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Abstract. The notion of corporate social responsibility seems to gain more and more popularity as the
customers’ expectations toward the role of business are changing. That is why enterprises willing to sus-
tain or strengthen their market positions need to find ways of pleasing their customers also in this socio-
environmental sphere. This has great impact on the advertising. This article tries to consider possible
ways how the advertising may change and how it should adapt to the new market conditions. It also re-
flects on the ethical side of advertising raising a question if there really are no limits when we strive for
our marketing goals. It seems that although controversial advertising may sometimes prove fruitful, it is
unknown for how long customers would really like it — or when they start to rebel against the company.
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1. Introduction

Companies undergo constant changes. They are
faced not only with competitive pressure and eco-
nomic distress, but also with social expectations.
Some of them try to address new needs of their
shareholders by adopting the corporate social re-
sponsibility (CSR) concept while conducting busi-
ness.

However this is not easy. The idea itself is
perilous, as one can incorporate in it without any
limits the social, environmental, legal, economic
issues that need to be covered by enterprises. Ad-
ditionally, one can observe diminishing social trust
toward business, which influences mutual relations
to a great extent and questions the efficiency of
advertising. That is the reason why companies try
different advertising strategies, from ethical and
family-bound to controversial ones.

The situation is even more complex due to the
emergenge of modern technologies. They em-
power consumers and enable them to be more ac-
tive. From organizational perspective, they make
communication and information sharing with
stakeholders even more important. As consumers
have better means to demonstrate their preferences
and needs and are crystal clear about their willing-
ness to be fully informed about organizational ini-
tiatives and actions and engaged in them, compa-
nies are forced to rethink their business models and
the idea to let external partners in, to let them par-
ticipate in internal processes. Some companies
have learned to draw advantages from this social
change; others still cope with some difficulties.

601

The notion of transparency and corporate respon-
sibility will not vanish; it may at the most even
gain importance and become an inevitable element
of business world. Therefore it needs to be well
understood in order to be leveraged by companies
and seen more as an opportunity than a threat.

Some researchers argue that limiting CSR
only to public relations (PR) and marketing is a
short-term policy, as there is no space for building
trust and strengthening relations with shareholders
on mutually beneficial terms. But adopting fully
strategic approach in the CSR sphere requires
much understanding and maturity from a company.
Incorporating CSR in the PR and marketing activ-
ity, including advertising, may seem a good start-
ing point, which may evolve in a broader social
commitment in the future.

This article tries to consider possible ways
how the advertising may change and how it should
adapt to the market conditions described above. It
also reflects on the ethical side of advertising rais-
ing a question if there really are no limits when we
strive for our marketing goals.

2. Place of corporate social responsibility
concept in the organizational setting

The idea of corporate social responsibility gains
more and more attention from enterprises and their
stakeholders. It has its source in the human need to
do well, to look beyond one’s own benefits and
contribute to the well being of others. As individu-
als seek ways to fulfil those needs, they simultane-
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ously expect companies to adopt similar approach
and take responsibility for their actions and negli-
gence. That is why a social component is added to
the economic side of business.

Some companies are built on the idea. Take as
an example Innocent Drinks, a company that pro-
duces drinks out of natural components only and
complies with sustainability rules. From the begin-
ning such companies have a strong culture oriented
to environmental and social values. Corporate so-
cial responsibility may therefore be perceived a a
tool to stimulate desirable behariour, spead de-
clared ethical values and add attractiveness to cer-
tain norms. Innocent Drinks, for example, cooper-
ates in the first place with farms that are employee-
oriented and green. Its vendors necessitate certifi-
cates from such independent organizations like
Rainforest Alliance to guarantee compliance with
highest ethical and quality standards (Bachnik,
Szumniak 2010).

Fig.1. Innocent Drinks commercial (Source: Available
from Internet: <http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=aSvt1HG8ZRw>)

Those companies that were raised with purely
economic premises in mind need to reflect and
refocus to adapt to changing environment. It does
not mean that their current business models are
wrong. It only means that they need to take into
account the changing nature of their markets, con-
sumers and partners who may have altered their
working rules, priorities and behavioural modes.
Business world is so interconnected nowadays that
a company can not function without considering
what is going on around. If consumers started to
pay more attention on environmental footprint or
ethical aspects of executing marketing strategy, a
company has to make a conscious decision whea-
ther to address those new expectations or neglect
them. Its market survival depends on understand-
ing true motives of its stakeholders.

