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Abstract: Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a concept which is gaining in popu-
larity and is being included in the strategies of more and more companies. Social and 
environmental concerns, as well as cooperation with stakeholders which is also linked 
to the concept of sustainable development, are becoming part of the mission state-
ments of numerous companies. Th e question arises, however, whether CSR is merely 
a strategic concept, or if it is accompanied by specifi c actions. Th e aim of this article 
is to answer the following questions: What does CSR really mean in hard economic 
times? Is cooperation between business and stakeholders just a declaration included 
in company strategies as an element of CSR, or is it an actual practice implemented 
in everyday activities? What barriers exist to such cooperation? Th e above issues will 
be discussed on the basis of the relationship between business and academia in re-
spect of stakeholders and the social dimensions of CSR.

Th e paper is divided into four sections. Th e fi rst section describes the corporate 
social responsibility that relates to the economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic 
expectations which society has of companies, and which indicates the activities of 
companies which fulfi l these stakeholder expectations. Universities are one of the 
business stakeholders within the social responsibility approach, an external and sec-
ondary stakeholder which is not critical to a company’s survival. Th e second sec-
tion discusses the case study method as a teaching method whereby collaboration 
between universities and busines is required to develop and apply this method dur-
ing the educational process. University-business collaboration in this fi eld gives an 
opportunity to fulfi l the postulates of social responsibility through its impact on the 
quality of education. Th e next part of the paper analyses the case study of university-
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business collaboration in preparing case studies for educational purposes in Poland. 
Specifi c problems are discussed which indicate the constraints on collaboration be-
tween businesses and universities. Th e last section comprises conclusions and dis-
cussions. Th e main point of the discussion is that, on a declarative level, corporate 
social responsibility is a common element in companies’ business strategies, but on 
an operational level collaboration with stakeholders as part of CSR does not easily 
transform into practical action.
Keywords: corporate social responsibility, university-business collaboration, case 
study method.
JEL codes: M14, L14, I23.

1. Universities as stakeholders in business within the 
corporate social responsibility approach

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) can be defi ned as an ethical commit-
ment to act in an economically and environmentally sustainable manner while 
taking into account the interests of all stakeholders [Tari 2011]. Research into 
corporate social responsibility concentrates on business ethics, environmen-
tal responsibility, social responsibility and the stakeholder approach [Lockett, 
Moon & Visser 2006].

Several dimensions of CSR are described in the literature. Principally, cor-
porate social responsibility refers to the economic, legal, ethical and philan-
thropic expectations which society has for companies and it includes those 
activities of companies which fulfi l these expectations [Tari 2011]. Th e above 
dimensions combine to create a pyramid of corporate social responsibility, at 
the base of which are economic responsibilities which include profi tability, 
eff ectiveness and the strong competitive position of a company. Next come 
the legal and ethical responsibilities, with philanthropic responsibilities be-
ing at the top of the pyramid [Carroll 1996].

In the literature on CSR other categories in the aspects of corporate so-
cial responsibility are also sometimes distinguished, such as the stakeholder, 
social, economic, voluntary, environmental and ethical dimensions, but the 
ones most frequently cited are the environmental, ethical, stakeholder and 
social dimensions [Tari 2011].

When analysing the references to the defi nitions of CSR dimensions, the 
most frequently used are the stakeholder and social dimensions, the eco-
nomic dimension, the voluntary dimension and the environmental dimen-
sion [Dahlsrud 2008].
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Economic responsibilities mean that companies must make a profi t and 
fulfi l the needs of their customers; legal responsibilities refer to a company 
pursuing its economic mission within the framework of the law; ethical re-
sponsibilities are connected with respecting moral norms; and discretionary 
responsibilities, connected with philanthropy, mean companies undertaking 
certain actions which, although not required by law, are expected by stake-
holders as a manifestation of good citizenship [Galbreath 2010]. Th e envi-
ronmental responsibilities of companies relate to their care for the natural 
environment and the social dimension refers to the building of a relation-
ship between business and society. Approaches from the perspective of the 
responsibility to stakeholders are based on the interaction between compa-
nies and such stakeholders as, for example, employees, suppliers, customers 
and communities [Dahlsrud 2008].

