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Purpose: The main aim of this paper is to identify the specificity of socially responsible 6 

innovations in retail against the background of sustainable development, and to identify 7 

examples of socially responsible innovations implemented by selected retail chains in Poland. 8 

In the Author's opinion, they are crucial for the development of a responsible society, but also 9 

for a sustainable economy. 10 

Design/methodology/approach: The methodology applied in the article refers to the 11 

methodological canon of management sciences, including, among others, conceptual-12 

theoretical and empirical research methodology. On their basis a critical analysis of foreign and 13 

Polish literature in the field of management science, theory of development and functioning of 14 

the retail trade has been carried out. The analyzed cases of retail chains were considered 15 

representative due to their strong market position and large contribution to the development of 16 

the FMCG market (the so-called "best business practices") – for this purpose, the qualitative 17 

research methodology was applied, including a case study. 18 

Findings: The analysis conducted in this paper indicates that large retail chains are creating 19 

socially responsible innovations, thus having a significant impact on the spread of socially 20 

responsible practices. These activities are mainly based on shaping the environmental 21 

awareness of employees and customers, increasing the safety and quality of products, reducing 22 

carbon dioxide emissions, effective waste management, rational use of natural resources, 23 

reducing staff turnover and improving their working conditions.  24 

Originality/value: The article presents how the literature on management science describes 25 

and explains the essence, specificity, and types of socially responsible innovations against the 26 

background of the sustainable development concept. On this solid factual basis, socially 27 

responsible innovations implemented by selected retail chains in Poland were identified.  28 

This allowed to verify theoretical assumptions related to the development of socially 29 

responsible innovations with the actual state of affairs, reflected in the analyzed practices of 30 

retail chains. 31 
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1. Introduction  1 

The issues discussed in this paper indicate the important role of creating socially responsible 2 

innovations by retail chains that respond to the need to implement the assumptions of 3 

sustainable development in retail in Poland. In this situation, the ability to create socially 4 

responsible innovations by retail entities in Poland, mainly represented by retail chains, 5 

becomes crucial. 6 

Introducing socially responsible innovations by retail chains in Poland contributes to 7 

building an aware, responsible society, which in terms of sustainable development needs, 8 

indicates an extremely important aspect of their market activities. Analyses and observations 9 

of the market FMCG (fast moving consumer goods) indicate increasing activity of retail chains 10 

in developing socially responsible innovations in retail (Reformat, 2019; Domański, 2020). 11 

These innovations concern important social issues related to environmental protection 12 

activities, support for local communities, improvement of relations with business environment 13 

entities (customers, suppliers, producers, employees) and improvement of the quality of life. 14 

(Sztangret, Reformat, 2017; Hadj, 2020).  15 

These issues determine the problematic scope of the paper. whose aims are to:  16 

a) recognition the specificity of socially responsible innovations in retail against the background 17 

of sustainable development principles; b) identify examples of socially responsible innovations 18 

implemented by selected retail chains in Poland. 19 

The article consists of several parts. A short Introduction is followed by a section providing 20 

theoretical background on socially responsible innovation and sustainability in retailing. In the 21 

next part, the author discusses socially responsible innovations in retail based on the practices 22 

of selected retail chains in Poland (leaders of innovative changes). The final part of the article 23 

consists of conclusions and references. 24 

2. Theoretical Background 25 

Based on the review of scientific literature, the analysis of important concepts for the 26 

research area was made. Their problematic scope includes socially responsible innovation and 27 

sustainable development, as important retail phenomena. 28 

2.1. Socially responsible innovation 29 

In recent years, we can see that the attention of researchers and economic practitioners is 30 

gradually shifting from technical and technological innovations, which have so far been the 31 

main driver of economic development, to social innovations (Morrar et al., 2017).  32 
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Edwards-Schachter and Wallace (2017), as well as many other authors state that social 1 

innovations they imply new solutions in terms of products, services, methods, and processes 2 

that respond to social needs and cause a lasting change in the behavior of social groups. 3 

According to Fitjar, Benneworth, and Asheim (2019), these innovations require reconciling 4 

scientific progress with societal interests, thereby driving economic growth and building  5 

a better society. Van der Have and Rubalcaba (2016) emphasize that these innovations serve to 6 

solve socially important problems. 7 

Therefore, the term socially responsible innovation is closely related to the concept of 8 

corporate social responsibility (CSR), which broadly speaking, means the responsibility of 9 

entities for its impact on society (EC, 2012, pp. 2-3) and the sustainable development (SD),  10 

in which the environmental, social, and economic areas are intertwined (Anser et al., 2018). 11 