Most companies stay open to the idea of cor-
porate social responsibility and utilizing resources
in a way that will allow future generations make
use of them as well and prosper. We can question
if it is voluntary or not, but the fact is that organ-
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ziations now follow more compliance and proto-
cols than before and take up initiatives with an aim
to reduce their negative effect on the environment
and communities and create more sustainable work
enrivorment for their employees. As professor Jan
Hartman declares we should not doubt in the good
motives of enterprises (Hartman 2011). But it is
also true that business needs to keep in mind also
the economic rationale which gives ground for
some compromise. It seems obvious that enter-
prises need to find their way to counterbalance
these two spheres.

As corporate social responsibility is con-
cerned, the key to mutual understanding and build-
ing trust is communication and information shar-
ing. With help of modern technologies it is
possible to engage a critical mass of advocates of a
certain idea a company finds valuable and wants to
pursue. Being active in social media makes a com-
pany transparent to its stakeholders and signs its
willingness to cooperate with them, gain feedback
and opinions as well as help in designing more
powerful business solutions and products. By
demonstrating vulnerability tn critics companies
may show that they do care about its clients. Some
brands may gain authenticity by engaging in social
media, sharing comments, joining forums, ex-
changing doubts and aspirations. Internet makes
information circulate 24 hours a day. Much of the
news is transmitted and discussed in real time. And
this is true not only for political debates, catastro-
phes, wars and other extreme circumstances. This
is real for almost all kinds of information: whether
it concerns latest inspiring commercial, fashion
show, new Starbucks coffeeshop’s opening, re-
lease of Steve Jobs’ biography, divorce or baby-
birth of a celebrity or any event Internet users want
to share with others from their everyday life (even
such ridiculous as having XXX drinks on one night
and curing huge hangover the other day). Every-
thing seems important — as the information gets
observers and fans on different social media, and
irrelevant at the same time — as we are overloaded
with information and have difficulties selecting
them. That is why brand positioning in this cyber-
world is a distinguishing competence. And may be
a source of competitive advantage.

Companies that want to build a strong rela-
tionship with their stakeholders need to find a way
to communicate effectively and manage the infor-
mation noise on them (although it is not com-
pletely manageable). Spreading information about
company’s involvement in corporate social re-
sponsibility initiatives seems absolutely natural.
This is positive publicity and may contribute (un-
der the condition that these are true, reliable and
unbiased news) to strengthening organizational
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image, building customers’ loyalty and sustaining
interest in the brand and products. There are many
communication channels. Marketing campaigns
and advertising are among the traditional ones,
which should be wisely used to the benefit of a
company.

3. Advertising as a communication tool

Some argue that the appeal of traditional advertis-
ing like TV commercials is diminishing. As this
marketing tool has not been abandoned yet, it
seems it is still powerful. People may treat com-
mercials as a necessary evil. Those who have digi-
tal video recorders, DVRs, are used to rewinding
them (although research shows that even in these
circumstances a commercial is still influencial: the
speed of watching commercials does not reduce
their efficiency or hurt the recall rate) (O’Connell
2010). Many have higher expectations about their
guality and taste, but we still seem to appreciate
the ones that are original, have catchy or familiar
soundtrack (like: Kinder Bueno - Give a bit of
mmm to me) or a slogan that can be repeated in
various situations (like: MediaMarkt — not for the
idiots, Era — such things happen only in Era, Zy-
wiec — almost makes a huge difference) or that
have national, cultural associations.

The huge success of a Telekomunikacja Polska
SA advertising campaign, designed to change the
perceived image of the company, proves that we
simply like commercials that entertain and surprise
in a positive way and can attach to friendly charac-
ters. The Heart and the Mind play main roles no
matter the invented plot of a commercial. Polish
people seem to be amazed by the two characters:
they have 220 000 fans on Facebook and YouTube
films are viewed several thousand times (Available
from internet: <http://interaktywnie.com/kreacja/

artykuly/wideo/case-study-serce-i-rozum-
wirusowo-zarazaja-siec-20019>).

Fig.2. The Heart and the Mind in a Telekomunikacja
Polska SA spot (Source: Available from Internet:
<http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=g2s3ILFxQjM&feature=re
lated>)

We do watch less TV, but for enterprises’s
sake, we stick to Internet and multitasking, which
is simmultanously completing several tasks, like
watching TV, surfing through Internet and using
smartphone at the same time. And multitasking
does not hurt commercial’s efficiency either. Some
research shows that multitaskers often do pay at-
tention to commercials and afterwards look for
more information on intriguing brand or new
product in the Web (Zigmond, Stipp 2011). In a
sense, commercials make them act and wise com-
panies make use of this trend and wait for them
there.

