expectations, which means that

more and more organisations are undertaking stakeholder engage-

ment as part of their CSR activities. During the implementation of

CSR actions, companies have to communicate with stakeholders, and,

therefore, they employ PR tools and templates—which confirms con-

vergence of both areas. Similarities between PR and CSR also exist on

the definition level. Despite the multitude of definitions, interdisciplin-

ary character and wealth of theories describing what CSR is, and thus

the constant evolution of this international concept—three basic areas

can be distinguished to which CSR is connected. These are ethics,

economy and ecology. It is worth noting that modern approach to

CSR underlies the fact that CSR is not a step forward in corporate

development, but it should be a natural part of its operation

(Majchrzak, 2020).

The analysis of CSR's definition confirms that despite many

attempts to clearly and impartially define CSR, there is still some con-

fusion as to how this area of business activity should be defined

(Dahlsrud, 2008; Duca, Gherghina, 2018; Looser, 2020). For this par-

ticular article, it is worth to mention a definition of CSR used by one

of the main CSR theorists in Poland, as it is strongly focused on build-

ing communication strategies, which are a key area of PR profes-

sionals in this country. Boleslaw Rok (2004, p. 18) believes that

“responsible business constitutes a strategic and long-term approach,

based on principles of social dialogue and a search of solutions benefi-

cial for all stakeholders”. Some authors point out that equalling CSR

with PR is unjustified due to the existing differences – that is, differ-

ent groups of stakeholders, objectives and campaign effects

(Bögel, 2019; Hys & Hawrysz, 2013). There are also ones who see the

role of PR as a tool for communicating the effects of socially responsi-

ble actions (Cerin, 2002; Gawronski & Jakubowski, 2018; Haddock-

Fraser, 2012). In research conducted by authors of the article, CSR is

treated as task area of PR due to inherent presence of CSR in services

offered of PR agencies or type of tasks performed by PR consultants.

Analytical work was also conducted in this respect. Through research

projects, authors were looking for answers to questions such as: How

often PR specialists conduct CSR strategies? How do they assess the

usefulness of those actions in building a corporate image? Is CSR the

subject of interest of PR practitioners? Do PR advisors see the need

to improve their competences in the field of actions related to CSR?

What role does CSR fulfil in PR agency's portfolio?

Currently observed trends are: growing climate challenges, social

expectations regarding respect for the environment, intensive activi-

ties undertaken by many ecological organisations and increasingly

popularity of zero-waste approach. These are trends that shall push

managing boards of companies to reflections and investments in reli-

able and—above all— high-quality CSR strategies (PRoto, 2020a,

“Wzro�snie znaczenie PRowców…”). Taking all of the above into

account, a structure of portfolios of PR agencies was analysed, since

they are entities that specialise in complex communication services.

The analysis also takes into consideration assessments of PR market

in Poland—that is limited not only to PR agencies, but also to private

companies, institutional bodies and non-governmental organisations.

The hypothesis assumes that CSR projects are one of elements cov-

ered by PR offer, but they do not constitute leading specialisations of

agencies and are held in low regard as a tool for image creation by PR

specialists.

2 | CSR AND PUBLIC RELATIONS

CSR is considered the right tool to enforce the position of the com-

pany in the market (Handelman & Stephen, 1999) by presenting its

positive and ethical image to the local community (Sen &

Bhattacharya, 2001). Corporate ethics originated directly from the

idea of social business responsibility and sustainability. It is assumed

that responsible and sustainable company strives to include ethical

standards to its strategy and uses them thoughtfully (Paliwoda-

Matiolanska, 2009). Similar situation exists in PR, since it is a set of

actions that are aimed at getting the desired response from target

groups, building and maintaining a relationship with them. Therefore,

in this case, a specific set of similarities can be found.

Diviney and Lillywhite (2007) point out the fact that thanks to

CSR it is possible for the company to acquire the approval of local

communities. It also enable enterprises to operate unperturbed. It is

also a way to distinguish the company in its social and economic back-

ground. Presenting a company as a responsible organisation has an

impact on customers' purchases (Gupta, 2012). The same is true in the

case of PR, where one of the elements of its defining characteristicsis

is caring about building an image of a company in its environment.

Heath (2006) stresses the fact that for well-functioning society,

CSR has to include choices and actions that go far beyond corporate

benefit. He points out that CSR requires proactive planning and man-

agement so that the organisation may operate well and effectively

and not only fulfils but also exceeds expectations of stake and share-

holders. CSR fosters building the position of the organisation in the

environment and creates its image based on respect and satisfaction,

achieved by advancements in complying with rules of local and global

society (p. 103).

