
energies

Article

A Multidimensional Comparative Analysis of Involvement in
CSR Activities of Energy Companies in the Context of
Sustainable Development Challenges: Evidence from Poland

Tomasz L. Nawrocki * and Danuta Szwajca

����������
�������

Citation: Nawrocki, T.L.; Szwajca, D.

A Multidimensional Comparative

Analysis of Involvement in CSR

Activities of Energy Companies in the

Context of Sustainable Development

Challenges: Evidence from Poland.

Energies 2021, 14, 4592. https://

doi.org/10.3390/en14154592

Academic Editors: Sergey Zhironkin

and Patrycja Hąbek
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Abstract: In recent years, corporate involvement in CSR has become increasingly important and
appreciated in the context of the ideas and assumptions regarding sustainable development. Due to
the specificity of the energy sector, its particular impact on the environment, the living conditions of
the population, and the social involvement of energy companies is particularly desirable, therefore it
is observed and assessed by many stakeholder groups. The aim of this article is to assess the CSR
commitment of Polish energy companies listed on the Warsaw Stock Exchange. The assessment
was based on the proposed indicator model, based on the data published in the annual reports of
the companies. The study uses data from the years 2016–2020. The main research question is as
follows: What is the engagement in CSR activities of six Polish energy companies towards contractors,
investors, employees, society, and the environment? The obtained results show that the investigated
energy companies present a similar average level of engagement in CSR activities. The highest level
of involvement concerns the area of contractors and the lowest levels relate to the donors of capital
and the environment.

Keywords: corporate social responsibility; energy companies; sustainable development

1. Introduction

The CSR concept has been of interest to scientists and researchers in numerous fields
for many years. It is also implemented to a greater or lesser extent in enterprises. Over the
past two decades, the meaning and approach of CSR has changed significantly as a result
of increased awareness and interest from the public, media, international organisations,
regulators, and governments [1]. This new approach to CSR has a much broader context. It
concerns the relationship and linkages between business and society in many dimensions:
economic, political, ethical–legal, cultural, or ecological and is linked to the concept of sus-
tainable development [2–6]. Companies, in their quest to generate profit, must respect not
only legal regulations but also ethical principles, environmental impacts, requirements and
expectations of many stakeholder groups, and assumptions on sustainable development
formulated by state authorities and international institutions [7].

CSR encompasses a wide range of activities concerning the enterprise’s approach to
the natural environment, its relations with various stakeholder groups, and its approach to
compliance with the law and ethical principles. One of the fundamental aspects of CSR is
environmental protection. Pro-environmental activities of enterprises are to constitute a
kind of compensation for technical and technological development that, on the one hand,
generates measurable economic benefits and, on the other hand, leads to degradation of the
natural environment. The energy sector is particularly important and specific in this aspect.

The aim of this article is to assess the CSR activities of energy companies listed on
the Warsaw Stock Exchange in the context of sustainable development challenges using
an indicator model based on data published in their annual reports. The need to assess
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CSR activities in the power industry results from the fact that this industry has a particular
impact on the natural environment and living conditions of the inhabitants. Although
companies are in most cases not legally obliged to CSR activities or to report them, they
do both, guided by different motives including succumbing to pressure from different
stakeholder groups [8,9]. In addition to assessing the involvement of energy companies in
CSR, the aim of our study is to identify gaps and weaknesses in the CSR reporting system
of listed companies. In particular, the following research questions were undertaken:

1. What is the importance of CSR in the energy industry in the context of sustainable
development challenges?

2. What factors motivating energy companies to engage in CSR have so far been identi-
fied by various researchers?

3. What are the problems of assessing companies’ engagement in CSR on the basis of
information contained in reports?

4. What is the CSR commitment of Polish energy companies listed on the Warsaw Stock
Exchange in general and broken down into individual dimensions/aspects?

The research problems formulated have been subordinated to the structure of this
article that consists of the following sections. Section 2 presents the meaning and motives
of energy companies’ involvement in CSR and an overview of methods for assessing this
involvement. Section 3 shows the research methodology. Section 4 presents the results
obtained. Section 5 is the discussion. Section 6 provides a summary and discusses the
implications and limitations of the conducted research.

2. Literature Review
2.1. The Importance of CSR in the Energy Industry

The energy sector is, on the one hand, essential for the functioning of the economy and
daily human existence, providing access to energy, water, and gas, and on the other hand,
is one of the main sources of environmental degradation, generating soil, water, and air
pollution. Although the share of renewable sources in electricity production is increasing
every year [10], conventional sources still dominate in this area. More than 70% of the
world’s electricity demand derives from a generation based on coal, oil, and natural gas
use. The use of these raw materials negatively affects the environment both at the stage of
extraction (soil degradation, groundwater contamination, rock mass movements, shocks,
etc.) and at the stage of their processing (carbon dioxide emissions). Nuclear power plants
run the risk of contaminating the environment with radioactive substances.

