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Abstract
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a concept of organisations voluntarily taking into account social, 
environmental, and ethical aspects in their operations. The primary objective of the study was to assess 
students’ knowledge and opinions of CSR. The secondary goal was to identify students’ attitudes 
towards CSR in the workplace context. The goals were pursued with qualitative and quantitative 
methods. The survey of 302 students was conducted at a university in Podlaskie Voivodeship, Poland. 
The results identified significant discrepancies between the declared CSR knowledge and career 
choices.

Streszczenie
Społeczna odpowiedzialność biznesu (CSR) to koncepcja, w której organizacje dobrowolnie uwzględniają aspekty 
społeczne, środowiskowe i etyczne w działalności. Głównym celem badań była ocena wiedzy i opinii studentów 
wobec zagadnień CSR. Cel drugi dotyczył poznania postaw studentów wobec CSR w kontekście miejsca pracy. 
W badaniach wykorzystano jakościowe i ilościowe metody badawcze. Badanie ankietowe przeprowadzono na jed-
nej z podlaskich uczelni wśród 302 studentów. Wyniki badań pokazują istotne rozbieżność między deklarowaną 
wiedzą studentów na temat CSR a wyborami związanymi z podejmowaniem pracy.

INTRODUCTION

Environmental pressures and societal challenges force enterprises to engage more in ethical and socially 
responsible behaviour. As a result, owners and employees are expected to work on their skills and 
competencies for addressing a broad array of problems related to ethics and sustainable development 
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[Gonzalez, Erogul, Barragan, 2017, pp. 330–346; Leveson, Joiner, 2014, pp. 21–34]. Brammer et al. 
consider highly qualified, talented, and motivated employees a factor in continuous success [Brammer, 
He, Mellahi, 2015, pp. 323–352]. In light of the above, CSR should become an important part of higher 
education, which affects a very large group of labour market stakeholders (students) [Wasilczuk, 
Popowska, 2022, p. 90].

Corporate social responsibility is known in developed and developing countries [Que et al., 2019, p. 
2407; Witek-Crabb, 2019, p. 1736]. Although often referred to as a ‘fade’, CSR is the future of business 
and will grow more popular both as a concept and a practice [Maison, Greszta, 2014, p. 171]. Many 
global enterprises have CSR strategies as important components of their competitive position [Inoue, 
Kent, 2014, pp. 621–633; Kim et al., 2010, pp. 557–569]. On the other hand, CSR should be considered 
from a wider perspective that includes activities adapted to the firm’s and industry’s characteristics as 
well as the point of view of the consumer (the target of the efforts) [Huang et al., 2014; Kolkailah, Aish, 
El-Bassiouny, 2012, pp. 369–384]. Therefore, it is necessary to analyse the development of attitudes towards 
CSR among future employees and managers, specifically the cognitive and behavioural components. 
This means conformity of declared willingness to engage in appropriate behaviour, including future 
career decisions, with the declared CSR knowledge [Ulrych, Syper-Jędrzejak, 2022, p. 55].

At the heart of CSR lie the pursuit of targets and, equally important, the search for profits [Hollender, 
Breen, 2010, pp. 3–4]. Another important aspect of CSR is that it transcends regulations [Kuzior, Knosala, 
2015, p. 120]. Running a business in line with CSR principles is a creative operational strategy that links 
positive social and environmental influence with the organisation’s strategic core [Pyszka, 2011, pp. 
98–108].

According to the general definition of CSR, it is based on the enterprise’s voluntary engagement 
in environmental protection and social issues [Kuzior, Knosala, 2015, p. 120]. In the 1970s, CSR was 
defined as a concept spanning economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations of the public 
[Carroll, 1979, pp. 497–505]. Today’s literature offers a multitude of definitions of CSR. Campbell 
assumes a minimum standard of corporate responsibility, namely not harming customers, employees, 
and other stakeholders [Campbell, 2007, pp. 946–967]. The definition proposed by the European 
Commission in 2011 in A renewed EU strategy 2011‒14 for Corporate Social Responsibility (COM (2011) 
681) defines CSR as ‘the responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on society’ [EUR-Lex, 2011].