Among innovation researchers, one finds that CSR concepts can be inspire the creation of 12 

innovations for the realization of sustainable development principles. The need to study the 13 

interrelationship between the concepts of sustainable development and corporate social 14 

responsibility (CSR) is emphasized by, among others, Camilleri (2017), Anser et al. (2018), 15 

Auer and Jarmai (2018), Meseguer-Sánchez et.al. (2021).  16 

According to Porter and Kramer (2011, p. 6) social responsibility and sustainability can go 17 

hand in hand with economic development, creating "shared value", which is based on the 18 

premise that both economic and social progress must be considered using the principles of 19 

value.  20 

In turn Stawicka (2016) states that social responsibility also occurs as a type of social 21 

innovation, as evidenced by the inclusion of business, ecological, and ethical as well as social 22 

aspects in the enterprise's activities. Moreover, it is based on cooperation and participation in 23 

decisions with employees and local communities, thus contributing to a significant 24 

improvement in their quality of life, which is the basis of socially responsible innovation  25 

(Lis, Sudolska, 2018). The mechanism for these activities in retail presents Figure1. 26 

 27 
Figure 1. The concept of CSR, and socially responsible innovation and sustainability development goals 28 
in retail. Source: Prepared by the author based on previous studies. 29 
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The literature review conducted indicates that socially responsible innovation refers to new 1 

business solutions that consider ethical values, the law, respect for employees, society,  2 

and the environment, and make a specific contribution to sustainable development. 3 

2.2. Sustainability development – retail context 4 

Business activities for sustainability are one of the important elements of the strategy of 5 

many firms, including retail chains. Their development at the international level was initiated 6 

by the global strategy developed by the United Nations in 2015, as part of the 2030 Agenda for 7 

Sustainable Development initiative, titled: Sustainable Development Goals (Rezolucja…, 2015 8 

[Resolution…, 2015]). The strategy formulates 17 goals of paramount strategic importance. 9 

Among the many important issues addressed in them were the fight against hunger and poverty, 10 

equalizing opportunities between different regions, combating the effects of climate change, 11 

protecting natural resources, or equality and education. 12 

The implementation of sustainability goals is also a huge challenge for retail, which at the 13 

micro level, concerns the actions of individual retail chains, and food producers, and at the 14 

macro level, includes firms building retail facilities (Zrównoważony..., 2021 [Sustainability…, 15 

2021]). The main goals of these entities are presented by Figure 2.  16 

 17 

Figure 2. Key goals of the sustainability development in the retail sector. Source: created by the author 18 
based on (Zrównoważony..., 2021 [Sustainability…, 2021]). 19 

We are currently seeing a re-evaluation of retailers' sustainability efforts in the retail space 20 

as a result of the COVID 19 (COronaVIrus Disease 2019) pandemic (Roggeveen, Sethuraman, 21 

2020; Borsellino et al., 2020; Nanda et al., 2021). Its course results, among others,  22 

in consumers' increased expectation of greater transparency and responsibility of companies in 23 
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Due to increasing consumer expectations of pro-environmental actions the basis for 1 

sustainability in retail is now broadly defined as social and environmental education aimed at 2 

participants in the shopping process, i.e., consumers (Bywalec, 2017; Nieuwenhuis, 2021).  3 

One direction of such activities is to build greater awareness and trust among consumers for 4 

certified (BIO/ECO) products, which, as stated Bostan (2016, p. 34) are environmentally safe, 5 

contain no conservatives, flavor enhancers, artificial flavors, or colors, and are chemically 6 

unprocessed. These advantages have a very positive impact on the health of consumers, so 7 

social and environmental education in this area is important. It is an important challenge for 8 

retail chains, which through responsible marketing can contribute to changing consumer 9 

behavior, shaping in them the attitude of responsible market participants. This attitude as it 10 

states Sobocińska (2021, p. 4) in a broader context manifests itself not only in the purchase and 11 

consumption of organic products, but also in the economical, rational use of consumer goods 12 

and a shift away from ego – rationality to eco- rationality. 13 

Another particularly important sustainability issue in retail is recycling and responsible 14 

waste management (Sztangret, Reformat, 2020). The reuse of waste, i.e., the processing of the 15 

secondary raw materials obtained from it, is a key element of waste prevention. Therefore,  16 

this area is an important part of the operation of retail chains, due to the huge amount of paper, 17 

cardboard, plastic (PET bottles), metal (aluminum cans), or glass packaging generated as part 18 

of their retail operations. Efficient recycling and waste management is helped by the universal 19 

ecological principle known as the "3 R's” (Reduce, Reuse, Recykle) – Figure 3. 20 