The literature points to three aspects of energy sector responsibility [11]:

• social responsibility (personnel’s welfare, skills, and motivation; open interaction with
stakeholders; the quality of energy supply; good practice of business and cooperation
with the stakeholders, networking with other companies; and correct price for energy);

• environmental responsibility (measurement of environmental impact; awareness and
reduction of environmental impacts of energy production and transfer; minimisa-
tion of use of fossil fuels; reduction of pollution and emissions; renewable sources
development; and control systems for waste and pollution); and

• economic responsibility (cost-effective operations; fair prices and good service; invest-
ing in new technologies; reliability of energy supply; and financial risk management).

For these reasons, the activities conducted by energy companies are particularly
important for sustainable development. The energy sector is of strategic importance for
any economy and also in international relations. Therefore, it is subject to the influence
of the state and international organisations. Lu et al. [12] see here the risk of corruption
as a major threat to sustainable energy development. They see in the implementation of
CSR (especially corporate governance and transparency) with the support of appropriate
government policies (anti-corruption standards) a way to reduce this risk.

The energy sector is therefore seen not only as particularly responsible for problems
such as climate change, resource scarcity, and environmental pollution [13,14] but also as a
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strategic sector of the economy, determining its sustainable development. Therefore, the
energy industry is particularly obliged to apply CSR activities. Social and environmental
organisations, public institutions, governments, and citizens expect energy companies
to meet higher CSR standards than companies in other industries. This means that CSR
for energy companies is not a matter of good will but is actually a requirement and
an obligation [11].

An additional important aspect of CSR in the energy industry is the context of sup-
porting developing countries. This is especially true for multinational companies operating
in developing countries that are rich in energy resources (e.g., in the oil sector). Using the
example of the Luanda Oil refinery in Angola, García Rodríguez et al. [15] point to the
significant potential of CSR activities to improve the social and environmental situation of
developing countries.

2.2. Motives of Energy Companies’ Involvement in CSR

Companies engaging in CSR activities are guided by different motives which can be
divided into three groups [16]:

• ethical and altruistic motives;
• the desire to obtain various benefits including financial ones; and
• to respond to social expectations and stakeholder pressure.

As far as ethical and altruistic motives are concerned, they are rarely the sole, stand-
alone argument for companies’ engagement in CSR. In practice, these motives are linked to
the others [17–19].

Very often, companies undertaking CSR initiatives expect to obtain specific benefits
including financial ones. Numerous studies conducted to date have not clearly shown a pos-
itive relationship between the level of CSR engagement and financial performance [20–28].
This is also true for the energy industry. Pätäri et al. [29] analysed the interrelationship
between CSR investments and financial performance in the energy sector using data from
1991 to 2009. The results did not confirm bidirectional causality between CSR and financial
performance but rather showed only some long-term effects of CSR on profitability and
market value of the companies studied. A study conducted in the global energy sector
using data from 2011 to 2018 showed that higher CSR spending does not ensure better
financial performance of energy companies [30].

Although research over the years has not conclusively confirmed the positive impact
of CSR on corporate financial performance, numerous studies have shown that engagement
in CSR generates a variety of positive effects such as:

• building a positive reputation and image, increasing brand value, and improving
customer loyalty and purchase intentions [31–35];

• risk reduction and cost of capital [36–38];
• buffering effect during crisis, e.g., product-harm crisis [39–41]; and
• tax benefits, free publicity, and attractiveness as an employer [42–44].

An important stimulus for the application of CSR is the need to respond to so-
cial expectations and stakeholder pressure in order not only to gain their favour and
support [9,45,46] but to obtain a kind of social license (legitimacy) for their activities. Ob-
taining such a license is a serious challenge especially for the mining [47] and energy
industry [48]. A particular form of stakeholder pressure is associated with the operation of
sustainable supply chains of which energy companies are participants [49]. An important
factor motivating energy companies to apply CSR principles are regulations at the interna-
tional and national level (government policies). For example, China has been introducing
CSR regulations as of 2006 as part of a specific sustainable development policy called the
social harmony policy. These regulations mainly refer to the mining industry on which the
Chinese energy industry is based [50]. In contrast, researchers from the Baltic countries
suggest that sustainability in the energy sector can be effectively implemented without
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state intervention but through voluntary implementation of CSR by energy companies
based on effective public–private partnerships [51].

