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Abstract
Motivation: Respecting the principles of sustainable development and their application 

in the form of Corporate Social Responsibility strategy (CSR) is a real challenge for today’s 
enterprises. This is not a simple and explicit task. Although, formulated general guidelines 
defining the framework for voluntary recognition of the rights of its stakeholders, each or-
ganization can shape mutual relations in an individual way. In turn, this specific character 
of implementation of the CSR strategy assumptions implies the difficulty of its transmis-

sion in the form of equivalent and comparable descriptions and indicators.
Aim: The aim of the article is primarily to identify the main problems associated with 

reporting of activities undertaken by enterprises under the implementation of the con-
cept of corporate social responsibility and highlighting the importance of using unified 

reporting. The article presents both the theoretical approach to the concept of corporate 
social responsibility and the need for its description, as well as the perspective of practical 

recognition of individual aspects of CSR in social reports. It also underlines the impor-
tance of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), which is an attempt to introduce common 

reporting of sustainable development.
Results: In order to implement the objectives of this article, the literature on the subject, 
desk research in the form of social reports of chosen organizations, as well as GRI data 

and guidelines and also information of the Polish Ministry of Finance have been analyzed. 
The analysis has identified the main problems of CSR reporting and justified the appropri-

ateness of applying a clear and unified message.
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1. Introduction

The realization of the aspirations of contemporary entities to respect the prin-
ciples of sustainable development may be carried out in numerous ways. One 
of them is the implementation of the concept of corporate social responsibility 
(CSR). It covers ethical, economic, social and environmental aspects, which are 
harmonized with the premises of the concept of sustainable development. Its 
factual effect means the specific activities of the organization including different 
groups of stakeholders. Independent and individual selection of adequate ini-
tiatives remains a peculiar determinant of undertaking responsibility commit-
ment. At the same time, it implies problems related to the reporting. This article 
first presents the sense of the CSR concept, the legitimacy of its implementa-
tion and the need for characterization. Then, attention was paid to the diversity 
of the description and the message of its application dimension. This allowed 
to indicate the resulting difficulties. Finally, the importance of using unified re-
porting was highlighted.

2. Literature review

The study of the literature on the subject of the concept of corporate social re-
sponsibility (CSR) first indicates on the constantly unflagging interest in this 
application response to the implementation of the concept of sustainable de-
velopment. The authors of publications related to CSR consider, among others, 
problems of contemporary understanding (Dahlsrud, 2008, pp. 1–13; Kwar-
cińska, 2015, pp. 157–165; Sheehy, 2015, pp. 625–648) of this corporate moral 
responsibility towards a wide range of stakeholders, as well as they analyze 
practical problems concerning specific actions in specific CSR areas (Glavas, 
2016, p. 796; Kwarcińska, 2018, pp. 223–230), reasons (Księżak, 2016, pp. 
53–65) for their undertakings and issues of their descriptions (Hąbek & Wol-
niak, 2016, pp. 399–420; Hys & Hawrysz, 2012, pp. 1515–1524; Leitoniene & 
Sapkauskiene, 2015, pp. 334–339).

3. The CSR concept and the need to report it

The real, constant evolution of the concept of corporate social responsibility 
is the basis for a reconsideration of its main message and understanding. The 
fundamental point of reference for this concept is invariably the ethical aware-
ness of the organization and the recognition of its value for the implementa-
tion of economic intentions. Only then, as a result of this awareness, individual 
entities accept a moral responsibility for all intentions and actions that decide 
not only about their economic issues. Underlining in the definition of corporate 
social responsibility the impact of the organization on non-economic aspects, 
including their various stakeholders, has been formally recorded in the ISO 
26000 standard. According to ISO (2010), social responsibility is the ‘responsi-
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bility of an organization for the impacts of its decisions and activities on society 
and the environment through transparent and ethical behavior that:

 – contributes to sustainable development, including the 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 behavior;
 – is integrated throughout the organization and practised in its relationships’.

