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Abstract
Motivation: Social responsibility (SR) is a management concept that is similar to quality 
management and environmental management. Like every concept, it has a set of tools 

that can be implemented in organizations that need to use the concept in their activities. 
Currently, the SR tool catalog is being modified and keeps growing. Two research ques-
tions were stated: (1) How does the use of SR standards look like in the world according 
to current data? (2) How does the use of SR standards look like in individual countries 

and in Poland according to current data?
Aim: The purpose of this article is to analyze the use of standardized SR tools. The essence 
of SR was first approximated and a set of standardized tools was characterized. The state 

of their application was analyzed empirically.
Results: The most commonly used SR standard is ISO 14001, the others are less common-

ly used. On the one hand, it is comforting that a voluntary environmental norm is rela-
tively common; on the other hand, it is surprising that tools from other spheres (working 
conditions, sustainability reporting and stakeholder relations) have little use. With regard 

to the use of standardized SR tools in different countries, there is a strong tendency among 
non-developed and stable economies to use these tools, which demonstrates their greater 
motivation to improve competitiveness with the use of SR. Unfortunately, in Poland this 
trend does not exist and the analyzed standards are practically not used, except for ISO 

14001.
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1. Introduction

The organization’s social responsibility (SR) is one of the newer management 
concepts that is beginning to develop similarly to quality management and en-
vironmental management. Like every concept, it has a set of tools that can be 
implemented in organizations that need/have to use a given concept in their 
activities. Currently, the catalog of SR tools is being modified and keeps grow-
ing, giving potential users better opportunities to shape (react, prevent, rein-
force) relationships with the surrounding world in a social perspective. Like 
every concept, SR is built around specific values. In the case of quality manage-
ment, such a superior value is excellence and striving for it by improvements, 
in the case of environmental management the overriding is the environment 
and care for its current and future state. As far as SR is concerned, the focus is 
on the relationships between organization and society (Porter & Kramer, 2006, 
pp. 78–92) and it is the society (state and prospects in the future of the whole 
society and its individual groups) that the overriding value of this concept can 
be recognized.

The aim of the article is to approximate the essence of SR, to characterize 
a set of standardized SR tools, and to analyze the state of their application. Two 
research questions were formulated and a set of data for the four SR tools was 
identified: ISO 14001, SA 8000, AA 1000AS and G4.

2. Tools of Social Responsibility

By analyzing the meaning of SR, some of its distinguishing features can be spec-
ified. First of all, as most of the management concepts, SR is voluntary — it is 
applied in the case of perception of the premises, eg.: the need to prevent certain 
negative phenomena in the relation with the social environment (preventive 
actions); wishing to fix the damage done to certain areas of this environment 
(reactive actions) or to obtain greater benefits (strategic actions). Secondly, SR 
does not restrict itself to companies but covers all types of organizations. In 
the older publications, the prospect of large enterprises was dominating (with 
regard to companies, it is referred to as Corporate Social Responsibility  — 
CSR) (Fischer & Groenveld, 1976, pp. 18–26), while other types of business 
organizations (eg.: SMEs) were rarely taken into account (Chrisman & Archer, 
1984, pp. 46–58; Wilson, 1980, pp. 17–24). Currently, SR takes into account 
all types of enterprises (Jenkins, 2006, pp. 241–256; Russo & Perrini, 2010, 
pp. 207–221) and more broadly, all types of organized activities, such as pub-
lic organizations (Enticott & Walker, 2008, pp. 79–92; Heath & Norman, 
2004, pp. 247–265). Thirdly, SR is a concept applied to organizations operat-
ing in a market environment. It is therefore unreasonable to put in opposition 
to SR the principles of free market economy, rational management of financial 
resources or (in the case of enterprises) profit maximization, as already shown 
in 1979 by A.B. Carroll in his pyramid of responsibility, where the foundation 
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is precisely the economic responsibility (Carroll, 1979, pp. 497–505; Schwartz 
& Carroll, 2003, pp. 503–530). Fourth, SR grows out of R.E. Freeman’s stake-
holder theory which consists in analyzing the needs and expectations of various 
groups of interest in relation to the organization (Freeman, 1984, p. 38; Free-
man et al., 2004, pp. 364–369).