When analysing the social responsibilities of companies towards stake-
holders, it is worth noting that particular groups of stakeholders infl uence 
the situation of a company diff erently, so the relationships between compa-
nies and particular stakeholders are also diff erent. Corporate stakeholders can 
be categorised into groups according to diff erent criteria [Galbreath 2010]:

 – External stakeholders, such as the government or the community; and 
internal stakeholders, such as the instrumental, rational and moral needs 
of employees,

 – Primary stakeholders, who are critical to a company’s survival, e.g. sup-
pliers and employees; and secondary stakeholders, who are not directly 
involved in company activities and are not critical to the company’s sur-
vival, e.g. the media.
From the above division one can infer that executives are likely to pay par-

ticular attention to those stakeholders whose attitudes most directly infl uence 
the situation of companies, i.e. internal and primary stakeholders.

It is worth noting that implementing a strategy of corporate social respon-
sibility not only generates extra costs but also provides economic benefi ts 
to companies. Th e most important economic advantages of adopting CSR 
as a business strategy include lowering costs, lowering risks, enhancing the 
company’s image, building a competitive advantage, and creating a win-win 
situation [Carroll & Shabana 2010]. Th is means that companies ought to be 
interested in implementing CSR not only as a reaction to external pressure, 
but also to obtain measurable economic benefi ts.

One particular example of the relationship between companies and stake-
holders is the relationship between business and academia. In a knowledge-
based economy the economic and social signifi cance of universities is un-
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questionable, as universities not only educate societies but are also respon-
sible for generating new solutions as part of their research and development 
activities, including relationships with the environment as well as businesses.

A particularly important, or even key, position in the relationship between 
business and academia is occupied by the concept of Triple Helix innova-
tion. In 2000 the concept of Triple Helix was developed, where innovation 
was treated as the result of a university-government-industry relationship 
[Etzkowitz & Dzisah 2008; Papagiannidis, Etzkowitz & Clouser 2009]. Since 
that time the idea of the Triple Helix has become very popular and is still be-
ing developed. According to this concept innovation is inspired, created and 
introduced onto the market as a result of cooperation between universities, 
companies and government, each of which is one element of the helix.

Th e relationship between business and academia in respect of CSR can be 
evaluated from two points of view. Th e fi rst approach is the stakeholder di-
mension. Th ere are several factors which make universities stakeholders in 
business. Th e main factor is that through educating students universities sup-
ply companies with potential future employees. Research and development 
activities conducted at universities can be used by companies as part of their 
knowledge and technology transfer. Moreover, the activities of universities 
make a particular area more attractive to live in and to conduct business. From 
the point of view of companies, however, universities are mostly external and 
secondary stakeholders, and any relationship with academia does not usually 
directly aff ect the situation of the companies themselves.

Another approach to the relationship between business and academia is 
connected with the social dimension of CSR. Both universities and compa-
nies ought to strive to satisfy social needs, and their cooperation in this re-
spect can improve the level of economic development in a region, the level of 
innovation, and the level of educational development in society.

2. Th e case study method – the possibility of collaboration 
between university and business to enhance the teaching 
process and to fulfi l the postulate of social responsibility

Th e theoretical discussion presented above indicates that cooperation between 
companies and universities ought to exist and intensify because it constitutes 
a signifi cant part of corporate social responsibility. Th e aim of this paper, how-
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ever, is not merely to present a theoretical discussion of the issue, but also to 
observe practical cooperation between business and academia and to point 
out the diffi  culties and benefi ts connected with this relationship.

Collaboration between universities and companies when preparing case 
studies seems to be a perfect opportunity for the practical implementation 
of the concept of corporate social responsibility. Th e case study method is 
a teaching method which requires universities to enter into a relationship 
with companies, which later will be subjected to analyses in the form of case 
studies.

Th e case study method can be used both for academic and teaching pur-
poses. As a teaching method it involves describing a specifi c business situ-
ation and encouraging students to analyse and comprehensively evaluate it 
[Little, Brookes & Palmer 2008]. Th is analysis focuses on the factors which 
infl uence the relationship between a studied entity and its surroundings, as 
well as thoroughly examining one particular case which exemplifi es certain 
more general phenomena [Flyvbjerg 2011].

Th e use of case studies has been popularised by schools of law and by the 
MBA approach to managerial education [Jaques 2008] and the origins of 
this method can be traced back to Harvard University, where since the early 
1920’s, it has been common practice to invite business people to lecture halls 
in order to discuss the problems which they have encountered in their busi-
ness operations [Wolfe 1998].

A case study presents a specifi c problem or event based on a real-life situ-
ation. It usually includes an event, the people involved in this event, and the 
circumstances which have an impact on it [Roselle 1996]. Employing the case 
study method in the teaching process involves analysing qualitative and quan-
titative data, taking decisions regarding the most appropriate actions and rec-
ommendations, as well as sharing and discussing those decisions with other 
learners [Cranston 2008].