Latapí Agudelo et al. [52], based on a systematic review of literature from 1990 to
2018 on CSR in the energy industry, identified factors that motivate energy companies
to implement CSR. Among them, they distinguished four external factors, five external
factors, and three connecting factors (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Motivating factors for CSR in the energy sector. Source: own work based on [52].

External factors relate to the increasing competition in the industry related to the
possibility of using different alternative energy sources, the growing number of national
and international regulations with regard to the energy sector in the context of climate
change, the interest and pressure from society represented by various national and in-
ternational organisations and institutions, as well as other stakeholder groups. Internal
factors are related to building an organisational culture and corporate strategy based on
CSR, the desire to reduce costs and increase company profitability, and the need to adapt
to climate change and reduce its pace and scope. Latapí Agudelo, Johannsdottir, and
Davidsdottir [52] suggest that many companies in the energy sector are seeking to use
CSR to build their risk management strategies and be proactive in the context of ongoing
climate change. The connecting factors are efforts to build a positive reputation and image
as a socially responsible company through reporting and transparency of CSR activities in
order to gain social legitimacy and stakeholder support for their business operations.

Many authors suggest that CSR should be permanently embedded in a company’s
strategy and should even be applied as a business strategy [53,54]. They claim that only in
this way can it provide long-term benefits in the form of a positive reputation and strong
brand which will consequently translate into better financial performance and long-term
competitive advantage. In order for the effects of CSR to be as good as possible, it is
recommended to implement initiatives that are well integrated into the core business of
the company [55], as well as to disclose and publish information about CSR engagement in
reports and statements, respecting the principles of transparency [56,57].

2.3. Dilemmas in Assessing Companies’ Involvement in CSR

The need to assess and measure CSR is triggered, on the one hand, by the necessity
and desire to inform various stakeholder groups about the company’s social involvement
in order to build a positive image and enhance reputation, which requires the inclusion
of specific data in reports and statements [58]. On the other hand, the need for measure-
ment stems from the fact that companies, guided primarily by economic criteria, want to
assess the effectiveness of CSR activities undertaken, which requires their recording and
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recognition in terms of costs and revenues [59,60]. In principle, the need to assess and
measure CSR is not questioned; however, an important problem is to identify appropriate
procedures and instruments for this measurement [61–66]. Many methods and tools have
been developed so far such as:

• socially responsible company indices, reputation indices, and social rankings [62–64];
• certification and accreditation, refering to the use of international standards: SA 8000,

ISO26000, and ISO14001 [58];
• analysis of CSR content included in annual reports, financial statements (according to

GRI guidelines or AccountAbility1000Standard), and websites; and
• measuring the attitudes and value system of individuals using a rating scale [67].

Although many concepts and solutions have been developed, up to date no uniform,
widely accepted methods and tools have been developed in this field [57,68,69]. Among
other aspects, the difficulties of assessment stem from the multidimensionality of CSR and
the qualitative nature of many of its activities [70].

The assessment of CSR on the basis of the content analysis of reports is hampered by
two main issues. First, as the disclosure of CSR information in many countries including
Poland is not obligatory (companies are not legally bound to do so), not all companies
disclose this information. Among European countries, only countries such as Sweden,
France, Great Britain, and Denmark have introduced an obligation to report selected
CSR issues. In turn, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines are most frequently
used in Sweden, Italy, Spain, Denmark, France, and the Netherlands, and least frequently
in the Czech Republic, Poland, Germany, and the UK [71]. Secondly, the information
disclosed in the reports is not standardised; it has a very diverse content, scope, and form.
The information is often too general or fragmentary and the form is descriptive without
quantitative or indicative terms, which resulting in comparisons over time and between
companies to be impossible [56]. A change towards harmonisation of CSR reporting
standards not only at the national but also at the international level would be necessary in
this respect [72,73]

3. Materials and Methods

For the purposes of the proposed method of assessing companies’ involvement
in socially responsible activity, the perspective of the six following stakeholders was
adopted, i.e.,: business partners (suppliers/customers), employees, society, donors of capi-
tal/investors, the environment, and specific assessment criteria were assumed to be based
on publicly available data published by companies in their periodical (mainly annual)
reports. It should be noted that the adopted assumptions, on the one hand, make the final
assessments comprehensive and, on the other hand, enable easy generation and updating
of these assessments (writing down a dozen or so data from periodic reports of companies
is certainly incomparably less labour and time-consuming than preparing and conducting
subsequent surveys).

Bringing together the key issues postulated in the literature in the context of evaluating
companies’ behaviour towards particular stakeholder groups [74–76] and the information
value (information capacity) of periodic reports published by companies, Table 1 lists the
proposed partial evaluation criteria within particular thematic areas. The proposed criteria
also considers the specifics of the companies’ activities in the energy sector.