Therefore, entities, which are aware of mutual economic-environmental-so-
cial interactions and are ethical, accept commitment to responsibility. This in-
tangible sense of duty of enterprises is not connected with necessity; it does not 
result from formal requirements and is not an ultimatum of running a business. 
Therefore, among others, in the determination of social responsibility, the vol-
untary aspect often appears. According to European Commission (2001), CSR 
is a ‘concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns 
in their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders 
on a voluntary basis’. The voluntary nature means a certain freedom of decision 
for each organization in this respect and at the same time refers to the fun-
damental meaning of intangible ethical values. Meanwhile, in the literature 
on the subject, there are also CSR explanations through the prism of real, meas-
urable benefits for both organization and society. Paliwoda-Matiolańska (2012, 
p. 177) stated that CSR is ‘a process of managing relations with stakeholders 
of the company, which through responding to identifiable expectations, contrib-
utes to the growth of the company’s competitiveness providing it with stability 
and lasting development and at the same time establishes favourable condi-
tions for social and economic development creating both social and economic 
value’. Thus, the considerations on corporate social responsibility from the level 
of consciousness, the way of thinking and the sense of the need to accept the re-
sponsibility are heading towards general economic and social benefits. Benefits 
stemming from such commitments are primarily related to respecting and re-
garding the interests of different parties from the close and far surroundings 
of the enterprises. In practice, this means the mutual formation of relationships 
with entities that influences on the decisions and activities of the organization, 
as well as on those, which the enterprises interact with. The respect for mutual 
reasons translates into specific actions of enterprises in respect of their stake-
holders. In turn, taking all initiatives is subject to the criteria of a relatively 
significant freedom in selecting stakeholder significance, as well as selecting 
the type of activities for them. Therefore, it does not necessarily mean a com-
prehensive approach to all stakeholders and to take clear and identical activities. 
The reasons of the organizations, which decide to pay attention to their stake-
holders, are important elements in this process. Among reasons, it can also be 
seen a high degree of their differentiation. There are the most general ones, 
such as ethical awareness or the desire to improve the image of the organiza-
tion and those aimed at improving relations with each of the stakeholders. This 
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translates into multidimensionality and diversity of specific activities, and thus 
the reporting of organizations in this field. Corporates undertaking social re-
sponsibility communicate their commitment to all interested parties by present-
ing such information most often in the form of social reports.

4. The variety of social reports

Reporting in the scope of non-financial activities of enterprises is differently 
understood and in practice, adopts inconsistent terms ranging from additional 
statements and reports on non-financial data, through sustainability reports, 
social impact reports, social responsibility reports, to integrated reports. It 
seems that the most general and binding name is the definition of social re-
ports. The essence is their content. Most often, they communicate all activities 
of the organization including the social, ethical and environmental areas, based 
on the specified stakeholders.

Analysis of selected social reports of various organizations available on web-
sites: of CSRinfo (2019) and the reports submitted within several editions 
of the Social Reports competition in the years 2014–2017, among other things, 
made it possible to note that they are very broad and significantly different 
in form and content. The reasons for this are primarily related to the relatively 
high degree of voluntariness and freedom, as well as the lack of unambiguous 
and specific formal requirements, as well as legal obligations regarding the form 
of such a report in relation to all organizations. Even entities that since 2017, 
in Poland have been legally obliged to report non-financial information in ac-
cordance with the amendment to the Accounting Act (2016), can freely choose 
the standard of report preparation using only general records indicating the dis-
closure of data concerning at least the following issues: environmental, social 
and employee issues, respect for human rights and counteracting corruption 
and bribery, including (Dadacz, 2019):

 – a concise description of the business model of the entity;
 – key, non-financial performance indicators related to the entity’s operations;
 – description of policies used by the entity in relation to social and employment 

issues, the natural environment, respect for human rights and counteracting 
corruption and bribery, as well as description of the results of applying these 
policies;

 – description of due diligence procedures  — if the entity uses them under 
the aforementioned policies;

 – description of significant risks related to the entity’s activities in relation 
to environmental, social and employee issues, respect for human rights 
and counteracting corruption and bribery, including risks related to the en-
tity’s products or its relations with the external environment, including con-
tractors, as well as description managing these risks.
The analyzed reports in their content in a different scope and with differ-

ent intensity refer to the goals, ambitions of the organization and their im-
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plementation. They describe the products; their quality and striving for their 
improvement taking into account the needs of customers, but also with a view 
to the protection of the natural environment. They present relationships with 
employees, suppliers, contractors and commitment to the local community. 
Thus, they present non-financial aspects of functioning through the prism 
of ethical and responsible recognition of the reasons of various stakeholders. 
They refer to the main values to the corporates, such as trust, honesty and re-
spect, especially at the level of formulating visions, strategies or partial policies. 
At the same time, indicated postulates and obligations regarding the applica-
tion of the principles of responsible business activity often refer to international 
guidelines and standards.

