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Abstract

Reputation of organizations has become an attractive subject of research, absorbing the 
efforts of researchers from different fields and representing a major challenge for practi-
tioners. The concept of reputation is dynamic and ambiguous, depending on the research 
perspective adopted and the recipient expected. This article adopts the understanding of 
reputation from the perceptual perspective, i.e. perception of achievements of the organi-
zation in the eyes of its stakeholders. The reputation of universities and its importance for 
their development were analysed. The results of research carried out among international 
experts of the higher education sector showed a substantial degree of respondents’ aware-
ness in terms of the perceived importance of reputation for the development of universi-
ties, and also contemporary recognition of reputation as a key category of organizational 
intangible resources. The conclusions of the research can be applied to strategic manage-
ment, with a focus on a relatively new trend – reputation management.
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Introduction3

Since the 1950s of the previous century, the interest of researchers in the concept 
reputation of has been growing. Theoretical and practical work focused in particu-
lar on the conceptualization of the tasks associated with the domain of the organ-
ization’s activity (Dolphin, 2004). Since then, the reputation has become a popular 
subject of study. The authors analyzing the issues of reputation emphasize the spe-
cific nature of this phenomenon (resource), its complexity and multidimensionali-
ty, which results in a variety of research proposals, but also the lack of consensus. In 
addition, the process of building reputation takes years, while its potential loss or 
weakening as a result of adverse events can occur rapidly, unpredictably and glob-
ally, or strike different spaces and strengths of the organization – internal and exter-
nal, legal, ethical, relating to the brand, etc. (Głuszek, 2008; see also: Pęksyk, 2014 – 
overview of approaches to measuring reputation and estimation of its value). From 
the perspective of risk management, what is emphasized in turn is the primacy of 
the concept of reputation, which – because of its sensitivity, multi-dimensionality 
and depth as well as durability to maintain its consequences – is sometimes called 
a “risk of risk” or “meta-risk” (Głuszek, 2014, p. 113).

Universities which are the focus of this study are a specific type of organiza-
tions. The aim of the article is to analyze the reputation of universities – as a specific 
and key resource – and its importance for the development of these organizations 
compared to other factors (selected resources and characteristics). The analysis was 
based on research carried out in the group of international experts of the higher ed-
ucation sector from four continents – representatives of universities associated in 
the HERMES network.

1. The role of resources in the management of organizations

In the literature, it has long been a popular view that the resources of the organiza-
tion are an important determinant of its success and performance. The resources 
shall be understood as generally productive assets of the organization so that its ac-
tivities can be carried out (Abu Bakar & Ahmad, 2010). In addition, one can indi-
cate the following key descriptors that specify the nature of resources:

–	 The resources must be understood as those assets, which contribute to the 
formation of final products and services and create value for customers and 
other stakeholders (Day & Wensley, 1988).

3  The authors wish to thank the participants of the research, representatives of the universities 
associated in the HERMES network for their valuable contribution.
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–	 Resources should be in the possession or under the control of the organi-
zation (Abu Bakar & Ahmad, 2010), which guarantees the organization the 
availability of the necessary resources. Furthermore, it is worth noting that 
in this approach resources can also be derived from the environment of the 
organization.

–	 Resources can be created in various ways, both internally and through inter-
action with various stakeholders, especially suppliers. As Skaates and Sep-
pänen (2005) note, in the case of the so-called intra-organizational develop-
ment of resources their replacement and accumulation take place.

There are many types of resources, and their most popular division allows 
to distinguish tangible and intangible resources (Abu Bakar & Ahmad, 2010). 
Among tangible resources there are more traditional categories, such as, capital 
and access to capital, material and technological resources. Intangible resourc-
es are, for example, organizational resources, human intellectual capital, repu-
tation and assets such as proactiveness, innovativeness and risk-seeking ability  
(Jedynak, 2015, p. 278).

