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Abstract 
The main goal of the article is to describe the issue of social responsibility of agri-
business companies in the context of sustainable development. Social responsibility 
in business is the concept of the organization's voluntary consideration for social 
and environmental aspects while conducting business. The article presents the issues 
of CSR and sustainable development in a theoretical approach and the results of re-
search carried out by means of a diagnostic survey in 2016 in 200 Polish agribusiness 
companies, concerning their practical application of the idea of social responsibility 
in their functioning. The survey questionnaire was targeted at the management staff 
of 210 deliberately selected agribusiness companies from Kujawsko-pomorskie and 
Pomorskie Provinces of Poland. The feedback, in the form of correctly completed 
questionnaires, was obtained from 200 respondents. The data thus obtained was 
then analyzed statistically. Research has shown that the state of knowledge about 
CSR and sustainable development is quite good, however, daily practice is slightly 
different from the theory and knowledge.
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1 Introduction
In a dynamically developing market economy, more and more enterprises, in-
cluding those of agribusiness, strive for economic success and also recognize the 
need to implement social and ecological activities (Olejniczak, 2013). This man-
agement should focus on respecting the principles of sustainable development. 
Sustainable development is defined as socio-economic development, in which 
occurs the process of integrating political, economic and social activities, while 
preserving the environmental balance and durability of basic natural processes, 
in order to guarantee the possibility of satisfying the basic needs of individual 
communities or citizens of both the contemporary generation as well as future 
generations (Environmental Protection Law, 2001; Wielewska, Gliniak, Sobczyk, 
Prus 2017).

A. Pawłowski (2009) proposes to expand the number of determinants of sustain-
able development by such areas as:

 – ethical considerations (the question of man's responsibility for nature),
 – the ecological aspect (protection of the natural environment and that proce-

ssed by man, in this aspect spatial planning is also included),
 – social consideration (not only the natural environment, but also the social 

environment can be degraded),
 – political aspect (formulation of sustainable development strategies, their im-

plementation and control),
 – technical aspect (new technologies, economising on raw materials),
 – economic aspect (taxes, subsidies and other economic instruments),
 – legal aspect (environmental law).

This concept shows social responsibility of business enterprises (Polish abbr. 
SOP), also called corporate social responsibility (CSR) or most often just CSR. 

1.1  CSR and sustainable development
CSR is a concept of integrated management that takes into account the compa-
ny's responsibility for the impact that it has on employees, customers, sharehold-
ers, local communities and the natural environment. It is also a search for synergy 
and business contribution to the implementation of all dimensions of the policy 
of sustainable economic development. Generally speaking, corporate social re-
sponsibility (of a company)  is a concept according to which economic entities 
which are at the stage of building a business strategy voluntarily take into account 
social interests and environmental protection as well as relations with various 
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stakeholder groups (Ratajczak, 2012). In the context of the concept of corporate 
social responsibility, the stakeholders of agribusiness entities are: investors, share-
holders, customers, competitors, employees, as well as the state, local communi-
ties and social organizations (Filek, 2006), which are in the range of their impact.

The objective scope of corporate social responsibility includes, among others,: 
compliance with legal norms, philanthropy and development of the local commu-
nity, environmental protection, sustainable development, animal rights, human 
rights, employee rights, market relations, corruption and corporate governance 
(Codogni, 2012).

Table 1 Arguments for and against corporate social responsibility

Arguments in favour of social 
responsibility Arguments against social responsibility

Economic activity creates problems and 
therefore enterprises should participate in 

solving them.
Employees of the enterprise also create 
social groups to which the company is 

responsible.
The enterprise has the necessary resources 

to solve social problems.
Enterprises are partners in economy, just like 
the government and society, therefore they 
should strive to meet the socio-economic 

and ecological needs of their partners.
By accepting its social, economic and 

ecological obligations, it acts in its own and 
social interest.

The purpose of a business enterprise is to 
bring profits to its owners.

The enterprise has no non-economic 
obligations except for those stipulated by 

legislation.
Involvement in social programs allows 

enterprises to influence the environment.
There is a possibility of a conflict of interest.