However, the rooting of SR in previous stakeholder theory does not pro-
vide sufficient possibilities for its application. This problem is solved by a cata-
logue of tools that allow the implementation. Just as tools within other concepts, 
also those related to SR are oriented around its core values. There are two 
types of such tools. Firstly, initiatives/programs (non-standardized tools) that 
usually contain fairly general sets of principles or guidelines, their use is less 
formal and gives greater opportunity for subjective approaches and interpre-
tations. Secondly, the norms (standards), which are more formalized and spe-
cific, force better integration of SR activities and management systems. Both 
standards and initiatives can be divided into those for use in organizations of all 
types and segments (universal) and those designed for specific market segments 
and types of organizational activities (Żemigała, 2013, pp. 49–50).

Due to the greater degree of formalization and rooting in management sys-
tems, further analyzes will be devoted to universal standardized tools, which 
include:

 – Standards AA 1000. The family of standards consists of three international 
norms. AA 1000 APS, which specifies three principles (AccountAbility, 
2008a, pp. 10–16): inclusivity, materiality, and responsiveness. Another 
norm, AA 1000 AS, is devoted to checking whether the organization has 
implemented the principles listed in the AA 1000 APS in the appropriate, 
standardized way (AccountAbility, 2008b, pp. 9–22). The AA 1000 SES 
contains information on how to involve stakeholders in the organizations’ 
activities. It offers in its content a process of such activities ranging from 
planning, preparation through implementation, review and improvement 
(AccountAbility, 2015a, pp. 22–43) (scheme 1.).

 – Norm SA 8000. This is an international system standard for working con-
ditions. It was developed on the basis of a series of International Labor Or-
ganization’s conventions. Its structure (scheme 2.) consists of eight technical 
modules and a ninth system module, which is designed to merge, to integrate 
the previous elements into one whole (SAI, 2008, pp. 8–16).

 – Norm ISO 14001. This is the only standard out of the ISO 14000 family that 
is intended for certification purposes. This international standard provides 
guidelines for organizations of any type that facilitate the design, implemen-
tation, maintenance and improvement of an environmental management 
system. Continuous improvement is one of the most important elements 
of this standard, as the whole standard is based on Deming’s continuous im-
provement cycle (scheme 3.) (PKN, 2015, p. vii).

 – Norm ISO 26000. This is an international standard that applies to any 
type of organization, similarly to ISO 14001 and ISO 9001. However, un-
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like them, it is not intended for certification purposes and it is not a norm 
of management system. ISO 26000 contains information to help organiza-
tions understand what SR is and what its relationship to sustainable devel-
opment is (PKN, 2012, p. 11).

 – G4 standards. International reporting standards for sustainability, developed 
by the Global Reporting Initiative, consist of reporting principles (regard-
ing content and quality), indicators (48 profile and 92 detail), and guidance 
manual (GRI, 2016b, pp. 16–18, 24–83).

3. Methods

In the light of the presented standardized tools of SR, two research questions 
were stated:

 – RQ1: How does the use of SR standards look like in the world according 
to current data?

 – RQ2: How does the use of SR standards look like in individual countries 
and in Poland according to current data?
The analytical data required for completeness and reliability are neccessary 

to answer these research questions. These two conditions meet the data coming 
from organizations formally responsible for the analyzed standards (table 1).

This type of data has several limitations that need to be specified:
 – Data comes from different sources.
 – The most up-to-date and complete data come from different periods, from 

late 2014 to July 2016.
 – Data was collected without the use of a single procedure, each organization 

conducting its own research was taking the most appropriate steps.
Given the above, the presented analyzes are of an illustrative nature, give 

a general tendency in the application of the analyzed standards. However, it 
should be emphasized that they are based on data from official sources that can 
be considered reliable and complete. No other sources have been identified 
to provide more comprehensive data on the area under investigation.

Four standards were included in the further analysis: ISO 14001, SA 8000, 
AA 1000 AS and G4; however, ISO 26000 was not included due to the nature 
of the norm (not for certification) and therefore no relevant data.

4. Results

By analyzing the data set in the context of RQ1, it turns out that the most pop-
ular SR standard is the Environmental Management System according to ISO 
14001. The total number of applications in the analyzed dataset is 324 148. None 
of the other standards came even close to a similar result. The popularity of ISO 
14001 can be attributed to the reputation of the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO). In addition, the quality management standard ISO 9001 
on which the ISO 14001 standard was based has also been very well received by 
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organizations. Another reason for the large number of applications of ISO 14001 
is the frequent path of implementation of management systems, the first is usu-
ally the quality management system (oftentimes, ISO 9001 is chosen) and then 
the environmental management system (in this case, the organizations that have 
tested ISO 9001 choose ISO 14001). These facts allow to claim with a degree 
of certainty that if ISO 26000 is reformulated for certification in the future, it 
will also become very popular.