The final synthetic assessment of a given entity’s involvement in a socially responsible
activity in the proposed solution is assumed to be obtained as a result of the implementation
of subsequent steps according to the scheme presented in Figure 2. Proposed procedure is
typical for solutions based on multidimensional comparative analysis methods [77–80].
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Table 1. Evaluation criteria for the different thematic areas of corporate social responsibility in the
energy sector.

Criterion Symbol Criterion Name/Thematic Area Criterion Nature *

Area of counterparties
(suppliers/customers)

x1

Repayment period of liabilities: average
trade liabilities × 365 days/sales

revenues
D

x2
Receivables collection cycle: average
receivables × 365 days/sales revenue S

x3
Ratio of reserves for lawsuits and

compensations to equity D

x4
Ratio of compensations, penalties, and

fines paid and received to sales revenue D

Area of capital donors
(investors/creditors)

x5
Return on equity: 12-month net

result/average equity S

x6
Dividend yield: dividend per
share/market price of share S

x7
Ratio of net debt to net result on sales

plus depreciation and amortisation D

Area of employees
x8 Salaries and benefits per employee S

x9
Ratio of salaries and employee benefits to

sales revenue S

x10
Ratio of salaries and employee benefits to

costs of external services S

x11 Percentage change in employment S
Area of society

x12 Relation of donations to sales revenue S

x13
Effective tax rate: income tax paid/gross

financial result S

x14
Ratio of charges due to taxes (other than
income taxes) and fees to sales revenue S

Area of environment

x15
Ratio of energy and materials

consumption costs to sales revenues D

x16
Share of installed renewable energy
capacity in total installed capacity S

x17
CO2 emissions per unit of

energy produced D

x18
Share of renewable energy sources in

total energy production S

* S = stimulant and D = destimulant.

Figure 2. Diagram of the process for obtaining a synthetic evaluation of a company’s involvement in socially
responsible activities.

First, for the purpose of normalisation, it is necessary to express all the partial evalu-
ation criteria as stimulants. From the perspective of the criteria distinguished in Table 1,
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such an operation should be conducted for several of them that are destimulants, according
to the formula:

xj = cj − xD
j , (1)

where:
xD

j is a destimulant variable,
xj is a variable brought into the stimulant form,
and cj is a positive constant (its value dependant on the value of the

variable concerned).
As the sub-criteria identified within the thematic areas differ in units of measure-

ment and ranges of numerical values, they should be normalised for the purpose of their
unification. This normalisation will simplify the calculation of synthetic measures within
individual subject areas, as well as the calculation of the overall assessment of a company’s
involvement in socially responsible activity. In this context, it was decided to use the
min–max method:

ztj =
xtj − min(xj)

max
(
xj
)
− min

(
xj
) , (2)

where

xtj is the value of the j-th assessment criterion in the t-th test period
and ztj is the normalised value of the j-th assessment criterion in the t-th test period
(from 0 to 1).

In order to avoid distortions caused by abnormal (too high or too low) readings of the
values of individual sub-criteria, it was decided to arbitrarily determine their highest (max)
and lowest (min) reference levels based on the distribution of their values in the research
sample or a common interpretation. Simultaneously, if as a result of the above assumptions
a situation arises that xtj > max(xj) for the calculation, max(xj) is taken as xtj.

Finally, the formula of the arithmetic mean of normalised sub-measures ztj (normalised
version of the method) was adopted as the basis for the calculation of synthetic measures
in individual thematic areas and then, on their basis, for the final assessment of companies’
involvement in socially responsible activities according to the methodology of D. Strahl [81]:

MSt =
1
K

K

∑
j=1

ztj, (3)

where
MSt is the synthetic measure for the assessment of a company’s involvement in socially

responsible activities in the t-th research periods.
The indicated construction of the synthetic measure assumes an equal weight of

particular evaluation criteria and a range of accepted values from 0 to 1. Values closer to 0
indicate a lack of or low involvement of the company in socially responsible activities and
values closer to 1 indicate high involvement.

4. Results

The practical application of the proposed method for assessing companies’ involve-
ment in socially responsible activities was conducted on the example of six energy capital
groups listed on the Warsaw Stock Exchange that published their annual reports for 2020
as of the calculation date: Enea, Energa, Polenergia, PGE, Tauron PE, and ZE PAK. All
these capital groups meet the EU criteria for large companies, i.e., assets of more than
EUR 43 million and annual sales revenues of more than EUR 50 million [82]. The cal-
culations were based on the consolidated annual reports published by the listed capital
groups in 2016–2020.