 21 
Figure 3. The elements of the 3 R's principle. Source: created by the author based on Ioannidis et al., 22 
2021. 23 
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changes in commerce (Newman, et.al., 2018). Their examples are included in the next section 1 

of the study. 2 

3. Examples of socially responsible innovations introduced by selected retail 3 

chains in Poland (leaders of innovative changes) – discussion 4 

In the practice of retail chains in Poland, one may notice increasing activity in the field of 5 

creating socially responsible innovations. They combine a business approach with  6 

a pro-ecological one, which makes them a difficult strategic challenge for these market entities. 7 

Due to their scale of operations, financial potential and transaction power, these entities have  8 

a significant impact on shaping social awareness. Thanks to that they exert significant influence 9 

on the promotion of socially responsible practices throughout the whole supply chain of retail 10 

chains (Nieuwenhuis, 2021).  11 

At the core of these innovations are raising environmental awareness among employees 12 

and customers, increasing product safety and quality, reducing carbon emissions, effective 13 

waste management, rational use of natural resources, reducing staff turnover and improving 14 

their working conditions (Furmańska-Maruszak, Sudolska, 2016; Sokołowska-Durkalec, 15 

2019). Selected practices of retail chains' efforts to create socially responsible innovation 16 

presents Table 1. 17 

Table 1.  18 
Selected examples of socially responsible innovations introduced by retail chains in Poland 19 

Area of 

innovative 

activities 

Name of a retail chain and an example of  

a socially responsible innovations 

Objectives of the innovations 

introduced 

Environment 

protection 

Kaufland retail chain: 

- conscious energy management to recover 

heat from the chillers reducing carbon dioxide 

emissions and energy consumption. The waste 

heat from the central refrigeration plant is 

used by underfloor heating. At high 

temperatures, the system is used to cool stores 

- development of electric vehicle charging 

stations available at Kaufland stores  

- waste heat recovery 

- control of energy installations 

according to the store's needs thanks to 

quality sensors 

- the ability to charge an electric vehicle 

for free while making in-store purchases 

Lidl retail chain: 

- replacement in the composition of textile 

products of the raw material viscose, a more 

ecological variety of this material 

LENZING™ ECOVERO™. 

- manufacturing eco-friendly, 

environmentally friendly textile products 

signed with the chain's own brand,  

to eliminate socially harmful viscose  

as a raw material 

- at the core of production is the purchase 

of sustainably sourced wood and the 

responsible use of chemicals. 

 20 

  21 
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Cont. table 1. 1 

 

Auchan retail chain: 

- innovation: climate exhibition, which is a 

stage of an educational project of the Auchan 

chain dedicated to promoting a model of 

responsible consumption, showing how to 

counteract global warming 

- sensitize local communities, especially 

children, to environmental challenges 

related to ecology (e.g., climate change, 

access to clean water, renewable and 

affordable energy, biodiversity, and 

agriculture) 

Biedronka retail chain: 

- internal procedure of waste segregation 

collected by specialized companies, thanks to 

which 99%. of them is recycled, processed,  

or recovered. 

- recycling, processing, or reclaiming  

a product (e.g., fruits and vegetables are 

made into biogas for energy and heat 

production, and bread goes to a distillery 

as a raw material for alcohol production); 

Supporting local 

Communities 
Carrefour retail chain: 

- annual "Neighbor's Day" action 

- „Senior citizen" card 

- the aim of the activities is to make the 

customers' everyday shopping more 

pleasant and to enable them to spend 

their time in an attractive way, close to 

their place of residence 

- supporting those in need over 60 with 

shopping discounts 

Biedronka retail chain: 

- introducing books as a permanent element of 

its store offer 

- combating the reading deficit. 

- promoting reading among children. 