Considering convergence and several similarities between not

only definitions but also practical applications, some researchers

explore the relationship between CSR and PR. Clark points out that

even though relation between corporate PR and CSR is not fully

developed, both are striving to improve relations between an organi-

sation and its key stakeholders (Clark, 2000). He also stresses the abil-

ity of PR specialists to observe and analyse the political, social and

historical background, which may help to develop a CSR programme.

Additionally, both PR and CSR cultivate and support organisational
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and public relations with relevant social groups and individuals

through CSR actions and PR tactics (Clark, 2000; Gawronski, 2016).

It is worth noting that both some practitioners and researchers sepa-

rate CSR from PR, without even agreeing to assign them similar roles.

Zurita (2006) questions the importance of PR in corporate responsibility

programmes. In his analysis, he even states that PR, by fulfilling its role in

corporate management, is responsible for communicating and promoting

CSR programmes, but also underlines the fact that CSR is not synony-

mous with PR. Corporate responsibility programmes should be a joint

effort of PR staff, management and employees. In this perspective, PR

fulfils a role of monitoring the environment in terms of potential threats

or opportunities for CSR programmes, conveys information about CSR

to the society and establishes relations with the community. Many of the

functions mentioned above are similar to those fulfilled by traditional

corporate communication.

One of the important elements connecting PR with CSR is an

activity in the area of stakeholder engagement. Stocker et al. (2020)

note that stakeholder engagement can be seen as the firm's ability to

establish collaborative relationships with a wide variety of stake-

holders. It includes a set of initiatives or practices that organisations

develop to positively engage their stakeholders in their organisational

activities (Greenwood, 2007). It can inspire and drive fundamental

changes to core operations of the firm that are beneficial to the soci-

ety and the environment (Sulkowski et al., 2018).

Despite conflicting views regarding relations between PR and

CSR, it has to be noticed that social responsibility is usually under-

stood as being the most basic idea for actions identified as PR. CSR is

usually assigned to teams responsible for public relation, which is

mainly due to the a lack of justification to indicate it as a separate

cost. It is especially visible in companies that have small PR, communi-

cation or marketing teams. Taking those arguments into account, it is

justified to discuss CSR in relation to PR activities. It is not about

including CSR to PR programmes but to responsibly use PR tools to

communicate CSR activities within a certain organisation.

3 | METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

This article is based on in-house research about PR sector in Poland.

Research data was gathered based on quantitative methodology with

the use of interview questionnaires. Elements connected with CSR

were the subject of several research projects, results of which are

mentioned in this article:

• Project 1: Poland-wide ground-breaking research on crisis manage-

ment in PR agencies. The research was conducted in 2018 with

computer-aided telephone interviewing. The research sample con-

sisted of 204 PR organisations, with the total number of 736 agen-

cies asked, all of them active on Polish PR market. The research

area was an analysis of the structure of offers covered by PR

(including CSR).

• Project 2: The first edition of research in the area of Polish PR sec-

tor diagnosis (20–21st April 2017). The research was conducted on

a sample of 157 PR consultants (out of them 53% were handling

PR in private companies, 29% were PR agencies employees and

18% were PR specialists working in the public sector) by means of

a survey. Research area connected with the article was the useful-

ness of PR actions in regard to creating a positive corporate image.

• Project 3: The survey conducted during PR Professionals Con-

gresses held in 2016–2019. Sample size was 491 (107 in 2016,

156 in 2017, 104 in 2018 and 124 in 2019). Research technique –

survey. Research area was the professional interests of PR

professionals.

The field research method implementing a questionnaire interview

consisting of standardised questions was used in the research project.

It is one of the most frequently used methods in social research, all-

owing the diagnosis of the characteristics, opinions, attitudes and

values of a given population, by means of interviews with the target

group, which constitutes the most accurate reflection of that popula-

tion sector (Pinsonneault & Kraemer, 1993). The field research method,

in a form of questionnaire interview, was chosen and used as the best

available method to collect original data to describe a population sector

too large to be directly observed. Due to a careful, random selection, a

group of respondents was obtained and questioned. Thus, it can be

assumed that their characteristics reflect the features and attributes of

a wider population of foreign language teachers, while carefully con-

structed questionnaire questions provide data in the same form from all

the respondents (Babbie, 2013). The choice of the research method

was based on strong points, namely the fact that surveys are inclusive

in the types and numbers of variables that can be studied, require low

investment to develop and administer and are relatively easy for mak-

ing generalisations (Bell, 1996). Of course, a fact that surveys only pro-

vide estimates for the true population, not exact measurements should

be taken into consideration (Salant & Dillman, 1994).