A case study is considered to have the following features [Jaques 2008]:
 – providing an opportunity to analyse the real-life functioning of an or-

ganisation,
 – stimulating thinking about possible alternative solutions,
 – providing examples of appropriate and inappropriate, productive and un-

productive as well as useful and useless behaviours,
 – encouraging discussion on alternative activity options for companies,
 – providing an opportunity for applying theoretical knowledge to practi-

cal situations,
 – functioning as a starting point for future actions.
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A teaching approach which makes use of the case study method can be 
described as:

 – student-oriented, as it involves encouraging students to refl ect on what they 
are being taught [Gregory & Jones 2009] – solving each of the cases ana-
lysed during the teaching process depends on a variety of factors connected 
with the characteristics and expectations of particular groups of students,

 – problem-oriented, as certain problems are introduced at the beginning of 
the teaching cycle and they are later used to create a context and to mo-
tivate learners [Prince 2004] – in the case study method, when analysing 
specifi c business situations, the problem which a company is facing is iden-
tifi ed and possible decision options are explored,

 – teamwork-oriented, as students cooperate in small groups in order to solve 
a problem [Prince 2004] – in the case study method students are expected 
to fi nd solutions to problems in groups and then to share their thoughts 
and conclusions with other groups of students.
In order to use the case study method in university education cooperation 

between business and academia is essential, as it is companies which, by shar-
ing their experiences, are the source of the information that is necessary for 
preparing case studies as well as their use during the didactic process. Without 
the information obtained from companies the case study method cannot be 
used for educating university students.

Companies which support the idea of corporate social responsibility ought 
to show interest in cooperating with universities in respect of sharing the 
information which is needed to prepare case studies as well as appreciating 
their use in the didactic process. Corporate social responsibility is thus im-
plemented through creating relationships with stakeholders, i.e. with univer-
sities and students, who are potential employees. It must be noted, however, 
that the group of stakeholders with which a company establishes a relation-
ship when collaborating on case studies would be, according to the criteria 
of Galbreath [2010], external and secondary stakeholders. Th is means that 
cooperation with such stakeholders would not be essential to a company’s 
survival and development.

At the same time, however, by sharing their experiences companies can 
help in the development of university education as a social objective, thus 
implementing the social dimension of CSR.
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3. Collaboration between a university and business – 
a case study on experiences in Poland

Th e conviction that companies ought to be involved in the educational pro-
cesses of managerial training was one of the basic ideas of the project entitled 
“Transfer of experiential and innovative teaching methods for business edu-
cation”, realised within the Leonardo da Vinci, Transfer of Innovation1 pro-
gramme in the years 2010–2012. Th e project is coordinated by the Poznan 
University of Economics in Poland, and the partners include Navigator 
Consulting Advisors LLP (United Kingdom), ISM University of Management 
and Economics (Lithuania), Wielkopolska Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (Poland), and Elmfi eld House Associates Limited (United Kingdom).

Th e idea of the project is based on the observation that the managers of 
many companies are not satisfi ed with their employees’ abilities. An analysis 
of teaching materials and good practice leads to the conclusion that the case 
study method, employed by the best higher education institutions worldwide, 
is a highly eff ective tool which can bridge the gap between theory and prac-
tice. A specifi c objective of the project is to incorporate the case study method 
in business education within the consortium and to encourage its extensive 
use amongst trainers and educators.

Th e principal aim of the project, i.e. the transfer of innovative and expe-
riential teaching methods which will enhance the quality of business educa-
tion, will be achieved through the realisation of intermediate objectives, which 
include, amongst others, training 30 instructors in respect of preparing case 
studies and teaching notes as well as preparing a minimum of 6 case studies 
relating to running a business and testing them on a pilot group of students.

An essential step in the realisation of the project was establishing coop-
eration with local companies in order to explore their business situation, 
which would then become the basis for preparing case studies. Th is project 
provides an opportunity for companies to implement the postulates of cor-
porate social responsibility in a very concrete fashion . It enables companies 
to collaborate with the world of academia and at the same time the regional 
dimension of the project means that companies can infl uence the quality of 
university teaching in their area.