Resources are also classified, taking into account their impact on competitive 
advantage for organizations (Jedynak, 2015). This approach allows us to distinguish 
resources such as peripheral resources, resources base, competitive resources and 
strategic resources (Chaharbaghi ​​& Lynch, 1999). Of course, strategic resources 
contribute to the success of the organization to the highest degree.

The evolution of management sciences has led to the emergence of concepts 
related to resources. The most important semantic equivalent of resources is the 
concept of capabilities. Relations between the two mentioned terms are explained 
by Morecroft (2002, p. 23), who believes that: “resources are defined as anyone 
(human assets) and anything (tangible or intangible assets) that are available and 
useful in any activities an organizations undertakes in pursuing its goals.” On the 
other hand, Morecroft (2002, p. 23) understands capabilities as: “an organization’s 
repeatable patterns of action in the use of resources, again usually in the context 
of activities that the organization undertakes in pursuit of its goals.” Therefore, 
what can be considered a common component of both concepts is the focus on 
achieving the organization’s objectives. Resources and capabilities should ensure 
the effectiveness of management processes. Capabilities can be regarded as a spe-
cific metaresource of the organization, the effect of the organization’s processes of 
learning and formation of certain practices. Olavarrieta and Ellinger (1997) in-
terpret the aspects of conceptual relationships a bit differently. They distinguish: 
input factors (or generic resources), assets and capabilities (complex bundles of 
individual skills, assets an accumulated knowledge exercised through organiza-
tional processes, that enable organizations to coordinate activities and make use 
of their resources).
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The primary aim of resource management for organizations is their optimal 
use. The research in this context is carried out:

–	 correlation between the organization’s resources and the results of the im-
plementation of the adopted business orientation (e.g. product innovation) 
(Abu Bakar & Ahmad, 2010);

–	 results of the creation and use of resources in the more and more common 
situation of multi-party development and deployment of resources (Skaates 
& Seppänen, 2005);

–	 process of converting resources into strategic resources and the impact of 
their use to obtain strategic advantage (Olavarrieta & Ellinger, 1997);

–	 conditions of use of resources in the process of strategic management in 
the form of approaches, such as, a dynamic resource-based strategy (Cha-
harbaghi & Lynch, 1999);

–	 status of resources in terms of strengths or weaknesses – used in the case of 
strategic analyses, prior to the formulation of strategic options, e.g. with-
in the framework of the SWOT analysis (Warnier, Weppe, & Lecocq, 2013); 
resources can therefore play the role of barriers or drivers of the strategy, 
thus determining strategic choices;

–	 resource efficiency including three cognitive perspectives, which corre-
spond to the appropriate evaluation criteria: industry perspective (price cri-
terion), entrepreneurship perspective (the criteria resulting from the deci-
sion-making processes), organizational perspective (the criteria resulting 
from the efficiency of all processes based on resources) (Warnier, Weppe, 
& Lecocq, 2013);

–	 effect of the assumed configuration of resources on the ability to use strate-
gic resources, implementation of marketing strategy, direct, economic per-
formance and the satisfaction of stakeholders (Andersen, 2011);

–	 methodological aspects of measurement of resources (in the perspective of 
quantity, quality and availability) from the point of view of their relation-
ship with the results in terms of growth and profitability of the organization 
(Azzone, Bertele, & Rangone, 1995).

It can therefore be noted that studies dedicated to the resources of the organi-
zation is on the one hand purely cognitive (in terms of increasing knowledge about 
the nature, types, meaning of resources) and, on the other hand, they are strongly 
utilitarian in nature, ultimately leading to certain guidelines and recommendations 
on the proposed rules for creation, use and evaluation of those resources.
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2. Reputation as an intangible resource of organization

The first scientific study of the reputation of the organization was carried out in the 
1950s of the previous century and focused in particular on the conceptualization 
of the tasks associated with the domain of the organization (Dolphin, 2004). Since 
then, the reputation has often undertaken the subject of research of many scientific 
circles and represents a major challenge for practitioners. Below there is an outline 
of the leading research problems related to reputation.