The international CSR guidelines are formalised in ISO 26000. This standard helps enterprises 
remain ethical and sustainable and take into account the societal and environmental impacts of their 
operations [Nejati et al., 2011, pp. 440–447; International Organization for Standardization, 2010].

Firms benefit from CSR by attracting new employees [Lis, 2012, pp. 279–295; Woźniak, 2017, pp. 118–
134]. If an enterprise exhibits care for the interests of the local community, potential employees may 
expect it to treat them well, which affects their willingness to apply [Jones, Willness, Madey, 2014, pp. 383–
404]. According to Kim and Park, CSR enables enterprises facing financial difficulties to attract new 
employees [Kim, Park, 2011, pp. 639–653].

The present study aims to analyse students’ knowledge of and opinions on CSR and to evaluate 
them in the context of action readiness. This purpose guides the secondary aim to identify students’ 
attitudes towards internal CSR, including their expectations as employees when choosing a potential 
workplace. The study consists of a literature review and a CAWI survey on 302 students of a university 
in Podlaskie Voivodeship, Poland. The article verifies three research hypotheses:

H1: Students perceive CSR as an important part of business in the context of the labour market and 
expect potential employers to be engaged in CSR.
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H2: Most respondents declare that their decision to work for a company is affected by its CSR 
engagement.

H3: Respondents trust more those enterprises that have CSR strategies targeting environmental 
protection and public interests.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The diagnosis of knowledge and relevance of CSR among the younger generation has been a popular 
research topic. Public interests and environmental protection are increasingly recognised as important 
components of organisations’ impact on their surroundings. Corporate social responsibility is central 
to the EU’s economic policy [Pierścieniak, 2011, p. 335]. Improved public awareness in this regard drives 
positive employee perceptions of socially responsible enterprises that practice sustainable development. 
Employees evidently identify socially responsible enterprises with higher job satisfaction and greater 
readiness to engage with the organisation [Glavas, Kelley, 2015]. Determining the relevance of specific 
internal CSR areas, as perceived by employees or potential employees, can serve as a reference for the 
firm’s strategy. Table 1 summarises selected studies on students’ knowledge and attitudes towards 
CSR over time.

Table 1. Studies on the level of knowledge and attitudes of students towards CSR

Author Methods Sample size Conclusions

Ulrych, W., Syper-
Jędrzejak, M. [2022]

Survey of students of the 
University of Łódź.

266 students

Significant discrepancies between the 
declared knowledge and reported job 

choices and requirements towards 
employers were identified.

Kudlak I. J. [2018]

CAWI survey among 
students of the five largest 

universities in Lublin, 
southeastern Poland.

50 students

The respondent’s knowledge of the 
concept and meaning of CSR was 

unstructured. The author believes the 
participants’ answers were intuitive 

and based on associations rather than 
expert knowledge.

Kozubek R. [2016]
PAPI survey among 

students of the Silesian 
University of Technology.

100 students

The students lacked a thorough 
understanding of CSR. They 

indicated benefits for the 
organisation, local community, and 

the environment.

Cichorzewska M. [2015]
Pilot diagnostic survey of 
the Lublin University of 

Technology students.
220 students Poor knowledge of the notion of CSR. 

Source: original work based on literature review

In the study by Ulrych and Syper-Jędrzejak [2022], a staggering 83% of respondents reported familiarity 
with the concept of CSR, acquired mostly during university courses (96%). Only 15% encountered it at 
work. According to Kudlak [2018], 61% of respondents were aware of CSR, but Cichorzewska [2015] 
reported a lower figure of 16%. This suggests that students’ familiarity with the concept of CSR has 
increased substantially over the years. According to Ulrych and Syper-Jędrzejak [2022], only 7.9% were 
ready to deploy CSR in business practice, while Cichorzewska [2015] reported 34% of her respondents as 
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willing to follow CSR principles in their businesses. The insights from Ulrych and Syper-Jędrzejak [2022] 
demonstrate that, despite familiarity with CSR, young people are not concerned when companies fail 
to engage in local community affairs. Still, 65% of respondents believe that their CSR engagement and 
efforts should be covered in performance appraisals.