Enterprises lack experience in managing 
social programs.

All decisions unrelated to the market game 
cause a decrease in economic efficiency and 
loss of management time and energy, which 

reduces economic efficiency.
It is dangerous for democracy, because 

it can lead to the politicization of the 
enterprise.

Source: Kryk, 2005.

It is crucial for enterprises to preserve economic efficiency which, combined 
with the need to adapt to any applicable legal regulations - in particular also en-
vironmental ones, enforces certain necessary formal requirements as well as high 
environmental awareness, responsibility, motivation and effective, active manage-
ment of production assets. Also, there is often the necessity to invest considerable 
financial means in the sphere of environmental protection. In conclusion, CSR is 
based on the principle that enterprises in connection with their activities do not 
only bear legal and economic responsibility, but are also obliged to undertake 
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activities that will contribute to the protection and raising social standards (Na-
konieczna, 2008).
The following factors that particularly speak for the realisation of this concept in 
companies as well as the integration of their business strategies with environmen-
tal requirements (Kaczmarek, 2011):

 – emergence of norms and regulations regarding environmental protection;
 – increase of consumers' sensitivity to ecological issues combined with ‘rank 

and rifle’ pressure exerted on enterprises to care for the condition of the en-
vironment;

 – technological progress contributing to the emergence of pro-ecological tech-
nologies.

It should be noted that “the concept of sustainable development refers not 
only to business operations, but also applies to the attitudes of governments, local 
government units, all state institutions and the whole society. The concept of CSR 
focuses on a given organization; it is both a certain philosophy and a set of tools to 
achieve a sustainable business status which, in the long term, apart from obvious 
environmental and social benefits, guarantees a long-term increase in the value of 
the enterprise” (Żelazna-Blicharz, 2013, p. 40).

It follows that the concept of sustainable development should be considered 
a much wider issue than corporate social responsibility.

2 Data and Methods 
The aim of this study is to present the issue of social responsibility of agribusiness 
enterprises in the context of sustainable development. Research was conducted 
in 2016 by means of a diagnostic survey, in which a questionnaire technique was 
employed. The survey questionnaire was addressed to the management staff of 
210 intentionally selected agribusiness companies from Kujawsko-pomorskie and 
Pomorskie Provinces of Poland. The feedback was obtained from 200 business 
entities, in the form of correctly completed questionnaires. There were 151 small 
companies with 10-50 employees (75.5%), 40 medium-sized companies with 51-
250 employees (20.0%) and 9 large companies with over 250 employees (4.5%). 
The research excluded micro businesses with fewer than 9 employees. The data 
thus obtained was then subject to a statistical analysis.
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3 Results and Discussion
The questionnaire was answered by 200 respondents – representatives of man-
agement staff of agribusiness companies from the Kujawsko-pomorskie and Po-
morskie Provinces. The study included 31 women (16.5%) and 169 men (83.5%). 
The respondents were mainly people from the 46-55 age group. They constituted 
41.5% of the respondents (83 people). In the age group of 36-45, there were 44 
respondents (22.0%). In turn, 39 people (14.5%) were aged 26-35. The group of 
respondents over 55 (33 people) accounted for 16.5% of the total. Only one of the 
respondents (0.5%) was younger than 25 years old.

The respondents were asked to self-assess their knowledge of the concept of 
corporate social responsibility. Nearly 80% of the surveyed claimed to know the 
concept, of whom 37.5% said they definitely knew it (75 people), and 43.5% said 
they fairly knew it (87 people). 5% of the respondents (10 people) were not able 
to specify whether they have any knowledge of the CSR concept or not, and 14% 
concluded that the idea was not known to them (27 people).

The vast majority of the respondents (83%) identify the concept of corporate 
social responsibility of business enterprises with the idea of   sustainable develop-
ment (Table 2). The opposite answer was given by 15% of the respondents, and 2% 
did not have an opinion in this regard.

Table 2  Identifying the concept of corporate social responsibility with the idea 
of   sustainable development, in the opinion of the respondents

Specification N=200 %
definitely yes 70 35.0
rather yes 96 48.0
difficult to say 4 2.0
rather not 25 12.5
definitely not 5 2.5
Total 200 100.0

Source: Author’s own study based on research conducted.