Concept of reputation

Making attempts to define reputation is still a current and basic research problem. 
Table 1 presents the important approaches selected based on the literature review.

Table 1  Selected definitions of the organization’s reputation

Author Definition

Bromley Distribution of opinions (the overt expressions of a collective image) 
about an entity

Roberts and Dowling Perceptual representation of the organization’s past actions and future 
prospects 

Herbig and Milewicz An aggregate, perceptual judgment of various groups of the organiza-
tion’s past actions

Fombrun and Shanley Reputation is formed on the basis of direct and indirect experiences 

Siano, Kitchen and Confetto Reputation is the result of a shared judgment socially expressed by 
stakeholders, which is based on the actions of the organization and on 
its ability to satisfy expectations and create value for stakeholders

Source: based on Dolphin, 2004; Siano, Kitchen, & Confetto, 2010.

The concept of reputation is dynamic, because it is based on the changing per-
ception of the achievements of the organization in the eyes of its stakeholders. 
When defining reputation, there evolved a clear trend referring to the synonymous 
nature of this concept. These are more or less liberal attempts to replace reputation 
with other terms that are considered to be synonyms, or the search for relation-
ships and relations between the constructed set of synonymous concepts. Dolphin 
(2004), among concepts close to reputation, lists: identity, image, prestige, good-
will, esteem and standing, although reputation is most often compared with image. 
Gotsi and Wilson (2001) analyze the views of various researchers in this area, iden-
tifying up to four different approaches:
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–	 synonymy between the two concepts,
–	 lack of synonymy between the two concepts,
–	 impact of reputation on image,
–	 impact of image on reputation.

In the case of the analyzed relations connected with meaning there is no con-
sensus. It occurs in the case of the types of reputation with respect to even a single 
organization. This problem is explained, among other things, by Helm (2007), in-
dicating that in the activities of any organization one can distinguish both partial 
reputation, which is the result of the perception of each individual stakeholder, and 
general reputation, which is the result of the previous.

The formal status of reputation in management of organizations

An important direction of research are attempts to characterize the formal status of 
reputation – its role and significance. The analysis of the literature shows the follow-
ing approaches to reputation of organization, allowing to describe the formal status:

–	 Reputation is one of the intangible assets of the organization (Perez, 2015).
–	 Reputation can be one of the key success factors (Illia & Balmer, 2012) – 

which is based on the idea of ​​the above-average impact of reputation on the 
performance of the organization.

–	 The reputation of the organization is a component of the reputation of the 
sector (Luoma-aho, 2008).

–	 This reasoning stems from the assumption that sectors, just like organiza-
tions, have reputation that determines the reputation of the organization.

–	 Reputation of the organization is the determinant of the decisions made by 
their stakeholders (Helm, 2007).

These terms, in a complementary way, both reflect the multithreaded nature 
of the formal status of reputation and prove the strategic importance of this re-
source, not only in the narrower sense (taking into account organizations), but also 
in a broader one, involving all stakeholders.

Reputation versus other management domains

Some researchers analyse reputation against the background of concepts and man-
agement issues relevant to other domains of activity of the organization. For exam-
ple, it is analysed, together with the finance management (Siano, Kitchen, & Con-
fetto, 2010). In this perspective, the purpose of research, among others, is the search 
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for common functions of resources of the organization and its reputation. The re-
search also applies to attempts to construct common rules for the management of 
these problem areas, so as to achieve the synergy effect.

Another example is the analysis of the relationship between reputation and 
CSR reporting (Perez, 2015). These studies usually take place theoretically, explor-
ing such theories as: institutional/legitimacy theory, impression management the-
ory, reputation risk management theory, agency theory, signalling theory. A char-
acteristic feature of these studies is to make use of assumptions, mental models and 
terminology specific of these theories.

Research on the relationship between reputation and marketing is more utili-
tarian in nature (Goldring, 2015). These studies lead to the answer to the question 
of how to combine the perspective of reputation with the market perspective and by 
building a reputation improve the results of marketing activity.