Following the diagram presented in Figure 2, firstly, the relevant data was collected
and then, on their basis, sub-criteria were calculated for each thematic area for the period of
2016–2020. The variables obtained were unified to stimulants Formula (1) and normalised
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Formula (2). Next, the cumulative assessments for each thematic area were calculated and,
on their basis, the final assessment of the investigated companies’ involvement in socially
responsible activities Formula (3). The values of cj, max(xj), and min(xj) needed to convert
the variables from destimulants to stimulants and normalise them are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. The values cj, max(xj), and min(xj) adopted for the individual variables for the purpose of
converting them from destimulants to stimulants and normalising the values.

Criterion Symbol Criterion Nature cj = max(xj) min(xj)

x1 D 150 0
x2 S 45 0
x3 D 0.150 0
x4 D 0.010 0
x5 S 0.150 0
x6 S 0.050 0
x7 D 8 0
x8 S 150 0
x9 S 0.140 0
x10 S 2 0
x11 S 0.100 −0.100
x12 S 0.001 0
x13 S 0.190 0
x14 S 0.060 0
x15 D 0.700 0
x16 S 1 0
x17 D 1 0
x18 S 1 0

After calculations (in accordance with the procedure presented in Figure 2), an overall
assessment of the involvement of the investigated energy companies in CSR was obtained,
as well as normalized partial and synthetic assessments within each thematic area. The
obtained results are presented in Figures 3–8.

Figure 3. Overall assessment of the investigated companies’ involvement in socially
responsible activities.
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Figure 4. Assessment of the investigated companies’ activities in the area of counterparties.

Figure 5. Assessment of the investigated companies’ activities in the area of capital donors.

Figure 6. Assessment of the investigated companies’ activities in the area of employees.
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Figure 7. Assessment of the investigated companies’ activities in the area of society.

Figure 8. Assessment of the investigated companies’ activities in the area of the environment.

As can be observed in Figure 3, the investigated energy companies present a similar
overall level of engagement in CSR at the end of 2020 with a score in the range of 0.5–0.6
(only Tauron has a score slightly below 0.5). Conversely, the companies demonstrate
quite significant differences in regards to the ratings within particular thematic areas.
Simultaneously, some differences between them in the trends of the overall assessment of
CSR engagement should be noted. In the case of Polenergia, over the period in question, a
systematic improvement can be noted; in the case of Energa, a relative stabilisation; and in
relation to the remaining entities, a general worsening of the situation.

In the area of contractors (Figure 4), ZE PAK is the leader with a rating in the range
of 0.8–0.9, while the other power companies with ratings of 0.7–0.8 are not significantly
behind it. ZE PAK’s high rating is the effect of equally high and stable ratings for individual
sub-criteria in this area over time, while there were some deviations for the other power
companies. They mainly concerned the length of the receivables collection cycle and
the value of received and paid penalties and fines in relation to sales revenue (this is
particularly visible in relation to Energia and Polenergia). The energy companies’ exposure
to counterparties shows the greatest stability in the period under review with a slight
upward trend in almost all companies.

In the area of capital donors (Figure 5), the scores obtained for the investigated energy
companies are generally the lowest of all the thematic areas. It should be mainly associated
with their poor financial performance in recent years for which the main burden is the
costs associated with the energy transition, including the rising price of CO2 emissions
rights. On the one hand, this determines it impossible or difficult to share profits with
shareholders (lack of dividends) and affects the lower rate of return on equity engaged
by them in the investigated entities, and on the other hand, it deteriorates the image of
security of debt service in the eyes of creditors. Among the studied energy companies, the
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highest score in the area under consideration at the end of 2020 was obtained for Polenergia
but it was only at a level around 0.4. In the case of the remaining companies, only ZE PAK
received a score above 0.3 (mainly due to a significant reduction in financial debt in recent
years), while the rest of the studied entities have results below this level (Tauron with a
score of 0 is definitely the least favourable). In the period under review, engagement with
investors shows the greatest variation with no clear upward or downward trends.

In the area of employees (Figure 6), the most favourable rating is given to PGE with a
rating of 0.7–0.8 at the end of 2020 (and even higher in earlier years). Most other energy
companies performed slightly lower with ratings at 0.6–0.7. Only in the case of Polenergia
significantly lower results were obtained,—between 0.3 and 0.5, albeit with a progressive
upward trend. At this point, it is necessary to emphasise the considerable diversity of
the investigated entities in terms of partial evaluation criteria in this area that especially
concerns the issue of changes in the level of employment and the problem of whether
to perform a given activity within the company (employee salary costs) or outsource it
(costs of external services). As can be observed in Figure 4, only Polenergia recorded an
upward trend in the involvement in the area of employees, while the remaining companies
maintain this involvement at a relatively stable or decreasing level.