In the majority of reports, employees, customers, contractors, suppliers, lo-
cal community and natural environment are identified as the main stakehold-
ers. Presentation of their recognition and emphasizing responsibility towards 
them is based on the presentation of mutual relations as well as specific actions 
taken towards them. They are so-called good practices that allow to identify spe-
cific areas and ways of corporate responsible impact. Their recognition depends 
to a large extent, on the type of activity of the entity, its experience and main 
problems. This means that if a company operates in a sector with a significant 
threat to human health and life, it undertakes initiatives that promote solutions 
and proposals in the area of improving occupational safety relatively more fre-
quently and intensively. In turn, if the entity is aware of its intense interfering 
with the state of the natural environment, it focuses attention on efforts to min-
imize damage, as well as preventive and corrective actions in relation to natu-
ral environment. Examples of specific activities towards major stakeholders are 
presented in table 1.

The analysis of the information presented in table 1 allows to observe, among 
others, a significant diversification of activities with regard to different stake-
holders. This is due to the lack of requirements regarding both taking actions 
towards specific entities and the type of initiatives. This underlines the im-
portance of the principle of voluntary responsibility commitment and the ex-
istence of a high degree of freedom in adjusting commitment. Entrepreneurs 
themselves identify the most important stakeholders and individually decide 
on the strength of impact and shaping mutual relations.

This voluntariness and freedom constitute the basic problems in the descrip-
tion and comparison of social responsibility issues. In addition, social reports 
are often the business card of an organization, and if it acts responsibly, it re-
veals these positive aspects of its functioning and focuses solely on them. Mean-
while, an objective picture should also include the ranges, in which a specific 
entity does not take up activities or those, in which it is possible to indicate 
incorrect, inadequate, insufficient actions. It is also important to pay attention 
to the desirability of developing a report and the need to maintain its trans-
parency. Excessive information in reports or their inadequacy in relation 
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to the target function and information needs of the recipients make them too 
large and non-transparent.

The answer to the problems of preparing social reports are, among others, 
the guidelines of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) organization, which 
application was also observed in the reports analyzed for the purposes of this 
article.

5. The GRI initiative as a way to report corporate social 
responsibility

The international organization GRI has been operating since 1997 and since 
then, based on constant consultations and cooperation with many organizations 
and experts, it has been continuously improving reporting on sustainable de-
velopment. Its main goal is ‘to create international reporting standards volun-
tarily used in reporting in the economic, environmental and social areas’ (FOB, 
2008). In 2000, the first version of the GRI–G1 guidelines was published. Their 
subsequent modifications in 2002 (GRI–G2), 2006 (GRI–G3), 2011 (GRI up-
date: G3.1), 2013 (GRI: G4) led to the preparation in 2016 of a consolidated set 
of GRI standards referred to as GRI standards. This set of instruments consists 
mainly of three universal standards named as (FOB, 2016):

 – basic information (GRI 101);
 – profile indicators (GRI 102);
 – approach to management (GRI 103).

It also contains 33 topic — specific standards, defined as series:
 – economic (GRI 200) — 6 standards;
 – environmental (GRI 300) — 8 standards;
 – social (GRI 400) — 19 standards.

The guidelines are prepared for the needs of various organizations regard-
less of the nature of their activities and size. Their universality also applies 
to the freedom to use only selected standards or even only parts of them. The 
structure of the social report developed according to the GRI guidelines is trans-
parent and structured. It allows to include both strategic and very detailed activ-
ities, while creating opportunities to take into account the positive and negative 
actions of the organization. According to the guidelines, information provided 
through the report should serve internal and external stakeholders. Therefore, 
on their basis, stakeholders can form opinions about the organization’s con-
tribution to sustainable development and make informed decisions. The basic 
principle of reporting is focusing on relevant aspects, i.e. those that reflect 
the significant impact of the organization on the economy, the environment 
and society, or that have a significant impact on the assessments and decisions 
of stakeholders (GRI, 2018a, p. 3; 2018b, p. 11). This rule seems to be indispen-
sable because in a complete approach to standards, the report becomes a very 
extensive study.
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In nearly twenty years, the application of GRI principles and guidelines has 
become a useful and widespread tool for non-financial reporting. According 
to the GRI (2019) information, over 13.5 thousands organizations from around 
the world have prepared approximately 53 thousands reports so far, of which 
almost 32 thousands have been based on the GRI guidelines.