METHODS

Purposeful sampling was aligned with the research objectives. The primary inclusion criterion was 
being a student. The survey was conducted among first- and second-cycle students of a university 
in Podlaskie Voivodeship, Poland (full- and part-time degree programmes). The survey and entire 
research process followed the principles of anonymity and voluntary participation. This way, the 
respondents were not limited in expressing their opinions. The respondents were assumed to be either 
employees or future employees. The survey was conducted in October 2025 among 302 students (n = 
302) who agreed to participate. The survey reported here is a pilot. The layout of the results reflects the 
questionnaire structure.

The questionnaire was distributed as a Google Form. The survey method was Computer Assisted 
Web Interview (CAWI). The questionnaire contained a background section and 14 questions in three 
sections (knowledge, attitudes, and opinions concerning internal CSR). The questions were closed-
ended (single- and multiple-answer), and some included free-text answers as an option. Some questions 
employed a five-point Likert scale, which is often used to measure attitudes [Jezior, 2013, pp. 117–138].

The answers’ frequency was analysed. We also identified relationships among respondents’ declared 
knowledge, attitudes, and opinions regarding CSR and potential employers. The study is a preliminary 
pilot survey. The data are tabulated to facilitate discussion of students’ attitudes and opinions regarding 
internal CSR.

RESULTS

The survey yielded 302 correctly completed questionnaires (100% return rate, N = 302). Table 2 shows 
the sample profile.

Table 2. Profile of the sample [%] (n = 302)

 
Structure

Count %

Sex female 115 38.1%

male 179 59.3%

refused 8 2.6%

Residence village 91 30.1%

town up to 50,000 inhabitants 69 22.8%

city from 50,000 to 100,000 inhabitants 32 10.6%

city from 100,000 to 500,000 inhabitants 95 31.5%

city over 500,000 inhabitants 15 5%
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Education first-cycle full-time student 217 71.9%

second-cycle full-time student 27 8.9%

first-cycle part-time student 51 16.9%

second-cycle part-time student 7 2.3%

Engineering profile yes 155 51.3%

no 147 48.7%

Economic activity and social 
status

Unemployed 163 54%

public administration employee 10 3.3%

state-controlled company employee 18 6%

private company employee 99 32.8%

businessperson 12 4%

Source: original work based on survey results

Women accounted for 38.1% of the sample, which was dominated by men (59.3%). The most common 
types of residence were cities with 100,000 to 500,000 inhabitants (31.5%) and rural areas (30.1%). The 
largest student group was first-cycle full-time students (71.9%). Both engineering and other profiles were 
equally represented (51.3% and 48.7%, respectively). Most of the sample were not employed (54%).

Figure 1. Declared familiarity with CSR

Source: original work based on survey results

When asked whether they had come across the concept of CSR (Fig. 1), only 30.8% answered 
affirmatively, while most respondents (69.2%) had never encountered it. Most of those who knew 
about it (Fig. 2) discovered it during university courses (66.7%). Only 7.5% experienced it at work.
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Figure 2. First encounter

Source: original work based on survey results

Table 3 offers the structure of answers concerning respondents’ opinions on CSR.

Table 3. Students’ associations with a socially responsible enterprise

Answer Count Percentage

Nurturing employee health 177 58.6%

Making decisions aimed at potential profits 86 28.5%

Social efforts targeting employees 95 31.5%

Promotion and marketing efforts 59 19.5%

Using eco-friendly technologies 107 35.4%

Building a false company image regarding its achievements 4 1.3%

Caring for the natural environment 109 36.1%

Creating jobs 73 24.2%

Respecting and observing employee rights 153 50.7%

Collaboration with other businesses/stakeholders to support the natural environment and society 121 40.1%

Innovative approach to building a competitive advantage 56 18.5%

Being responsible for the enterprise’s social and environmental decisions and actions  127 42.1%