In the area of society (Figure 7), the investigated energy companies at the end of 2020
are led by Energa and PGE with assessments at the level of 0.7–0.8. Among the remaining
entities, they are followed only slightly by Enea with a rating of about 0.6 and Tauron with
a rating slightly below 0.6. The weakest are Polenergia (rating of about 0.4) and ZE PAK
which recorded a decline from 0.7 to below 0.4 due to the deterioration of the effective tax
rate. Considering the sub-criteria of assessment in this area, it can be concluded that the
most differentiated situation among the examined energy companies concerned the burden
of taxes and fees (excluding income tax) in relation to revenues and donations made. In the
period under study, only Enea recorded an increase in its involvement in the area of society.
The remaining companies decreased or maintained this involvement at a stable level.

Finally, in the area of environment (Figure 8), the clear leader among the investigated
companies is Polenergia with a score of about 0.75. This company dominates in terms of
all the sub-criteria in this thematic area including in particular the commitment to energy
production from renewable sources and, what follows, low CO2 emissions. Then, there is
Energa with a score of about 0.55, due to its involvement in renewable energy sources. The
results for the other four energy companies are significantly worse at 0.2–0.3. The situation
is particularly poor in PGE and ZE PAK which are the least involved in renewable energy
sources and their operations are characterised by high CO2 emissions. A slight upward
trend in environmental involvement can be observed in all of the investigated companies
with Energa, Polenergia, and Tauron being the most affected.

5. Discussion

The discussion is presented in order according to the research questions formulated in
the introduction.

5.1. The Importance of CSR in the Energy Sector

Due to the enormous impact of the energy sector on the economy, people’s living
conditions, civilization development, and the state of the environment, we believe that the
social responsibility of energy companies is particularly important. Based on the literature
analysis [10,11,13], three aspects of responsibility of the energy industry can be identified:

• social and ethical responsibility concerning the quality of the energy supply, coopera-
tion with stakeholders, and interaction with partners in supply chains;

• environmental responsibility concerning primarily the reduction of pollution and CO2
emissions; and

• economic responsibility concerning the costs of energy production, energy transmis-
sion, and the reliability of the energy supply to all sectors of the economy.
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For these reasons, the energy sector is of strategic importance for the sustainable
development of not only national economies but also in the international context. In
this regard, we share the authors’ view [11,12,83] that energy companies are particularly
obliged to conduct CSR activities and implement sustainable development principles.

5.2. Factors Motivating Energy Companies to Engage in CSR Activities

In general, companies engage in CSR voluntarily, driven by ethical and altruistic
motives, or are expecting various benefits (financial, reputational, and image-related)
or are under the pressure of social expectations and pressures from different stakeholder
groups [16,17]. Energy companies undertake CSR activities mainly for the following reasons:

• increasing competition in the industry, related to the use of renewable energy sources;
• the increasing number of national and international regulations introduced due to

climate change (CO2 emission limits); and
• the pressure of different stakeholder groups and the need to obtain a kind of social

license to operate [52].

Considering the importance of the energy industry for the implementation of the
assumptions of sustainable development not only on a national scale but also on a global
scale, we believe that energy companies should formulate and implement CSR strategies
that are embedded in their business strategies as suggested by many authors [53–55].
This is because such an approach offers the potential to obtain long-term benefits such
as building a strong and positive reputation that in the long run will translate into better
financial results and gain long-term competitive advantages.

5.3. The Problem of Assessing and Measuring Companies’ Involvement in CSR Activities on the
Basis of Publicly Available Information Published in Periodic Reports

The main problems hindering the assessment of the engagement in CSR activities
stem from two main reasons:

• the lack of a universal CSR reporting obligation and
• the lack of uniform rules regarding the manner and scope of reporting [58,71].

It is worth mentioning here Dong and Xu’s [50] study on the CSR engagement and
reporting of 60 mining companies listed on the Shanghai and Shenzhen stock exchanges
in 2007–2012. The results showed that, forced by regulations, companies prepared CSR
reports but their content and quality left much to be desired. However, it should be noted
that although regulations are necessary, mandatory CSR reporting requirements may result
in a passive acceptance of regulations without a real change in corporate responsibility and
improved transparency.

A solution to this problem could be the introduction of standardised CSR reporting
standards at the international level as suggested by some authors [72,73]. Such standards
should consider not only descriptive but, above all, quantitative information that will
facilitate the objective comparison of various entities in terms of their involvement in CSR
activities and enable assessment of the effectiveness of these activities. Currently published
CSR reports, at least in Polish conditions, focus mainly on descriptive information which
in the context of a comparative analysis of enterprises is actually incomparable and thus
to a large extent useless (rather than a hundred-page descriptive report, one page of
standardised quantitative data on relations with particular stakeholders of the enterprise
would offer more from the scientific perspective).