The GRI guidelines are also used by Polish entities. The analysis of the regis-
ter of social reports shows that in 2009, 50% of reports were prepared accord-
ing to the GRI guidelines, and in 2018, it was already 75%. Detailed information 
on this subject is presented in table 2.

It should be emphasized that in Poland, the reporting of non-financial in-
formation was completely non-obligatory until 2016, since 2017 (Act amending 
the Accounting Act, 2016) the entities of public interest have been obliged to re-
porting while maintaining the voluntary principles used to prepare declarations. 
In the materials presenting the reporting of non-financial information in Poland 
in 2017 (Ministry of Finance, 2019), nearly 250 such entities were identified; 
however, the analysis covered 123 reports. 40% (Dadacz, 2019) of them were 
prepared using GRI G4 standards, 22% included the Non-Financial Infor-
mation Standard (SIN), 20% were based on their own rules, 14% were based 
on GRI Standards and 4% were developed according to other guidelines. There-
fore, it can be noticed that the GRI guidelines have been used extensively. Their 
value is supported by both universality and many years of development by var-
ious groups of specialists and consultants. Nevertheless, it should be noted that 
at least in Poland the reporting of non-financial aspects is the domain of large 
entities. Therefore, the issue to use of GRI guidelines by medium and small or-
ganizations remains open.

6. Conclusion

The actual activities of each organization determine its awareness of responsi-
bility and its commitment to the implementation of the concept of sustainable 
development. However, the significant variety of initiatives undertaken with 
regard to various stakeholders and with uneven intensity implies problems 
of recognition and reporting. It is difficult to compare information on the scope 
of entities’ responsibility, determine its degree and distinguish irresponsible 
activities. Probably more often positive aspects of the functioning of each or-
ganization are described and disclosed. On the other hand, due to the necessity 
undesired or marginalized issues of the corporates are verbalized. Among other 
things, it is justified to try to standardize non-financial reporting. Even if they 
are not completely comparable information and will not cover all ranges, each 
report is a specific set of so-called good practices that can serve as a benchmark 
for new activities of other organizations. Reporting, even in a narrow scope, in-
spires to take initiatives in other areas and leads to better target of management 
activities. Above all, however, it is a valuable source of data for current and po-
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tential stakeholders. They ultimately expect such information and on the basis 
of which they make an assessment and make decisions.
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Appendix

Table 1.
Examples of actions towards stakeholders

Stakeholders Examples of initiatives

employees
programs for school and academic students, onboarding programs, codes of conduct, 

organizing a health and safety week, health and safety awareness contests, medical care 
packages, sports cards for employees and their families, workshops, satisfaction surveys

customers surveys describing the level of satisfaction, direct meetings, reference letters from custom-
ers, customer service standards, internet services

contractors, suppliers conferences, participation in fairs, opinion polls, audits, codes of standards

local society
presence in social media, sports support, workshops for children, sponsorship, organiza-
tion of competitions, charity events, meetings with the community, employee volunteer-

ing, open days

natural environment
awareness training, car exchange, implementation of eco-innovations, exchange of tra-
ditional lighting, reduction of paper consumption, promotion of bicycle transport, use 

of alternative fuels

Source: Own preparation based on Energa (2017, p. 44, 61, 83, 126, 131, 136, 145, 146, 171), 
Górażdże Heidelberg Cement Group (2016–2017, p. 18, 19, 27, 30, 49, 57, 72, 75), Idea Bank 
(2017, p. 36, 40, 43, 52), Mostostal Warszawa (2017, p. 18, 19, 21, 26, 31, 32, 36, 40, 61), Prov-
ident (2016–2017, p. 39, 82), Velux (2016–2017, p. 4, 27, 28, 37, 50).

Table 2.
Polish social reports

Specification 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
number of non-financial reports 
submitted to the register of reports 
published on the website CSRinfo 
(2019)

14 25 34 37 48 40 55 43 52 72

including the number of GRI 
reports 7 10 16 25 37 33 45 33 36 54

the percentage of GRI reports 50 40 47 68 77 83 82 77 69 75

Source: Own preparation based on Anam (2019).
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