Treating employees fairly 128 42.4%

Paying due taxes on time 56 18.5%

Offering higher remuneration than competitors 28 9.3%

Encouraging voluntary service among employees 41 13.6%

Supporting local communities 117 38.7%

Meeting the financial expectations of shareholders and owners 48 15.9%

Philanthropic efforts 62 20.5%

Supporting NGOs 51 16.9%

Source: original work based on survey results
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When asked about what CSR is (Table 3), most respondents indicated nurturing employee health 
(58.6%) and respecting their rights (50.7%). Another popular answer was being responsible for the 
company’s social and environmental decisions and actions (42.1%). The smallest group (1.3%) identified 
CSR with building a false company image regarding its achievements. We asked the respondents about 
the standard for CSR (Fig. 3).

Figure 3. Knowledge of the CSR standard

Source: original work based on survey results

Only 29.8% of the respondents selected the correct ISO 26000 standard. Answers concerning the 
environmental management standard ISO 14001 amounted to 4 pp. less (25.8%). Table 4 offers the 
structure of answers concerning respondents’ opinions on CSR and profits.

Table 4. Degree of agreement with claims regarding profitability and CSR

Claim Strongly disagree Disagree No opinion Agree Strongly agree

Would you agree that 
the primary objective of 
a business is to generate 

profit, and environmental 
and societal efforts can be 
justified only if they are 
not at variance with the 

aim?

13.6% 21.2% 15.9% 34.4% 14.9%

Would you agree that 
enterprises should not 

pursue economic benefits 
only and should care for 

the well-being of their 
surroundings?

8.6% 10.9% 15.2% 35.4% 29.8%

Would you engage in 
socially responsible efforts 

if you ran your own 
company? 

8.9% 7% 15.9% 46.7% 21.5%

Source: original work based on survey results
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A significant portion of the students (49.3%) agreed that the primary objective of a business is 
to generate profit, and environmental and societal efforts can be justified only if they are not at variance 
with the aim. Still, a substantial group agreed (35.4%) or strongly agreed (29.8%) that enterprises 
should not pursue economic benefits only and should care for the well-being of their surroundings. 
Additionally, 46.7% of respondents stated they would engage in CSR if they ran a company. Table 5 
summarises the results on the main reasons enterprises engage in CSR.

Table 5. Opinions concerning the main reasons why enterprises engage in CSR

Answer Count Percentage

Expectations and pressure from employees, customers, and the public 37 12.3%

Long-term business strategy set to provide a competitive advantage 69 22.8%

Improvement of the company’s image 89 29.5%

Genuine care for society and the natural environment 45 14.9%

Improvement of the company’s organisational culture 20 6.60

I don’t know / Hard to say 42 13.9%

Source: original work based on survey results

The main reasons why companies engage in CSR, according to the respondents (Table 5), were image 
building (29.5%) and implementing a long-term business strategy set to provide a competitive advantage 
(22.8%).

Among the key effects of internal CSR (Fig. 4), nurturing employee (mental and physical) health and 
workplace safety were chosen by 33%.

Figure 4. Signs of internal CSR targeting employees

Source: original work based on survey results

The students believed that CSR significantly increases company goodwill. Nearly 50% indicated 
a positive impact, mainly through a positive image (Table 6). Only 2% considered CSR initiatives as 
potentially harmful to goodwill.
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Table 6. Opinions on the CSR’s impact on company goodwill

Answer Count Percentage

Corporate social responsibility efforts have a positive impact by promoting long-term 
stakeholder relationships

56 18.5%

Corporate social responsibility efforts have a positive impact by promoting a positive 
company image

144 47.7%

Corporate social responsibility efforts have a positive impact by contributing to 
competitive advantage

31 10.3%

Corporate social responsibility efforts have a positive impact by promoting a positive 
perception among authorities

27 8.9%

Corporate social responsibility efforts have a positive impact by promoting 
a transparent organisational culture