Attewell and Rule's (1991) theoretical sample, which purposively

selects organisations that exhibit the desired features that are the

focus of the researcher's study, was applied. Although the theoretical

sample is not randomly selected, individual respondents from within

that sample can be selected at random to achieve an approximate

effect.

Extracting CSR-related elements out of independent research

projects allows to create a coherent message while maintaining high

quality of statistical inference in the context of operation of PR sector

in Poland. The primary data underwent statistical analysis. In statistical

description, frequency and average distributions on ordinal scales

were used. Results also show post-hoc multiple comparisons and mul-

tiple correlations. Popular statistical methods were used, for example,

amongst others, Spearman's rank correlation coefficient, chi-squared

test and Cramer's phi.

4 | PRESENTATION OF RESULTS

The analysis of offer of PR agencies in Poland (research within project

regarding crisis management in PR agencies) shows that only 15% of

TWORZYDŁO ET AL. 3



organisations interviewed systematically conduct social responsibility

projects (Figure 1). This result may indicate particular needs of the

sector in the field of communications consultancy, where CSR is not

as crucial as media relations or e-PR (at least half of interviewed com-

panies specialise in those areas). Nonetheless, strategies of

companies—especially big ones—are concentrated around UN's tar-

gets regarding climate change prevention (PRoto, 2020b, “Zmiany

makro przełożą się na skalę mikro…”). This may increase the availabil-

ity of CSR in sphere of PR agencies portfolio and lead to a bigger

interest in this type of projects in the future.

A distant place of CSR in agencies' portfolio is also illustrated by

the fact that in the statistical sample, only 6 managers devote rela-

tively a majority of their time for CSR activities (3% of people

questioned) and all of them work in agencies located in Warsaw

(PR services centre of Poland). The requirement of comprehensive

communication service for companies and organisations forces agen-

cies to constantly raise their competences in PR (hence an extensive

profile of activity). The result that CSR has attained may indicate that

it is marginalised in PR activities. Polish agencies base their operations

on media relations (classic approach to PR), building relations in the

internet, crisis management, event and meetings management and

support of an organisation's internal communication. They are dealing

with influencer relations and visual identity more often than with

CSR, which can be justified by an increasing number of visual

messages used by PR specialists.

CSR-related projects are more popular among agencies that

define their main category of clients as organisations that are aware

of the possibility of image crisis. If clients reach out for crisis manage-

ment ahead of time (following the idea that prevention is better than

cure), then the portfolio of such agency includes CSR initiatives more

often (20%) because, among other things, there is more time to plan

and implement a communication strategy for a client. This state of

affairs can be interpreted in such a way that with more awareness of

danger posed by a potential crisis, the more clients are aware of the

role of CSR in external image creation and that those actions can be

successfully implemented as an element of a crisis prevention

strategy.

During research, it was also observed that membership in trade

organisation conditions the portfolio with particular emphasis on

increasing the popularity of CSR activities. As many as 33% of compa-

nies affiliated with Polish Public Relations Consultancy Association

(Związek Firm Public Relations; ZFPR), it mentioned CSR as one of

their main specialisations. In case of non-affiliated agencies

(no relation with ZFPR), this percentage was noticeably lower (13%;

chi-square = 5,976; p = 0,015; Phi = 0,171). This means that experi-

ence and its reputation on the market may influence their offer. Being

affiliated in an association not only proves agency's strength but also

makes it easier for employed PR personnel to access current informa-

tion drawn from the market and enables them to set the trends, for

example, in respecting corporate ethics and standards of professional

PR (Olędzki & Tworzydło, 2009). It should be noted that the period of

PR agencies' presence on the market changes depending on whether

it has CSR in its portfolio or not. Agencies that include it as one of the

main areas of their service function on average 2 years shorter than

companies focusing on social interest, environment protection or rela-

tions with different stakeholders. Agencies that include CSR in their

offer also provide services regarding media relations (84%), event and

conference management (32%) and crisis management (29%). Taking

all of the above into account, we can describe a classical PR portfolio,

which also includes CSR.