5.4. Assessment of the Involvement of Polish Energy Companies in CSR Activities

The assessment of the involvement of Polish energy companies in CSR activities was
established using a procedure based on the methods of multidimensional comparative
analysis. The calculations used data from the consolidated annual reports of the companies
for the years 2016–2020. The obtained results determined it possible to assess both the
overall CSR commitment of the companies and the commitment in relation to: contractors,
donors of capital, employees, society, and the environment. At the end of 2020, almost all
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the investigated energy companies demonstrated a similar overall level of CSR engage-
ment, falling within the range of 0.5–0.6. However, during the studied period, the trends
of the overall assessment varied: one company (Polenergia) showed an upward trend,
one company (Energa) showed relative stability, and the remaining companies were char-
acterized by a downward trend. Synthetic partial evaluations in the examined thematic
areas revealed to be very diverse. The lowest scores (0.3–0.4) in the case of almost all
companies concerned donors of capital and the natural environment, while the highest
scores (0.7–0.8) were given to contractors and employees. In the area of society, ratings
varied considerably (from 0.3 to 0.7).

In the context of the applied assessment model of the involvement of energy compa-
nies in socially responsible activities, it is worth noting two issues that are often raised in
the literature in relation to models based on the financial data of enterprises; i.e., related
to endogeneity problem and size of the company. Although the problem of endogeneity
is most often raised in relation to regression models, it is worth considering in general in
relation to research based upon the financial data of enterprises. The problem of endo-
geneity shows that explanatory variables not only affect the explained variable but are
also often correlated with the random component of the model. This component is usually
identified with other explanatory variables not included in the model, most often related
to soft, non-measurable aspects of enterprise activity (e.g., managerial competence) [84–86].
In turn, in the case of company size, the significance of this characteristic is indicated in
the context of the often occurring positive or negative correlation with various indicators
used in corporate finance [87]. In the applied model, the influence of this characteristic was
omitted due to the fact that all the studied capital groups belonged to one group of large
entities according to EU requirements. However, considering that there were obviously
smaller or larger differences between them in terms of basic variables describing the size
of the company (employment, total assets, equity, revenue, and market capitalization), in
further studies this aspect will be further analysed.

The obtained results, due to the applied assessment method, are difficult to relate
to the results of other studies on the involvement of Polish enterprises in CSR, including
energy companies which are mainly the result of surveys [88]. Cyclical publications include
in particular: the ESG Index (which replaced the Respect Index) published by WSE [89,90]
and the Ranking of Responsible Companies organised by Koźmiński Business Hub [91]. In
both cases, however, detailed results of the assessments are not disclosed which presents
difficulties when comparing the indications of these approaches with the results obtained
in the presented research. It can only be noted that in both approaches from the energy
sector, companies mentioned include: Enea, Energa, PGE, and Tauron.

Due to the significant impact of the energy sector on the state of the environment
and climate change, the environmental CSR activities of energy companies are of partic-
ular importance in the pursuit of sustainable development [92]. In particular, it is about
reducing the use of carbon-intensive energy sources and switching to renewable energy
sources. Research has shown that Polish energy companies are very poorly involved in
the implementation of low-carbon energy sources (environmental indicators at 0.2–0.3,
Figure 6). Only two companies, Polenergia and Energa, are more advanced in producing
energy from renewable sources. The Polish energy sector is based mainly on traditional
resources such as hard coal and lignite. According to February 2021 data from the Polish
Energy Market Agency, the Polish energy mix consists of 70% hard coal (46%) and lignite
(24%). Renewable sources such as wind, biomass, water, and sun constitute only about 18%
of the energy mix [93].

Poland, like other EU countries, faces the challenge of energy transformation that
assumes decarbonisation and achieving climate neutrality by 2050, in accordance with the
assumptions of the Green Deal [94]. For power companies, this means shifting to renewable,
low-carbon energy production [95]. These ambitious plans collide with political and social
problems within the EU. The member states differ in their socio-economic structure and
energy mix, indicating that the governments of individual countries often have divergent
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interests [96]. Germany and Scandinavian countries are the leaders in the implementation
of the European climate policy, while countries of Central and Eastern Europe, including
Poland, are the least advanced in this respect [97,98].

It should be noted that the European energy transformation also has political conse-
quences as it may affect external relations with suppliers of traditional raw materials (e.g.,
gas from Russia). In particular, it concerns the process of converting natural gas into hydro-
gen and the problem of storing/using produced CO2 [96,99]. Burke and Stephens [100]
believe that more diffused energy sources (renewable energy systems) offer opportunities
for a more democratic energy future.