The identification of the concept of corporate social responsibility with the 
idea of   sustainable development can be found in many studies. These issues are 
dealt with, among others, by B. Jamka (2010), A. Chodyński (2012).
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Those enterprises which 4are guided by the principle of corporate social respon-
sibility should primarily (Kryk 2011):

 – cease and refrain from activities considered to be socially harmful, especially 
from an ecological point of view,

 – provide goods and services in unprofitable areas as well as environmentally 
friendly goods and services,

 – accept responsibility for economic and social development and the quality of 
life.

A significant area of   activities undertaken within the framework of CSR im-
plementation should be protection of the natural environment. The respondents 
were asked about the importance of environmental protection in the concept of 
corporate social responsibility (Table 3).

Table 3  The position of environmental protection in the concept of corporate 
social responsibility in the opinion of the respondents

Specification N=200 %
definitely important 63 31.5
rather important 71 35.5
difficult to say 15 7.5
rather not important 42 21.0
definitely not important 9 4.5
Total 200 100.0

Source: Author’s own study based on research conducted.

According to 31.5% of respondents, the position of environmental protection 
in the concept of corporate social responsibility is definitely important, and for 
35.5% it is rather important. Slightly over a quarter of the respondents recognized 
that this issue is not important in the context of CSR. 7.5% of respondents re-
frained from a specific response. 

Another aspect of the research was the position of economic aspects in the 
concept of corporate social responsibility (Table 4).

Table 4  The position of economic aspects in the concept of corporate social 
responsibility in the opinion of the respondents

Specification N=200 %
definitely important 41 20.5
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Specification N=200 %
rather important 57 28.5
difficult to say 23 11.5
rather not important 56 28.0
definitely not important 23 11.5
Total 200 100.0

Source: Author’s own study based on research conducted.

20.5% of the respondents recognized economic aspects as definitely important 
in the concept of CSR, whereas 28.5% as rather important. It was considered rath-
er unimportant by 28%, and 11.5% of the respondents stated it was definitely not 
important. Another 11.5% of the respondents answered ‘difficult to say’.

Table 5  The position of social aspects in the concept of corporate social 
responsi bility in the opinion of respondents

Specification N=200 % 
definitely important 52 26.0
rather important 57 28.5
difficult to say 27 13.5
rather not important 46 23.0
definitely not important 18 9.0
Total 200 100.0

Source: Author’s own study based on research conducted.

The position of social aspects in the concept of corporate social responsibility 
(Table 5) was considered important by 26%, and 26.5% considered it rather im-
portant. A large part of the respondents (32%) considered this aspect of CSR as 
not important, and 13.5% did not have an opinion in this matter.

The analysis of tables 3-5 shows that the idea of   CSR is most often understood 
among businesspeople as activities for protection of the environment and activi-
ties for the benefit of the local community. The position of economic aspects had 
a slightly lower rank in the opinion of the respondents.

It is important that the CSR concept be a daily practice in agribusiness compa-
nies, not just theory. The respondents were asked about the state of implementa-
tion of corporate social responsibility (Table 6).

The concept of corporate social responsibility has been fully implement-
ed in 20% of the surveyed enterprises, and in 18% of companies it is under 
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implementation. In turn, 23% of enterprises plan to implement CSR activities. 
For 27.5% of the surveyed companies, this is only a theoretical concept that has 
no chance of implementation. The remaining 11.5% did not have a precise opin-
ion on this matter.

Table 6  The current state of implementation of corporate social responsibility 
in the surveyed business enterprises

Specification N=200 %
CSR has already been fully implemented 40 20.0
CSR is under implementation 36 18.0
the implementation of CSR is planned 46 23.0
this is only a theoretical concept that has no chance of 
implementation 55 27.5

difficult to say 23 11.5
Total 200 100.0

Source: Author’s own study based on research conducted.

According to M. Smolarek and M. Sipa (2015), taking actions within the scope 
of corporate social responsibility by small and medium-sized enterprises depends 
mainly on the businessperson-owner, their knowledge, skills and experience, and 
in particular their system of values.