36 11.9%

Corporate social responsibility efforts have a negative impact on company goodwill 6 2%

no opinion 1 0.3%

Source: original work based on survey results

The data show that 74.1% of respondents were willing to work for a company engaged in CSR (38.7% 
‘agree’ and 36.4% ‘strongly agree’), while only 9.6% believed otherwise (Table 7). This result demonstrates 
a high level of acceptance of CSR as an important factor of employer attractiveness. Interestingly, 29.2% 
declared readiness to accept lower remuneration for work for an organisation considered a CSR leader. The 
idea was unappealing to 43.3%. This confirms that financial factors remain critical in job choice. Personal 
engagement in CSR was appreciated. Over half of the respondents (52.0%) were willing to participate in 
CSR initiatives, and only 23.8% declined. This may indicate that the young generation is open to socially 
responsible practices. Most respondents (62.9%) answered affirmatively when asked about additional 
remuneration for CSR activities (Table 7). They believed it should be rewarded, indicating that CSR is 
perceived as a contribution that requires extra effort.

Table 7. Students’ opinions on the importance of and consideration for CSR efforts

Claim Strongly disagree Disagree No opinion Agree Strongly agree

Would you like to work for a company that 
engages in CSR?

6.3% 3.3% 15.2% 38.7% 36.4%

Would you accept lower remuneration when 
working for an organisation considered a CSR 

leader? 
14.2% 29.1% 27.5% 24.2% 5.0%

Would you engage in the company’s CSR 
personally (such as employee volunteering or 

environmental initiatives)?
7.6% 16.2% 24.2% 41.1% 10.9%

Do you believe that CSR efforts by employees 
should be additionally rewarded?

4.6% 8.6% 23.8% 37.1% 25.8%

Source: original work based on survey results
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When asked about what enterprises could be forgiven if they provided better payment and working 
conditions (Table 8), the largest group of respondents (42.1%) declared they ‘could forgive a lot, but 
acceptance has its limits’. This suggests that the students could make ethical concessions in consideration 
of financial gains, but do not accept blatant violations of CSR values.

Table 8. Perception of acceptable and unacceptable business practices in the context of good remuneration

Answer Count Percentage

Poor engagement in local community affairs 61 20.2%

Company perceived as driven by profits only 63 20.9%

No acceptance for actions violating CSR principles 57 18.9%

Unfair or aggressive marketing and advertising 50 16.6%

Links to scandals or wrongdoing reported in the media 47 15.6%

Unfair competition 40 13.2%

Violation of environmental protection principles 36 11.9%

No clear and transparent promotion criteria 37 12.3%

Disregard for ideas and improvements suggested by employees 38 12.6%

No programmes for professional development and employee training 47 15.6%

No equal job opportunities regardless of age, gender, or background 38 12.6%

Insufficient focus on occupational safety and health 35 11.6%

I can forgive a lot, but acceptance has its limits 127 42.1%

Source: original work based on survey results

The results show that the most important employer selection criteria for the respondents (Table 9) 
were promotion and career growth opportunities (57.9% ‘very important’), stable and safe employment 
(55.3%), and friendly atmosphere and organisational culture (44.4%). Other very important factors 
were principles of non-discrimination (49.0%) and competitive remuneration (41.1%), which confirms 
the role of financial, ethical, and social aspects. Work-life balance and training-related growth 
opportunities were also appreciated (40.4% and 36.8%, respectively). PR-related components, such 
as prestige or positive media image, scored slightly lower. The least important were engagement in 
community actions (only 13.2% ‘very important’ answers) and environmental protection (20.9%). 
This suggests that respondents consider safety, growth, and internal relationships when choosing 
an employer rather than external CSR.

Table 9. CSR values considered when choosing the employer

Criterion
Completely 
unimportant

Unimportant
Fairly 

important
Important

Very 
important

Competitive remuneration 2.3% 5.3% 10.9% 40.4% 41.1%

Positive employee opinions about 
the company’s atmosphere and 

organisational culture
2.6% 4.3% 11.9% 36.8% 44.4%
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Active engagement in local 
community efforts