Other SR standards have been much lower in terms of applications. None 
of the standards exceeded 2% of ISO 14001, the closest to this threshold is 
the SA 8000 standard with 3757 applications at a percentage of just over 1% 
of ISO 14001. The next two standards have achieved even lower scores (table 2).

By analyzing the dataset for RQ2 responses, it is clear that in terms of im-
plementation of ISO 14001 the leading country is China with a percentage share 
of more than 36%, no other country has received a double-digit rate. Out 
of the Eastern European countries, only Romania was on the list of the top ten 
countries using ISO 14001. Surprisingly, the developed countries and large 
European economies are further placed on the list, such as Great Britain (4th 
place), France (7th) and Germany (8th). The second most popular standard SA 
8000 is most commonly used in Italy and India with the absence of represent-
atives of large developed European economies in the top ten. Romania is again 
emerging as a representative of Eastern European countries, followed by Bul-
garia. Taking into account the application of the G4 standards in the top ten 
countries, more representatives of Western Europe have been noted; Finland 
comes as first and Switzerland, Germany, the United Kingdom and Sweden are 
also included. Only within the scope of application of this particular standard, 
the United States has taken the top position, which in other cases occupies fur-
ther places. However, it should be noted that the G4 is much less popular stand-
ard than the previous ones. The least popular, AA 1000 AS standard, is most 
commonly applied in South Korea, India and the United Kingdom. A detailed 
breakdown of the first ten countries in terms of application of the standards is 
presented in table 3. The overall conclusion of this analysis is that countries with 
economies recognized as developed, stable and with great traditions do not rank 
prominently. On the other hand, the ranking includes countries like China, 
India, Mexico and South Korea. This may indicate that in countries where econ-
omies are actually stabilized, organizations do not see the need to improve their 
competitive position by using SR tools. Wherever the economy is developing 
or facing various crises, it is possible to find market opportunities by applying 
the analyzed standards. This is the case, for example, in China (environmental 
issues and the popularity of ISO 14001, labor standard issues and SA 8000), 
India (labor standards  — SA 8000), Japan (environmental protection). It is 
also evident that Eastern European countries have little use of these tools. Ro-
mania appears twice in the list of top ten countries (ISO 14001 and SA 8000) 
and Bulgaria once (SA 8000). Poland achieves very poor results, as shown 
in table 4. Basically, it can be said that the application of standardized SR tools 
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in Poland is absent, with the exception of ISO 14001, but the implementation is 
a fraction of a percentage of the total number of implementations in the world. 
Such a picture can be astonishing, Poland is neither a developed economy nor 
strong enough not to seek new opportunities for development; it also faces en-
vironmental problems, as well as working condition, sustainability reporting or 
stakeholder relation issues.

5. Conclusion

Concluding the analysis on the above topic, several aspects can be highlighted. 
SR is a management concept with a set of tools, including standardized tools. 
The most commonly applied standard is the Environmental Management Sys-
tem according to ISO 14001, further standards are much less frequently used. 
On the one hand, it is comforting that a voluntary environmental management 
standard is relatively common, but on the other hand, it is surprising that tools 
from other thematic areas (working conditions, sustainable development re-
porting and stakeholder relations) have little application. With regard to the use 
of standardized SR tools in different countries, a strong tendency is noted among 
non-developed countries and stable economies to use the analyzed tools; it is an 
evidence that they are motivated to improve their competitiveness by using SR 
as well. Unfortunately, in Poland such tendency does not exist and the analyzed 
standards are practically not used, except for ISO 14001.
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Appendix

Table 1.
Details of analytical data

No. Standard Responsible 
organization Data source Update

1 SA 8000
SAI — Social 

Accountability 
International

Data provided by Social Accountability Accreditation Services 
(2016).

As 
of 31.03.16

2 AA 1000 AccountAbility
Data provided by AccountAbility (2015b).

They apply to AA 1000 AS certified by licensed by AccountA-
bility certification organizations.