6. Conclusions and Policy Implications

In recent years, the concept of CSR has been gaining an ever-widening context and
significance as it has been incorporated into the concept of sustainable development.
According to the assumptions of sustainable development, enterprises of all branches
should independently and voluntarily undertake CSR activities and/or actively participate
in pro-social and environmental initiatives in order to inhibit and susceptibly limit the
adverse impact of business on the natural environment and well-being of entire societies.
Companies from the energy sector, due to the strategic and political importance of this
sector and its huge impact on the state of the environment (climate change and CO2
emissions), are particularly predisposed and obliged to broadly engage in CSR and actively
join the implementation of the sustainable development principles.

In this context, significant policy implications of the conducted research can be in-
dicated. The results obtained may be useful for state authorities (the government) as
information/guidance and inspiration to introduce relevant regulations and instruments
stimulating the implementation of CSR by energy companies. The proposed assessment
methodology makes it possible to assess not only the general involvement of companies
in socially responsible activities but also the involvement in various thematic areas. The
involvement of energy companies in the area of natural environment, in the context of
sustainable development and climate protection, is particularly important. It means striv-
ing for diversification of energy sources with the use of renewable sources. The present
study shows that the level of involvement of Polish energy companies in the area of the
natural environment is relatively low. The applied assessment method allows also to
identify stimulants for CSR activities in particular areas (assessment criteria presented in
Tables 1 and 2), which is valuable information from the perspective of shaping government
policy selection of appropriate instruments of influence.

The research results can also be used by the management boards of energy compa-
nies as a source of important decision-making information. Due to information on the
level of involvement in CSR in the five dimensions including activities towards contrac-
tors (customers and suppliers), investors/creditors, employees, society, and the natural
environment, energy companies can more precisely and multidimensionally assess their in-
volvement in CSR and identify their weak points in comparison with competitors. Analyses
conducted on this basis can help managers plan better, more effective CSR strategies.

CSR is currently a very important instrument for building a positive reputation of a
company. Many stakeholder groups evaluate a company through the prism of its social
involvement; these are environmentally conscious and sensitive consumers, environmen-
tally conscious employees, suppliers and co-operators operating in sustainable supply
chains, social institutions, and pro-ecological organisations. Research results providing
information regarding the social commitment of investigated energy companies can be for
such groups of stakeholders a criterion for the selection of an energy supplier, business
partner, employer, or motivation to make other decisions supporting (directly or indirectly)
the activities of the energy company.

The present research used data from annual reports of energy companies. Attention
has been paid to the problems of CSR reporting raised by many authors: lack of obligation
to publish CSR reports and varied scope and manner of reporting. The suggestions
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contained in the article may provide impetus and guidance to relevant international or
national institutions regarding the introduction of an obligation and uniform principles of
CSR reporting (standardization) for enterprises.

The research presented in this article is a methodological and analytical addition
to the knowledge present for the assessment of enterprises’ involvement in CSR. The
proposed model of assessing the involvement of energy enterprises in socially responsible
activities coincides with the dynamic development in recent years of methodologies for
measuring enterprises’ CSR activities. Unlike the dominant approaches based on surveys
or qualitative criteria, the model used is based only on quantitative variables obtained from
periodic (especially annual) reports of enterprises. Despite some limitations in terms of
information, this approach has made it possible to select a number of indicators referring to
the activity of enterprises in relation to five main groups of stakeholders: business partners,
capital providers, employees, society, and the environment. This approach is therefore
more comprehensive. An additional advantage of the proposed solution is the ease of
access to data, their regular updating, and relative objectivity (quantitative data, especially
financial, reported by companies are the result of applying generally accepted principles,
e.g., IAS/IFRS).

Like any model, the proposed one also has some limitations. Firstly, it is dedicated to
the assessment of CSR engagement in energy companies due to the application of specific
assessment criteria in the area of natural environment. In the case of assessing companies
with a different profile of activity, the criteria in the environmental area would have to be
appropriately modified. Secondly, this model is strongly dependent on the availability and
reliability of quantitative data published by enterprises which generally varies. Thirdly,
a significant limitation is also the lack of consideration provided to company size charac-
teristics that in corporate finance research is often an important factor differentiating the
interpretation of particular variables and influencing the final assessment.

Nonetheless, the research results obtained through the applied method can be an
inspiration and starting point for further research in the field of CSR. Firstly, they can be
used as a comparative basis for the assessment of changes in the level of involvement
of Polish energy companies in CSR activities in subsequent years. Secondly, they can be
used to conduct comparative analysis at the level of the industry and individual energy
companies from other countries. Thirdly, they can be used to measure the relationship
between the level of enterprise involvement in CSR and its financial or market results.
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