And finally, an important subject of study is the relationship between reputa-
tion and trust. These studies take place at two levels, namely trust and reputation 
management theory and trust and reputation models (Marmol & Perez, 2011).

The described research areas have on the one hand cognitive functions, and on 
the other utilitarian functions, indicating guidelines for the management integra-
tion on different problem areas.

Management of risk related to reputation

A separate and vital trend of research is to manage risk associated with reputation. 
One of the important components of this trend is the formulation of the reputa-
tion risk management theory, which is largely a synthesis of earlier theoretical ap-
proaches (Perez, 2015). Another part of the study is devoted to attempts to concep-
tualize the concept of reputation risk together with activities consisting in locating 
this risk in the overall structure of the organization’s risk (Dowling, 2006). Reputa-
tion risk is part of intangible risks. One can also regard research on modelling pro-
cesses to manage reputation risk as part of this trend (Bebbington, Larrinaga, & 
Moneva, 2008). In addition, research includes in its scope the management of repu-
tation risk regarded as a component of the broader concept of management, e.g. sup-
ply chain management (Lemke & Petersen, 2013). The above statement proves that 
reputation risk is now regarded as one of the most important activities in the organ-
ization, resulting in interest of numerous researchers of management sciences.
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Potential benefits of the reputation of organization

Research on reputation also includes attempts to identify and describe potential 
benefits arising from the organization’s reputation. They start with the assumption 
that reputation is subject to perception and evaluation by stakeholders. Therefore, 
the subject of research are, inter alia, elements that from the point of view of stake-
holders and may play the role of “carriers” of reputation. These are, for example, 
emotional appeal, product and service quality, vision and leadership, financial per-
formance, workplace environment, social responsibility (Helm, 2007). Defining 
these carriers as sensitive from the point of view of reputation allows for modelling 
actions concerning their improvement.

Strategic implications of reputation are an important subject of research. These 
manifest themselves in consequences, as such, strategic advantage, market expan-
sion, and finally, the overall success of the organization (Dolphin, 2004). As part 
of research on strategic implications, the new term, that is, the so-called reputa-
tion advantage of the organization was coined. This is about determining benefits, 
which for the organization are due to the fact that its reputation is assessed better 
than the reputation of other organizations in the sector.

In addition, the research on the impact of reputation on the development of re-
lational capital, which is now a resource of strategic importance for many organiza-
tions is conducted (de Castro, Saez, & Lopez, 2004).

These research trends find their synthesis in general attempts to define the rules 
of reputation management, which are a kind of conceptualization of the domain of 
reputation management. Among such principles there is creating and maximiz-
ing reputational capital, utilizing reputational capital for obtaining key resources, 
brand extension, co-branding and corporate trademark licensing, reducing organ-
ization’s reputational risk, overcoming reputational crises (Resnick, 2004; Siano, 
Kitchen, & Confetto, 2010).

3. Research methodology

Measurement of reputation is considered difficult (Pęksyk, 2014). Pęksyk (2014), 
quoting other researchers, identifies a number of reasons for the “chaos” in the em-
pirical exploration of the phenomenon of reputation. These include, among others: 
different ways of defining the concept depending on the target recipient, sensitiv-
ity of reputation regarding critical incidents and long-term perspective of its cre-
ation/restoration and limitations of the adopted approach (studies of a historical 
nature are dominant). The author also notes that the majority of research is con-
ducted in terms of the analysis of the perception – which is the approach adopted 
for research.
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Studies on the perception of reputation in selected units of the higher education 
sector (universities) were carried out with the participation of foreign experts associ-
ated in the HERMES network. HERMES is “a strategic alliance of 19 worldwide uni-
versities in 12 countries. Its ambition is to offer dual degree programs in Management 
on all academic levels: Bachelor, Master and Doctoral studies” (HERMES, n.d.).