End 
of 2015

3 ISO 
26000

ISO — In-
ternational 

Organization for 
Standardization

Due to the fact that ISO 26000 is currently not intended for 
certification purposes, there is no such data. −

4 ISO 
14001

ISO — In-
ternational 

Organization for 
Standardization

Data from ISO surveys includes these certifications by bodies 
accredited by the International Accreditation Forum. Data 

retrieved from ISO (2014)

End 
of 2014

5 G4
GRI — Global 

Reporting 
Initiative

Data from GRI (2016a) analysis. As 
of 01.06.16

Note:
All data collected on July 28, 2016.

Source: Own preparation.

Table 2.
Application of standards

Standard Number of applications Percentage
ISO 14001 324148 100.00
SA 8000 3757 1.16

G4 459 0.14
AA 1000 AS 125 0.04

Note:
In the column ‘Percentage’, 100% is considered the total amount of ISO 14001 applications.
Data in the G4 line relates only to those reports that have been prepared in strict accordance with its 
guidelines, including those prepared in previous versions (G3 and G3.1) which have not yet expired 
and are not required to be changed (there were 11 such reports).

Source: Own preparation based on data like in table 1.
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Table 3.
Application of SR standards in individual countries

Standard No. Country Number of applications Percentage

ISO 14001

1 China 117758 36.33
2 Italy 27178 8.38
3 Japan 23753 7.33
4 Great Britain 16685 5.15
5 Spain 13869 4.28
6 Romania 9302 2.87
7 France 8306 2.56
8 Germany 7708 2.38
9 USA 6586 2.03
10 India 6446 1.99

SA 8000

1 Italy 1224 32.58
2 India 1112 29.60
3 China 661 17.59
4 Vietnam 112 2.98
5 Romania 97 2.58
6 Bulgaria 70 1.86
7 Pakistan 59 1.57
8 Brazil 51 1.36
9 Portugal 38 1.01
10 Taiwan 37 0.98

G4

1 Finland 72 15.69
2 USA 43 9.37
3 Mexico 35 7.63
4 Switzerland 22 4.79
5 Germany 20 4.36
6 Singapore 20 4.36
7 Turkey 17 3.70
8 Great Britain 16 3.49
9 Spain 15 3.27
10 Sweden 13 2.83

AA 1000 AS

1 South Korea 41 32.80
2 India 13 10.40
3 Great Britain 11 8.80
4 Spain 6 4.80
5 Indonesia 5 4.00
6 RSA 5 4.00
7 Italy 4 3.20
8 Switzerland 4 3.20
9 Taiwan 4 3.20
10 Finland, Russia, Sri Lanka 3 2.40

Note:
For each standard, data is provided for the top 10 countries with the highest number of applications.
In the columns ‚Percentage’, 100% is considered the total amount of uses of a particular standard.

Source: Own preparation based on data like in table 1.
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Table 4.
Application of SR standards in Poland

Standard Number of application Percentage 
ISO 14001 2213 0.68
SA 8000 9 0.24

G4 2 0.44
AA 1000 AS 0 0.00

Note:
100% = total number of uses per standard.

Source: Own preparation based on data like in table 1.

Scheme 1.
AA 1000 SES steps

Pro�ling & mapping stakeholders. Determining 
engagement levels & methods & boundaries of 

disclosure. Dra� engagement plan and indicators for 
evalua�on

Resource mobiliza�on, capaci� 
building, risk iden��ca�on

Review & Improve

Plan

Prepare

Implement

Monitoring & evalua�on. Further 
ac�vi�es. Final report

Stakeholders invita�on. Materials prepara�on & 
dis ibu�on. Engagement. Documenta�on. Ac�on plan. 

Results communica�on

Source: Own preparation based on AccountAbility (2015a, pp. 22–43).
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Scheme 2.
SA 8000 structure

Social Accountablili� 8000

Management System

Child Labor Discrimina�onHealth & Safe� Working Hours

Forced Labor Disciplinary 
Prac�ces

Freedom of 
Associa�on & 

Collec�ve 
Bargaining

Remunera�on

Source: Own preparation based on SAI (2008, pp. 8–16).

Scheme 3.
Environmental Management System (EMS) according to ISO 14001 in the perspective 
of Deming’s cycle

Internal & external issues Stakeholders’ needs & expecta
ons

Context of the organiza
on

Planning (P)

Leadership

Performance evalua
on (C)

Outcomes of EMS

Scope of EMS

Improvement (A) Support & opera
on (D)

Source: PKN (2015, p. vii).


	Application of Social Responsibility Standards in Poland and the World
	1. Introduction
	2. Tools of Social Responsibility
	3. Methods
	4. Results
	5. Conclusion
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Appendix