In subsequent researches that were focused on the diagnosis of

the condition of PR sector in Poland, the main tools used by PR con-

sultants in their daily work were analysed (Tworzydło, Szuba &

Zajic, 2017). Authors—among other things—have measured usefulness

of particular areas of work (including CSR) in context of creating posi-

tive organisation's image. The ranking of means (between 1 and 5)

TABLE 1 Evaluation of the
usefulness of particular activities in
creating a positive corporate image
(marks on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1
means “definitely not useful” and 5
means “definitely useful”)

Utility of action Average N Standard deviation
Spearman's rank
correlation CSR vs. …

Media relations 4,70 155 0,537 0,360*

Crisis management 4,69 148 0,545 0,058

Media monitoring 4,54 153 0,607 0,049

e-PR 4,43 149 0,816 0,203*

Internal PR 4,39 150 0,723 0,064

Corporate identity 4,37 151 0,754 0,295*

Event marketing 4,20 153 0,744 0,290*

Investor relations 4,12 152 0,884 0,271*

Evaluation and research 4,10 150 0,932 0,359*

CSR 4,09 151 0,926 -

Lobbying 3,55 150 0,987 0,427*

Sponsorship 3,49 149 1,011 0,244*

Note: *p < 0.05.

Source: Own elaboration based on Tworzydło, D., Szuba, P., & Zajic, M. (2017). Analiza kondycji branży
public relations, Rzeszów, p. 25.
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shows that CSR is—among tools available to PR specialists for building

image and relation with environment—one that is ranked poorly

(Table 1). There were significant differences between particular activi-

ties (F = 35,488; p = 0,001—based on variance analysis and post-hoc

multiple comparisons), with media relations (mean of 4,70; p = 0001),

crisis management (mean of 4,69; p = 0,001), media monitoring (mean

of 4,54; p = 0,001) and e-PR (mean of 4,43; p = 0,019) having better

results than CSR (mean of 4.09). Factors assessed lower than CSR

were sponsoring (mean of 3,49; p = 0,001) and lobbying (mean of

3,55; p = 0,001). The difference between means is significant at 0,05

level when applying Bonferroni's comparison. What is interesting is

that correlation analysis pointed out the fact that correlation is the

strongest between CSR and lobbying usefulness when building an

organisation's image (rho = 0,427). This may result from the fact that

both CSR and lobbying are challenging specialisations and not every

PR practitioner can conduct actions in both areas.

The aforementioned research devoted to PR sector condition

(Tworzydło, Szuba & Zajic, 2017) allows to observe that technical

inclination of PR consultants impacts their opinions regarding CSR as

a tool for creating a positive corporate image. Specialists who, as a

part of their day-to-day responsibilities, adopt both modern (internet

and IT tools used in communication processes, i.e., press offices, social

media) and traditional PR tools assess this aspect better than people

focused on one type of communication. Opinions about lack of CSR

usefulness were most prevalent among PR workers who like to use

modern tools only (33% of matches, Figure 2).

Data presented before illustrates a place that CSR projects have

in day-to-day work of a PR specialist. The analysis of particular CSR

projects and strategy of their implementation by companies provid-

ing communication services (PR and related agencies, marketing

27% 33%
17%

73% 67%
83%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Mainly traditional tools Mainly modern
technologies

Both forms are important

CSR is not useful in creating an image CSR is useful in creating an image

F IGURE 2 The usefulness of CSR regarding the technological
focus of public relations professionals. Source: Authors [Colour figure

can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

TABLE 2 The interests of PR professionals

What subject matter of the next PR professionals congress
would interest you most?a

2016 2017 2018 2019

N = 107 N = 156 N = 104 N = 124

CSR – affirmative answer 0% 1% 17% 40%

Main topic

The highest percentage Media relations Media relations e-PR CSR

60% 48% 40% 40%

aChi-square = 112,489; p = 0,001; Cramer's V = 0,479.

Source: Authors.

F IGURE 1 Activity profile of public relations agencies in Poland
(analysis of multiple responses). Content of the question: In the course
of my daily professional duties, I undertake relatively most of PR-related
activities regarding … (4 answers available); A total of 204 surveyed PR
specialists generated 736 important observations in terms of multiple
answers. Source: Own elaboration based on Tworzydło, D., Szuba, P., &
_Zyczy�nski, N. (2019). Zarządzanie kryzysem wizerunkowym z perspektywy
agencji public relations. Analizy, tendencje i uwarunkowania, Rzeszów,

p. 38 [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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and interactive agencies, advertising, consultative and research

organisations—i.e., companies that can offer services that can be

defined as PR, finishing on PR teams of companies from private and

public sector) is a topic for another project. Nonetheless, the pres-

ented results confirmed that CSR actions cannot be viewed through

daily actions of Polish PR specialists, as its frequency and usefulness

assessment is relatively low. It has to be pointed out that by cyclical

measurement of interests of PR representatives, some positive

changes can be seen. This is confirmed by data from consecutive

evaluative research about its organisational and substantive pre-

paredness conducted each year during PR Professionals Congress.