Specific objectives of research included:

–	 an analysis of the awareness of the importance of reputation for the strategic 
development of universities,

–	 assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the organizations examined (in-
cluding reputation and division into hard, material, measurable – “tangible” 
and subtle, immeasurable – “intangible” resources),

–	 identification of factors affecting the current reputation of selected universi-
ties in the assessment of experts – participants of the study.

The study goes beyond the dichotomy of “good or bad reputation”, it does not 
apply to rankings which have dominated the assessment of universities in the world 
and are a tool of fierce rivalry between the “best” (although rankings can serve their 
positioning [Kleiber, 2013; Pęksyk, 2014]). Reputation was recognized as a poten-
tial resource belonging to a different extent to every organization, although not in 
every organization it can be recognized or intentionally created. The analysis did 
not include such parameters as the maturity of the organization studied, historical 
data in terms of critical incidents, or the objective value of the organization (good-
will). It presents biographical facts, i.e. the year in which and/or the analysed uni-
versity was founded (e.g. Faculty – universities or independent units belong to the 
HERMES network), its size (number of students and professors, or the number of 
independent units), didactic offer (number of degree programs), achievements and 
successes of the university (well-known alumni, accreditation), mission and mem-
bership of the university in the recognized associations, and also the presented in-
novative potential of the university (studies, projects, etc.).

The results reflect the subjective feelings of the representatives of the organiza-
tions examined (perceptional approach), in respect of the reputation and some of 
its components (selected factors). Thus, studies are part of a trend of analysis of the 
reputation understood as “perceptual judgment” (see Table 1), while reputation is 
not defined in economic terms (as estimated value – Pęksyk, 2014).

Data were collected in June 2015 in Bratislava (Slovakia), during the annual 
meeting of the representatives of the HERMES network. The conference discussed 
the current situation of member universities and directions of further development 
within the network (e.g. acquisition of new partners, closer cooperation, includ-
ing joint research projects). When gathering data, researchers used questionnaires, 
supplemented by interviews and observation, the existing data (online profiles of 
the university) were also analysed.
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Research participants

Experts invited to participate in the research were both respondents and mem-
bers of the organizations studied. They represented such disciplines as manage-
ment, economics, international relations and science (statistics). Respondents are 
academics, people dedicated to international cooperation, in a sense, ambassadors 
of their universities. They were representatives of 12 universities spread over 4 con-
tinents: Europe (here the participation of experts was the greatest with the repre-
sentatives of universities from Germany, Italy, Greece, Spain, Slovakia, Romania 
and Poland), USA, China and Australia. The following summarizes the basic data 
describing the participating universities (full descriptions are available on www.
hermes-universities.eu).

A group of universities (or their independent units) participating in the study is 
very diverse in terms of history and geography. Regarding the image and promotion, 
one can see the emphasis on such aspects as: history, location, educational offer, re-
search capacity, infrastructure, mission, the results of accreditation and evaluation, 
membership associations, the ability to cooperate internationally, famous graduates, 
combination of theory and practice, tradition with modernity, and others.

4. Research results

Analyses were carried out in relation to the three issues arising from specific ob-
jectives.

Awareness of importance of reputation

Table 3 presents collective results of the perceived importance of reputation as a re-
source. The authors assumed that awareness of the importance of reputation for the 
strategic development of the organization will be reflected in its high assessments 
(positive perception of reputation).

According to responders, all the indicated resources were assessed as impor-
tant for the development of the organization. Resources which received the high-
est ratings among respondents (as relatively the strongest determinants of further 
development of universities) include: staff, reputation, potential of the university 
to learn, and also the brand as well as the potential of the university to change. Re-
sources with the lowest ratings were: standards and procedures, flexibility, infra-
structure and location, as well as financial assets. The high relevance of reputation 
indicates its recognition as one of the most important resources for the develop-
ment of the organization.
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Table 3  The importance of resources for the development of the organization

Selected resources
(in brackets there are four most important 

indications – ranking)

Importance of resources
according to the respondents – medium 

(Scale: not significant [1] – very important [5])