Cooperation between business and academia, however, encounters cer-
tain problems. Th e most essential step which is necessary to begin case study 

 1 Project number: 2010–1-PL1-LEO05–11462.
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preparation is establishing cooperation between representatives of business 
and academia. For the purposes of this project cooperation was established in 
two ways; partly through using the personal contacts of university teachers, 
and partly through organising an offi  cial meeting between university and local 
business representatives. Th e companies whose representatives attended the 
meeting were all members of the local Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 
which is one of the partners in the project. During the meeting the univer-
sity representatives presented the project and their expectations connected 
with cooperation with companies, as well as an example of a case study in or-
der to acquaint the business people with the nature of this teaching method.

In the course of the discussion which followed, the business representatives 
themselves mentioned the issue of their social responsibility. Th ey thought that 
their active participation in this undertaking was not only benefi cial to their 
image, but was also an obligation resulting from corporate social responsibility.

Later, however, some problems arose. Th e group of business people who 
had cooperated with university staff  before had quite a favourable attitude to-
wards participating in the project and were willing to share the necessary in-
formation and collaborate on preparing a case study based on their companies.

Th e other group of business people, those for whom this was their fi rst con-
tact with the university, had varied attitudes to cooperation. Some of them de-
clared that they were not interested in any cooperation immediately aft er the 
meeting. Others, even though they initially expressed interest in cooperation, 
eventually backed out of the project. Yet another group did not give a defi ni-
tive answer, understanding that silence is interpreted as refusal. A number of 
companies, though, agreed to embark on the project and decided to reveal 
their business situation for the purposes of educating students.

Consequently, the majority of the case studies of companies which were 
produced for the project are a result of personal acquaintanceships between 
business and university representatives. Of the companies who were invited 
to take part in the project and who had had previous contacts with academics, 
approximately half agreed to cooperate and they contributed to the preparation 
of the case studies. On the other hand, of the total number of approximately 
100 companies whose representatives had been invited to the introductory 
meeting, about 20 accepted the invitation, out of which, regardless of their 
initial declaration, two fi rms eventually decided to participate in the project.

Th ese diff erences in the responses to the invitation to cooperate show that 
forging relationships with stakeholders is not easy, particularly as regards ex-
ternal or secondary stakeholders. A key factor in forming relationships be-
tween business and academia is mutual trust and this takes a long time to 
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build. Th e diffi  culties involved in enlisting companies for cooperation with 
universities indicate that although the concept of corporate social responsibil-
ity is popular, undertaking actual and practical interactions with stakehold-
ers requires not only including this idea in a company’s development strat-
egy, but also implementing this strategy in the form of operational actions.

Th e above example, which illustrates the problems that aff ect cooperation 
between business and academia, provokes questions regarding the causes of 
those problems and the major barriers to cooperation. Th e representatives 
of both businesses and universities indicate that the fundamental problem is 
a lack of proper communication between the two groups, caused by the dis-
similarity of these two environments. Academics and business people oft en 
feel that they speak diff erent languages.

Another issue are the diff erences in the objectives and priorities of business 
and academia. Universities are institutions which serve the public and are fi -
nanced from the state budget. Th eir aim is to conduct research and teaching, and 
the measure of success is the number of publications and university entrants. In 
contrast, companies are profi t-oriented, striving to obtain the best market posi-
tion. In order to achieve this companies have to satisfy the needs of customers 
in the best way possible whilst at the same time gaining a competitive advan-
tage over their competitors. Th is disparity of objectives means that the worlds of 
business and academia may not appreciate the mutual benefi ts of cooperation.

Universities and companies diff er also in their approaches to publicising 
information about their activities. Th e aim of academia is to disseminate the 
results of research to the widest possible audience in the form of published 
articles, monographs or conference papers. Companies, on the other hand, 
tend to treat a lot of information relating to their activities as confi dential data 
which should not be made public.

A signifi cant issue in the context of the preparation of case studies is com-
panies’ concerns about the disclosure of sensitive data relating to their op-
erations or about the possible damage to their image as a result of revealing 
problems that they have faced.

Conclusions and discussions

An important dimension of corporate social responsibility is creating and 
maintaining relationships between companies and stakeholders. Universities 
are one example of stakeholders, even though from the point of view of com-
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panies they are external and secondary stakeholders, which means that co-
operation with them is not a key factor for a company’s survival and growth. 
However, the role of the relationship between business and academia is sig-
nifi cant in the sense that, on the one hand, it fulfi ls the social dimension of 
CSR, i.e. educating society, and on the other hand such cooperation may lead 
to the development and introduction of market innovations.