Aspects relating to CSR can be analysed for years 2016–2019

because CSR was present in the debate then (Table 2).

The data mentioned above indicates that in years 2016–2017, the

PR sector did not report the need to raise competences in CSR because

it was not the subject of interest of PR practitioners. During that time,

PR market was focused on media relations education (the relatively

highest percentage of indications in both editions). The trend changed

in the following year, as in 2018 every sixth respondent thought that

CSR should be included in the programme of the next congress (but as

a suggestion of the main topic of the meeting it was on a ninth place).

Building relations on the internet was the most popular topic in 2018

(40%), which resulted from the rising importance of digital communica-

tion and the need to search for new ways of reaching clients. In 2019,

two out of five specialists asked selected CSR as a preferred topic of

the biggest industry event in Poland. It was also the most popular

response (a noticeable increase in the educational need of practi-

tioners). Further places were occupied by internal communication, crisis

management, internet activities and event organisation. The increased

interest in CSR among people working in PR may be a result of growing

critical view on the issue of mindless consumerism and increasing

problem of natural resources exploitation. In modern day, ecological

awareness and sustainability are gaining in importance, which has to

impact PR sector and this creates the main way for organisations to

communicate with its environment.

5 | CONCLUSIONS

The research projects that formed the base for this article give us a

broad image of CSR as a tool for employees of PR sector. Based on

analysis, on average every seventh PR agency stated that CSR is their

main specialisation, but only 3% of managers declared that most of

their time is occupied by CSR. Nonetheless, CSR is strongly tied with

the activity carried out by PR experts, especially bearing in mind that

relatively recently there has been an increase in interest for CSR in

business and bolder attempts to incorporate it in corporate strategy

by companies in Poland—that is, communication, marketing or about

corporate order (United Nations Development Programme, 2007). It

applies especially to the PR sector, as its clients direct their strategies

to pro-environmental and socially beneficial actions, which allows

them to gain market advantage and increase chance of being seen as

a socially responsible brand.

It should be noted that majority of portfolio of agencies is based

on other activities, mainly media relations, e-PR, crisis management and

events. On the other hand, agencies associated in trade organisation

and those with a longer history of functioning on the market offer CSR

services more often. Additionally, analyses have shown that along with

greater awareness of crisis risks, CSR rises the customers' knowledge

regarding the fact that with the help of CSR, it is possible to effectively

build an external image, which impacts reception of their brand during

a crisis. In a broad context, the hypothesis of low assessment of the

usefulness of CSR in image building from the perspective of questioned

PR experts and specialists was confirmed. They see greater potential in

many other possible actions (media relations, crisis management, media

monitoring, e-PR). A positive trend can be noticed in topics that can

interest PR professionals in the future. The interviewed specialists are

more and more aware of the fact that the development and improve-

ment of CSR are among challenges that the PR sector will face shortly.

This is why events focused on CSR draw so much interest. This trend

can be tied with the need to look for new ways to attract investors,

who mind responsible and sustainable management. Thanks to this—

among other things—rankings of companies that respect that guide-

lines, like RESPECT Index (http://respectindex.pl/opis_projektu), are

gaining in importance and may provide a kind of investment guidance

for many stakeholder groups. In the near future, it can be expected that

the increase of interest in CSR will positively influence the assessment

of this tool in the toolbox of PR professional.

The results of the presented research have some limitations.

Research samples refer only to Polish conditions and cannot be

extrapolated to other countries. Nevertheless, Poland, as the largest

market of PR and CSR influence in Central and Eastern Europe, is a

kind of indicator of trends for activities in this field towards other

countries of the region. The research should undoubtedly be contin-

ued to capture the trend of changes in managers' opinions and try to

diagnose the causes of these changes. Therefore, the authors' inten-

tion is to continue the research project and extend it gradually—first

to the Visegrad Group countries (Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary)

and then to other countries of the Central and Eastern Europe region.

The methodological strength of the presented work is the possibility

of reusing the tool and repeating it in other areas. Expanding the

research and conducting it over a long time horizon may be an impor-

tant contribution to the field of CSR, stakeholder engagement and PR.
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