Infrastructure 3.77

Location 3.85

Financial assets 3.85

Leaders 4.08

Staff (1) 4.38

Reputation (2) 4.31

Brand (4) 4.15

Relations with stakeholders 4.00

Standards and procedures 3.69

Potential of university to learn (3) 4.23

Potential of university to change (4) 4.15

Flexibility 3.77

Overall rating of resources (average) 4.02

Strengths and weaknesses of organizations

Another aspect of the analysis was to assess the strengths and weaknesses of univer-
sities (including reputation and division of resources into hard, material, measura-
ble – “tangible” and subtle, immeasurable – “intangible”).

Among the analysed resources the clear strengths indicated by respondents 
were: location, reputation and brand. Among weaknesses there were: flexibility, po-
tential of universities to change, standards and procedures, relations with stake-
holders and financial assets. Indirect categories (neither weak nor strong sides) 
included: potential of the university to learn, staff, leaders and infrastructure. Anal-
yses have shown the importance of reputation as a resource that builds the strength 
of the organizations studied. In addition to reputation, the “brand” was in this cat-
egory – both resources can be classified as “intangible resources” (sometimes they 
are considered synonyms, see above). In comparison to them, only location – as an 
example of measurable “tangible” resources, according to respondents, belongs to 
the group of strong components of the organization.
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Table 4  Strengths and weaknesses of organizations

Selected resources
(in brackets there are three most important 

indications – ranking)

Strength of resources
according to respondents – average (according 

to the scale: W weakness [1–2] – S strength 
[4–5])

Infrastructure S/W (3.84)

Location (1) S (4.54)

Financial assets W (2.92)

Leaders S/W (3.69)

Staff S/W (3.61)

Reputation (2) S (4.38)

Brand (3) S (4.15)

Relations with stakeholders W (3.38)

Standards and procedures W (3.23)

Potential of university to learn S/W (3.53)

Potential of university to change W (3.31)

Flexibility W (3.15)

Factors affecting the current reputation of the organizations examined

Another aim of this study was to identify factors influencing the current reputa-
tion of selected universities in the assessment of experts – participants of the re-
search (interview method and based on open questions in the questionnaire). The 
important factors included: rankings (national, international and results of accred-
itations), famous graduates, history and tradition, profile (research, education-
al or mixed), number of students, location, promotion and marketing. Although 
the study also included opinions on “critical incidents”, respondents did not ad-
dress this factor in a significant way. The biggest impact on the current reputation 
of universities are, according to most respondents, the results of the official (espe-
cially international and national) rankings, as well as the number of students, the 
profile of the university and its promotion and marketing. Other factors were eval-
uated in a differentiated manner depending on the particular situation of the uni-
versity. These were the characteristics of the history and tradition of the universi-
ty, including its famous graduates, or (or also) location, and various combinations 
of all of the above.
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5. �Discussion of results – implications for reputation 
management