3.3% 11.6% 35.8% 36.1% 13.2%

Opportunity to pursue one’s 
hobbies and interests at the 

workplace
1.0% 5.6% 21.5% 38.7% 33.1%

Promotion and career growth 
opportunities

1.3% 3.3% 6.3% 31.1% 57.9%

Convenient location and commute 2.0% 6.6% 18.2% 41.7% 31.5%

Growth opportunities through 
training, internships, and projects

2.6% 4.6% 12.9% 43.0% 36.8%

Prominent position and good 
repute on the market

1.0% 12.9% 21.2% 37.7% 27.2%

Positive company image among the 
public and in the media

3.0% 8.6% 25.2% 41.4% 21.9%

Clear and fair evaluation and 
promotion principles

1.3% 4.3% 12.6% 42.1% 39.7%

Stable and safe employment 1.0% 2.3% 10.3% 31.1% 55.3%

Environmental protection and 
control of adverse impacts

5.0% 12.9% 28.1% 33.1% 20.9%

Conditions for work-life balance 2.6% 3.6% 15.2% 38.1% 40.4%

No discrimination (age, gender, or 
background)

2.0% 6.0% 13.2% 29.8% 49.0%

Source: original work based on survey results

The data show that non-engagement in CSR is not a decisive factor in rejecting a potential employer 
for most respondents, even though it is negatively associated (Fig. 5). The largest group (37.4%) 
reported disliking it, but this did not affect their decision. Another 26.2% feel comfortable with no 
CSR engagement from the employer, suggesting that over 60% do not consider the issue critical when 
looking for a job. A mere 11.3% felt discouraged from applying when the organisation did not engage 
in CSR. This group can be considered more conscious of ethical and societal aspects. About 25% were 
indifferent in this regard. This could suggest poor awareness of CSR or a neutral attitude towards the 
concept.

Figure 5. Attitudes towards enterprises that do not engage in CSR

Source: original work based on survey results
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Most of the respondents reported engaging in society- or environment-oriented initiatives (Fig. 
6) sometimes (32.8%) or rarely (33.1%). Every tenth (11.3%) participated regularly, and 8.6% did not 
engage at all.

Figure 6. Engagement in society- or environment-oriented efforts

Source: original work based on survey results

Figure 7. Industries that the respondents believe should engage in CSR

Source: original work based on survey results

The results (Fig. 7) indicate that the education, medical and pharmaceutical, and food sectors 
should engage in CSR the most, according to the respondents (42.3%, 32.7%, and 30.7%, respectively). 
Transport and logistics were also mentioned often (34.7%). The least relevant to CSR were electrical 
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machinery (11.7%), IT (13.7%), and automotive (14.3%). The respondents could select up to  three 
sectors. Participants expect the industries that most affect people’s lives, health, and social attitudes 
to engage in CSR.

SUMMARY

The results confirm that respondents are only superficially familiar with the notion of CSR. The students 
did not exhibit in-depth knowledge of the concept. Even though they appreciate the very idea and 
companies that engage in CSR efforts, the respondents were ignorant in this regard. The respondents value 
the concept and acknowledged its benefits for organisations, local communities, and the environment. 
Both research objectives have been accomplished.

The article verifies three research hypotheses. The first one (H1) can be considered confirmed. The 
second hypothesis (H2) has been rejected. Although CSR can be viewed as a factor adding to the 
workplace allure, and the respondents do take it into consideration, it does not effectively discourage 
them from working in a place where CSR is not practised. The third hypothesis (H3) should also be 
rejected due to discrepancies in respondents’ attitudes. On the one hand, they consider CSR important, 
but they are willing to accept non-engagement.

The conclusions cannot be generalised to the entire population because they are based on respondents 
from a single institution. The main limitation of the study is the environmental aspect of CSR. The 
results do not provide an unambiguous indication of whether the respondents appreciate the role of this 
component.

The presented study demonstrates the complexity of the problem and is by no means exhaustive. 
Future research should assume that respondents are knowledgeable regarding CSR or can access the 
relevant information. The survey has confirmed that the respondents were not always familiar with 
the concept of CSR.

The young generation’s awareness of CSR could be improved through education, also at universities. 
The still-low interest in CSR is not directly caused by ignorance. Instead, it can be attributed 
to incomplete information available to universities. They should monitor labour-market shifts, train 
future academics, and incorporate these aspects into their curricula.
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