To attract or sustain customers’ attention
companies adopt different advertising approaches.
Some stick to family-bound stories, underlining
pleasure, safety and warmth — all that we desire
and cherish. Others have opposite intentions. They
want to provoke and raise controversy to stand out
of the competitors and increase probability that the
commercial would be longer remembered (and
may constitute a hot topic for debates in family’
and friends’ circles). The number of controversial
commercials is growing. Some of them were pro-
hibited, but still are available in the Internet
sources. They usually have some sexual overtone
(like: Axe spots), convey messages that are not
coherent with national policy (for example racist
ones), break local taboos (like: Zazoo condoms),
are shocking (oral cancer in Singapore). (We do
not talk about the ones that are untrue or
unconstitunal).

Fig.3. An advertisement played in Singapore to stop
smoking (Source: Available from Internet:
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HH
AOHRjDgc8>)
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Fig.4. United Colors of Benetton controversial ad cam-
paign “UNHATE” which features world leaders kissing
(Source: Available from Internet:
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ezq _25eq20>)

Here we can raise a question of the limits of
advertising. Can we really base a commercial on
every topic? Touch on every sphere of human life?
Play with ethical values? It is unknown what pro-
portion of audience like the controversy, but there
are voices pronouncing for imposing more rigid
law regulations and sector standards. There are
advocates of ethical advertising understood as an
advertising that stipulates some norms and pre-
serves some values. For example in Poland func-
tions Advertising Council, a special institution re-
sponsible for selfregulation in the advertising
sector (and a member of EASA Alliance) (Availa-
ble from Internet: <http://www.radareklamy.org
/rada-reklamy.htm>). Its mission is to promote
best practices and stigmatize unethical and untrue
advertising messages in order to protect consumers
and guarantee the highest standards of advertising.
It gathers companies willing to obey the Advertis-
ing Ethical Code of Conduct and trade associa-
tions. Consumers have a right to file a complaint to
the Concil against a commercial they perceive as
offended or aggressive. There are especially strong
objections about commercials that discriminate
against women. In 2010 the institution gathered
1430 complaints (an increase of 128% in compari-
son to 2009 and even greater to previous years),
most of them (56%) were judged as justified
(Available from Internet: <http://wyborcza.biz
/biznes/1,101562,9222904, W _zeszlym_roku_dwa
_razy_wiecej_skarg_na_agresywne.html>).  This
shows sensitivity of consumers and their willing-
ness to oppose to advertising they do not like. Is is
one of signs that consumers are no longer passive
receivers of companies’ messages, but want to in-
fluence organizational processes and the business
reality.

To prove that advertising can follow ethical
rules and stay economically efficient, we can draw
an example of brewery sector in Poland. It stands
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out from the Institute of Media Monitoring’s report
that not a single beer commercial in the analyzed
sample violated the Advertising Ethical Code of
Conduct (Availavle from Internet:
<http://www.browary-polskie.pl/media/>). What is
more, in many advertisements appeared “responsi-
ble” slogan like: “I never drive my car after a
drink” or “Alcohol — only for adults” which need
to be perceived as a voluntary practice that goes
beyond the law requirements and Advertising Eth-
ical Code of Conduct rules. This may prove that
breweries feel responsible for their consumers.

This theme seems to interfere with the idea of
corporate social responsibility which has strong
ethical foundations and requires much of the com-
pliance with set norms.

4. Responsible advertising

To promote ethics and corporate social responsibil-
ity we can use advertising as well. However this
match may not seem obvious. Traditional targets
of advertising differ from goals of social and envi-
ronmental projects. But if we take broader perspec-
tive, they may reinforce themselves. Information
about company’s involvement in campaigns aimed
at reducing carbon footprint or diminishing hunger
among school children can become only a PR tool.
But can also serve a higher goal of winning more
consumers and business partners for a certain idea
and creating them opportunity to actively engage
in a valuable initiative. It is up to a company how
it presents its actions and what priorities it high-
lights.

Amusing and original advertising may be an
effective tool to make a stronger bond with cus-
tomers. Wayne Visser advocates for an evolution-
ary approach toward adopting CSR philosophy by
business (Visser 2011; Visser, Bachnik 2011). He
argues that it depends on the organizational matur-
ity what is the attitude of a company toward corpo-
rate social responsility and to what extend it incor-
porates the idea into its functioning. Ar first
companies may take up defensive stand trying to
minimalize the negative effects of their actions, but
then they might see value in broader CSR engage-
ment. It may have roots in a bielief to gain positive
PR, but may result from a whole CSR strategy that
looks for connections between core business lines
and social initiatives. How a company perceives
CSR depends on the organizational and external
context, but influences to a great extent how adver-
tising is designed, planned and executed.