- promoting culture and art; 

Improving 

relationships 

with business 

environment 

stakeholders 

(customers, 

suppliers, 

manufacturers, 

employees) 

Żabka retail chain: 

 - innovation in the form of: 

a) the "Product Creators" program within 

which, teams of students develop ideas for 

innovative products under the auspices of 

Żabka; 

b) open workshops for students conducted by 

Żabka managers at the University of 

Economics; 

c) dual degree program at the School of 

Logistics in Poznan, whose idea is to combine 

theoretical knowledge with practical skills 

gained during a paid internship at the Żabka 

Polska Logistics Center; 

- cooperation with higher education 

institutions, including, among others, the 

University of Economics, and the Poznań 

School of Logistics, to support them. As 

part of the Partner Club, the network 

undertakes a few activities that directly 

engage and influence the development of 

students; 

Kaufland retail chain: 

- cross-sector collaboration on the use of 

plastics and creating a closed circle economy 

- cooperation with local and regional 

producers and suppliers, for whom the chain 

created a special portal "Regional Kaufland". 

- reducing plastics 

20% of plastic by 2025 and to introduce 

recyclable packaging across all own 

brands 

- support to domestic food producers and 

suppliers and promotion of local and 

regional products 

Responsible 

consumption 
Kaufland retail chain: 

- “Conscious Nutrition Zones: 

, where special products dedicated to specific 

nutritional needs are available 

- „Eco since childhood" campaign 

- possibility to purchase healthy food 

products easily and quickly, such as 

vegan, vegetarian, with less sugar, 

gluten-free or for people leading an 

active lifestyle 

- environmental education to build 

customer awareness from an early age 

Aldi retail chain: 

- product innovation as the chain's response to 

the changing environment and pro-health 

customer expectations:  

(a) launching Fairtrade-labelled private label 

products;  

(b) developing new BIO categories and vegan 

products; 

- sustainable assortment development 

based on environmental and social 

criteria, in the interest of healthy eating 

habits of its customers; 

  2 
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Netto, Lidl, Aldi, Biedronka, Kauchland, 

Carrefour, as well as other major chains: 
- donating unsold food products to needy 

organizations (Caritas, Food Banks, charitable 

institutions, etc.) 

 - reducing food waste 

Source: Prepared by the author based on previous studies. 2 

The presented examples of socially responsible innovations show that large retail chains 3 

consciously take up the challenge of creating socially responsible innovations, resulting from 4 

the need of sustainable development. Within them, some general regularities may be noticed, 5 

explaining the goal and application of a given innovation (e.g., depending on the area of 6 

innovation activities). 7 

The analyzed innovations are located in four areas, which are the main pillars of sustainable 8 

development, and which are implemented at the interface of three important spheres: social, 9 

economic and environmental. Their key element is undoubtedly the environmental protection. 10 

Socially responsible innovations related to environmental protection activities indicate that the 11 

presented retail chains implement the 3R concept (reduce, reuse, recycle) that consists in 12 

minimizing the negative environmental impact and sustainable waste management. Moreover, 13 

they try to rationalize their own waste production by increasing the percentage of recycled 14 

materials sent for recycling. At the same time, it is worth noting that each year there is a growing 15 

public awareness of the need to reduce the consumption of electricity, water, gas, and fuel.  16 

In other areas of innovative activities (i.e., supporting local communities, improving 17 

relations with business environment entities, and responsible consumption) – we can see the 18 

willingness of large retail chains to engage in activities aimed at improving the quality of life 19 

of local communities, creating new models of relations, creating new platforms for cooperation, 20 

and responsibility for food waste. 21 

 Introducing socially responsible innovations by retail chains in Poland contributes to 22 

building an aware, responsible society, which in terms of sustainable development needs, 23 

indicates an extremely important aspect of their long-term market activities. The analyses and 24 

market observations show that the surveyed entities are increasingly active in developing 25 

socially responsible innovations in retail. 26 

4. Conclusions 27 

The purpose of this article was to recognition the specificity of socially responsible 28 

innovations in retail against the background of sustainable development, and to identify 29 

examples of socially responsible innovations implemented by selected retail chains in Poland. 30 

It was determined that socially responsible innovations are characteristic, first of all,  31 

for the activities of large retail chains. Their specificity is created by thematic areas that 32 
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accompany the CSR concept, and the concept of sustainable development, while their structure 1 

is filled by various types of innovations. These include:  2 

a) socially responsible innovations responding to social needs of various groups and 3 

organizations/institutions of public use (clients of the network, local communities, 4 

suppliers, employees, charities, etc.), 5 

b) socially responsible innovations focused on sustainable development (social, economic, 6 

and environmental dimension), 7 

c) socially responsible innovations focused on organizational changes in relations between 8 

different institutions and their stakeholder groups. 9 
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