Table 7  Benefits resulting from the introduction of the concept of corporate 
social responsibility in the opinion of the respondents

Specification N=200 %
improvement of the company's image 72 36.0
conservation of natural resources for future generations 66 33.0
cost reduction in the enterprise 18 9.0
increase in the company's competitiveness 88 44.0
increased commitment and motivation of employees 60 30.0
better relations with stakeholders 94 47.0

* the respondents could choose more than one answer
Source: Author’s own study based on research conducted.

The implementation of the concept of socially responsible business implies 
many benefits. M. Sznajder (2013) writes extensively about this. The respondents 
indicated relations with stakeholders (47%) in the first place, then the increase in 
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the competitiveness of the company (44%), as well as improvement of the com-
pany's image (36%). Conservation of natural resource for future generations was 
also considered to be a significant benefit (33%). In the respondents’ opinion, the 
less important benefits include the increase in commitment and motivation of 
employees (30%) and the reduction of costs in the enterprise (9%).

Table 8  Factors that constitute a barrier to implementing corporate social 
respo nsibility in the surveyed agribusiness enterprises

Specification N=200 %
lack of management’s awareness of CSR issues 18 9.0
lack of employees’ awareness 22 11.0
identifying CSR as only philanthropic activity 28 14.0
associating the idea of   CSR with large and rich companies 98 49.0
difficulty defining CSR 55 27.5
linking CSR with the necessity to incur large financial outlays 110 55.0
the belief that there is no link between CSR activities and the 
company's market success 131 65.5

lack of awareness that the CSR strategy provides a long-term 
economic profit 73 36.5

* the respondents could choose more than one answer
Source: Author’s own study based on research conducted.

Another question in the study of corporate social responsibility of agribusiness 
in the context of sustainable development concerned the barriers to implement-
ing CSR (Table 8). As the most significant barrier, the respondents considered 
(65.5%) the belief that there was no link between activities in the area of   socially 
responsible business and the company's market success. This has also been con-
firmed by research by D. Zuzek (2012), where about 30% of the respondents gave 
the same response.

In the views of the respondents, linking CSR with the necessity to incur large 
financial outlays (55%) is a significant barrier. An important threshold, accord-
ing to 49% of the respondents, is also associating the idea of   CSR with large and 
rich companies. It should be noted that such views stop small and medium-sized 
agribusiness companies from implementing CSR, although they largely affect the 
shape of the local market and interact with the community and the natural envi-
ronment (Witek-Crabb, 2004). In the opinion of the respondents (36.5%), anoth-
er barrier is also the lack of awareness that the CSR strategy provides a long-term 
economic profit. This is also mentioned in research by I. Codogni (2012).
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4 Conclusion
To sum up, social responsibility of agribusiness enterprises is the response of this 
economic sector to the challenges set by the concept of sustainable development. 
Both ideas have many common points and thus they overlap. Thanks to the mini-
mization of negative impact on the external environment by agribusiness compa-
nies and the consideration of social and environmental aspects while conducting 
business, it can be concluded that they operate in accordance with the concept of 
sustainable development.

The respondents indicated that they were familiar with the term “corporate 
social responsibility”. They also identify this concept with the idea of   sustainable 
development, which is a correct observation, although sustainable development 
should be considered a much broader issue than corporate social responsibility.

In the conducted research, the idea of   CSR was most often understood among 
entrepreneurs as activities for protection of the environment and activities for the 
benefit of the local community. The position of economic aspects in the opinion 
of the respondents had a slightly lower rank. The respondents do perceive a wide 
range of benefits brought by the implementation of the CSR idea. As the basic 
barrier in the implementation of CSR, the respondents recognized the belief that 
there is no link between CSR activities and the company's market success and the 
linking of CSR with the necessity to incur large financial outlays.

Generally, the research has shown that the state of knowledge of CSR and sus-
tainable development is quite high, however daily practice in agribusiness enter-
prises in this respect is slightly different from the theory and knowledge, and their 
activities in this area are still significantly limited.
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