There are already enterprises that see value in
promoting themselves through CSR initiatives.
They try to bind their brands with certain values
and convince customers that they really care and
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want to contribute to solving social problems. By
positioning themselves as members of a greater
community, companies may better penetrate their
customers’ preferences, beliefs and expectations
and in effect find business solutions and design
products that correspond to them. This may result
in an improvement of a company’s image, an in-
crease in customers’ loyalty, a gain of new cus-
tomer base and a possibility to influence buying
decisions. Infusing some social content in advertis-
ing may therefore bring some additional benefits to
fulfilling social goals that are valuable enough to
strive for them per se. We should then reconsider
the aims of traditional advertising and think of re-
focusing it a little.

Take an example of Danone. This company
seems to fully recognize the need to stay responsi-
bile not only for her products. It designed a social
action to fight with children’s malnutrition which
is a great problem in Poland and seeks responsible
solutions threefold. First, it designed a ,,Share a
meal” programme in order to provide as mamy as
possible free meals for children in need. Second, it
created a special breakfast meal, Milky Start, rich
in minerals and vitamins and sells it at really low
price so that the poorest can afford it. And third,
Danone engages in charity actions organized by
food banks  (Available from Internet:
<http://danone.pl/Spoleczna-odpowiedzialnosc-
CSR/Spoleczenstwo/Spoleczna-odpowiedzialnosc-
Srodowisko-Walka-z-niedozywieniem-dzieci>).
This CSR engagement is tightly connected to the
core business of Danone. Apart from unselfish mo-
tives, the company can also reap more rational
benefits. And it does not diminish its role in raising
the social awareness of the problem of malnutri-
tion among children and creating solutions to re-
duce the scale of this problem.
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Fig.5. Danone’s CSR engagement (Source: Available
from Internet: <http://danone.pl/ Spoleczna-
odpowiedzialnosc-CSR/Spoleczenstwo/ Spoleczna-
odpowiedzialnosc-Srodowisko-Walka-z-
niedozywieniem-dzieci>)

Faced with diminishing trust toward compa-
nies and information released by them, the CSR
activities serve as a new opportunity to build or

strengthen relationships with stakeholders. Re-
search shows that Internet users are more likely to
trust their observers, fans and friends in the Web
than corporate experts; they look for advice and
recommendations from other sources than pro-
ducer’s sites or products’ labels. This behavioural
trend changes the way companies should commu-
nicate with their stakeholders a lot.

Every company wants to have only positive
publicity. But in the Internet era, it is impossible to
sustain. Every user possesses tools to share opin-
ions, reflections, experiences with others and no
company can stop it or forbid it. For example, a
musician Dave Carroll ,,was so incensed that the
United Air Lines rejected his damage claim after
its baggage handlers broke his guitar that he made
a catchy YouTube video, “United Breaks Guitars”
- eight million people have already viewed this
decidedly negative take on United Brand”
(Bernoff, Schadler 2010). It can however try to
engage in these debates and conversations, try to
explain its rationale, apologize for mistakes, and
reveal future plans.

5. Conclusions

Corporate social responsibility is a widely dis-
cussed and hot theme for enterprises, researches,
public institutions, non-profit organizations and
consumers. It focuses on the role business sector
has to play in order to fulfill some social goals and
its impact on surrounding communities. Compa-
nies are now forced to meet those more social
needs of their clients and therefore need to stay
more transparent and inform widely about the ac-
tions they undertake. Modern technology enables
them to communicate two-way and stay more
closely to their stakeholders.

Marketing and advertising is an organizational
function that is especially susceptible to these
changes. It may sustain its traditional shape, but
this strategy will not prove successful in the long
run. Companies need to transform its advertising
campaigns and take into account the changing as-
pirations, expectations and needs of their stake-
holders. Infusing some social content and reveal-
ing concerns about social challenges may change
the company’s image and give ground for mutual
trust (under the condition that the messages convey
true facts). Enterprises need to consider also the
ethical aspect of advertising to decide whether they
want to risk controversial but potentially intriquing
commercial or to play safe and focus purely on
value proposition presented in an amusing way.

An example of one social campaign shows that
advertising can be effective and liked and serve
some higher goals. The campaign ,,.Drink milk —
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you will be great” has had its eighth edition in
2011 in Poland. These are short-term, but widely
publicized spots leveraging successful celebrities,
to draw attention and promote drinking milk — the
most basic nutrition element that is often neglected
or overlooked, but stays an important health factor.

L e 'Lj: r, 4
Fig.6. Advertisement of the social
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campaign ,,Drink
milk — you will be great” with Marcin Gortat (Source:
Available from Internet:
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Aj42Sbc6hT0>).
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