The study summarizes the opinions of the international group of experts on the re-
sources determining the development of the universities represented. The assess-
ment of reputation reflects the importance of this intangible asset for the position 
and development of the organization. Reputation is not only a concept intuitive-
ly perceived as important (intuitively appealing), but also more and more often 
the subject of systematic research activities. The results show a significant level of 
awareness of the importance of reputation for the strategic management of the uni-
versity (Table 3). Reputation has been identified together with factors, such as, lo-
cation and brand as a group of resources which, to the greatest extent, co-creates 
positive perception of the organization (Table 4) – and to a greater extent than its 
financial assets, relations with stakeholders and flexibility. Identification of factors 
affecting the current reputation of the organizations examined confirmed the dom-
inant role of rankings and accreditation. It seems that in conditions of the hard-to-
imagine changeability of the environment in which today’s organizations operate, 
the role of reputation, as an intangible factor – on the one hand, and on the other in 
some way a fixed (though highly sensitive) factor – it may constitute the basis and 
direction of the strategic development of the organization. Especially, if the devel-
opment concerns the service sector of higher education, exposed – like other are-
as of the economy – to the increasing volatility and instability of the environment 
and high competitiveness in the sector. Based on the review of the literature and 
own research results one can conclude that there is a need for increasing awareness, 
and thus multidimensionally investing in intangible resources, including reputa-
tion (and/or brand). Reliance on hard and traditional resources (history, size of or-
ganization, location) may give rise to thinking about the reputation of the universi-
ty. However, it arises concerns about the effect of “too big to fall.” This effect, which 
refers to, among others, the collapse of the US bank Lehman Brothers (an event that 
marked the beginning of economic crisis in 2008) badly hit the banking sector rad-
ically changing economic situation on world markets. It seems that the emphasis 
on reputation, understood as an indicator of confidence in the organization and the 
source of its competitive advantage, it is (and should be) one of the key areas of ac-
tion in the framework of strategic management. This also applies to – and perhaps 
above all – the higher education sector, where alongside traditional and measurable 
strategic resources, experts advise paying attention to the active communications 
on the Internet, understood as a space for direct exchange of symmetric informa-
tion with one another, including various groups of stakeholders.
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Conclusions and limitations

Limitations of the research results presented are due primarily to the following con-
ditions: (1) the approach adopted and nature of analyses (perceptual judgement), 
(2) the alleged subjectivity of the test sample (respondents were the representatives 
of the analysed units), and (3) the lack of other prospects (other stakeholders), with 
special emphasis on communities leading discussions on the Internet.

The analysis of literature and empirical studies allow for formulating the fol-
lowing conclusions:

–	 The formal status of reputation in the management of organizations is com-
plex. Reputation can be considered among others as: one of the intangible 
resources of the organization, a key success factor, a component of the rep-
utation of the sector, a determinant of managerial decisions.

–	 One can observe a tendency of coexistence of two approaches to reputation 
management. The first, scattered, approach lies in the fact that the issues of 
reputation are a component of the management of different, specific do-
mains of activity of the organization (e.g. finance or marketing). The second 
approach is based on the integrated reputation management.

–	 The condition and perception of the organization’s reputation can be 
a source of potential benefits and risks in their activities. To a large extent, 
it depends on the perception of stakeholders of such reputation carriers as 
emotional appeal, product and service quality, vision and leadership, finan-
cial performance, workplace environment, social responsibility.

–	 Reputation is treated as a very important resource in the surveyed universi-
ties, just like part of other intangible resources. In these universities reputa-
tion is regarded as one of their strengths.
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In this article deals on the role played by informal constraints in socio-economic life and 
the nature of their impact on the effectiveness of formal institutions. The answer to this 
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ticle is therefore to present the mechanisms of informal constraints in terms of socio-eco-
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ing the material well-being of societies. It should also be consistent with ethical standards, 
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Introduction

In the modern economy, there is a growing recognition of the thesis about the im-
portance of institutions for socio-economic development of societies.2 Many em-
pirical studies, both those of a nature of a case study, and cross-sectional analyses 
on large samples of countries, showed that the rules deciding about social life de-
termine the achieved level of prosperity (Easterly & Levine, 2003; Acemoglu, John-
son, & Robinson, 2005; North, 2006). Therefore, in order to program development, 
those in power should devote much attention to the institutions regulating eco-
nomic activity in the country, and the quality of institutions should occupy an im-
portant place in the development strategy.

Under the influence of politicians there are mainly institutions de iure, or for-
mal regulations, laid down in the legislative process. However, in the social reali-
ty there are also informal constraints, of an unofficial nature, with their source in 
the culture and in the history of society. As a result of various interrelationships be-
tween formal and informal regulations, de facto results of the former may be dif-
ferent from those predicted by legislators and, therefore, the whole body of insti-
tutions is important for socio-economic results (Acemoglu, Johnson, & Robinson, 
2005; Voigt, 2013).