On the declarative level, corporate social responsibility, including creat-
ing and maintaining relationships with stakeholders, is a common element 
in companies’ business strategies. On the operational level, however, such 
declarations do not easily transform into practical actions. One example 
of an operational action through which the concept of corporate social re-
sponsibility may be implemented is cooperation between companies and 
universities in respect of the teaching process. Educating students, as an 
element of social responsibility, is not only one of the fundamental tasks of 
universities, but is also relevant to companies as it concerns their prospec-
tive employees.

Th e project entitled “Transfer of experiential and innovative teaching 
methods for business education”, realised within the Leonardo da Vinci, 
Transfer of Innovation programme coordinated by the Poznan University 
of Economics, Poland, involved establishing cooperation with companies in 
order to obtain information about their business activities. Th is information 
was going to be the basis for constructing case studies which could be used 
in educating students. Th e participation of companies in this project pro-
vided them with an opportunity to establish cooperation with universities 
as well as to have an infl uence on the content and methods of student edu-
cation. Th us it provided an opportunity for the practical implementation of 
the concept of corporate social responsibility in its social and stakeholder-
related dimensions.

On a practical level, however, establishing relationships between companies 
and universities was never going to be easy, which may be due to the diverse 
interests and objectives of the two sides. Th e personal relationships between 
representatives of business and academia, and the mutual trust between them, 
was observed as playing a crucial role.

References

Carroll, A.B., 1991, Th e Pyramid of Corporate Social Responsibility: Toward the Moral 
Management of Organizational Stakeholders, Business Horizons, July – August, 
pp. 39–48.



30

Carroll, A.B., Shabana K.M., 2010, Th e Business Case for Corporate Social Responsibility: 
A Review of Concepts, Research and Practice, International Journal of Management 
Reviews, pp. 85–105.

Cranston, N., 2008, Th e Use of Cases in the Leadership Development of Principals. 
A  Recent Initiative in One Large Education System in Australia, Journal of 
Educational Administration, vol. 46, no. 5, pp. 581–597.

Dahksrud, A., 2008, How Corporate Social Responsibility is Defi ned: an Analysis of 
37 Defi nitions, Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 
vol. 15, pp. 1–13.

Etzkowitz, H., Dzisah, J., 2008, Rethinking Development: Circulation in the Triple 
Helix, Technology Analysis & Strategic Management, vol. 20, no. 6, pp. 653–666.

Flyvbjerg, B., 2011, Case Study, in: Denzin, N.M., Lincoln, Y.S. (eds.), Th e Sage 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, 4th ed., Sage, Th ousand Oaks, CA, pp. 301–316.

Galbreath, J., 2010, Drivers of Corporate Social Responsibility: Th e Role of Formal 
Strategic Planning and Firm Culture, British Journal of Management, vol. 21, 
pp. 511–525.

Gregory, J., Jones, R., 2009, ‘Maintaining Competence’: A Grounded Th eory Typology of 
Approaches to Teaching in Higher Education, Higher Education, vol. 57, pp. 769–785.

Jaques, T., 2008, A Case Study Approach to Issue and Crisis Management. Schadenfreude 
or An Opportunity to Learn?, Journal of Communication Management, vol. 12, 
no. 3, pp. 192–203.

Little, V., Brookes, R., Palmer, R., 2008, Research-informed Teaching and Teaching-
-informed Research; the Contemporary Marketing Practices (CMP) Living Case Study 
Approach to Understanding Marketing Practice, Journal of Business and Industrial 
Marketing, vol. 23, no. 2, pp. 124–134.

Lockett, A., Moon, J., Visser, W., 2006, Corporate Social Responsibility in Management 
Research: Focus, Nature, Salience and Sources of Infl uence, Journal of Management 
Studies, vol. 43, pp. 115–136.

Papagiannidis, S., Li, F., Etzkowitz, H., Clouser, M., 2009, Entrepreneurial Networks: 
A  Triple Helix Approach for Brokering Human and Social Capital, Journal of 
International Entrepeneurship, vol. 7, pp. 215–235.

Prince, M., 2004, Does Active Learning Work? A Review of the Research, Journal of 
Engineering Education, pp. 223–231.

Roselle, A., 1996, Th e Case Study Method. A Learning Tool for Practicing Librarians 
and Information Specialists, Library Review, vol. 45, no. 4, pp. 30–38.

Tari, J.J., 2011, Research into Quality Management and Social Responsibility, Journal 
of Business Ethics, vol. 102, pp. 626–638.

Wolfe, J., 1998, New Developments in the Use of Cases for Learning, Journal of 
Workplace Learning, vol. 10, no. 6/7, pp. 320–323.