Therefore, one might raise the question of the role played by informal con-
straints in the socio-economic life and the nature of their impact on the effective-
ness of formal institutions. The answer to this question will indicate the appropri-
ate approach to the construction of the development strategy, in particular, whether 
and how social factors should be taken into account. The aim of the article is to pre-
sent the mechanisms of informal institutions from the point of view of socio-eco-
nomic development. It presents the hypothesis that informal constraints are the 
basis for daily activities of individuals and as such must be taken into account in 
planning the development of a country. What seems especially important is the in-
formational aspect of all institutions, which means that they allow economic actors 
to build expectations and plan their own activities.

The article is a theoretical reflection on issues of programming development 
and institutional change. It presents the views of representatives of contemporary 
institutionalism, and attempts to critically respond to the experiences of the devel-
opment policy.

2  This was proven for instance by a debate which was held in the Journal of Institutional Econom-
ics (December 2011), dedicated to interrelations between institutions and development.
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1. �Conceptualization of the notions of development  
and development strategy

Socio-economic development can be treated in two ways – in terms of positive cate-
gories, as a phenomenon occurring objectively, or normatively, as a goal, which so-
cieties should pursue and which in varying degrees can be achieved. When adopt-
ing an objective approach (e.g. Hausner, 2012), to define “development” one can use 
the formulation of Thirlwall (2006, p. 17) who treated it as “the process of economic 
and social transformation of countries.” It is, therefore, a phenomenon occurring all 
the time, consisting in constant changes of living conditions and social provision-
ing. Schumpeter (1960) looked at development in a similar way and emphasized 
the multidimensionality and discontinuity of these changes. Thus, with the devel-
opment strategy in mind, one should remember that it leads not only to the quan-
titative increase of production capacities, but also to the changes of the economic 
and social structure.

The normative aspect of development is equally important. It is a process, as 
a result of which, simply put, people should live better lives. Evaluating the occur-
rence of development, what is observed is not only the material standard of living, 
but also two other dimensions of human existence: the sense of dignity, and free-
dom (Thirlwall, 2006). Improving people’s living standards and higher satisfaction 
of their needs are of course important,3 but preserving the dignity of an individual 
and increasing the range of freedom is a necessary condition for achieving develop-
ment in this sense. Alternatively, referring to Sen (2000, p. 295) development is “(...) 
the expansion of human capability to lead more worthwhile and more free lives.” 
Freedom is not only a goal to which we aspire, but also a means, an instrument of 
development – without which the improvement of economic performance is in the 
long run impossible. Hausner, among others, writes that the two aspects of devel-
opment – social and economic – mutually condition each other, and increasing ma-
terial prosperity must be accompanied by the dissemination of ethical standards.

Assuming at this stage the above broad understanding of development, one can 
agree with the statement that the socio-economic development is a goal which soci-
ety should pursue. In this way, it becomes the goal for those in power and the basis 
for the legitimacy of their actions. As noted by Kozak (2012), in recent decades in 
business practice, a strategic approach to development has gained significance and 
popularity. Strategy – the concept derived from military terminology, and brought 
to public policies from the business sector (Gorzelak & Kozak, 2012) – means “an 
instrument of conscious and systematic actions aimed at achieving concrete long-
term development goals” (Kozak, 2012, p. 32). The fact that many countries create 

3  Particularly in relation to developing countries – economic growth is the best means to eradi-
cate poverty as GDP growth serves poverty eradication (Thirlwall, 2006, pp. 34–35).
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and pursue development strategies is not only a conceptual change, but has a much 
more significant meaning. In the practice of governance of the country, a system-
atic approach, which is characterized by, or at least should be characterized by the 
following features, is gaining popularity (Kozak, 2012):

–	 long-term planning based on a vision – a desirable state of society in the 
future,

–	 carrying out an accurate diagnosis of the initial situation, identifying barri-
ers and opportunities for development,

–	 broad, multi-dimensional approach, taking into account non-economic 
goals,

–	 systematic execution and, possible, revision of the planned activities.

In addition to typically practical purposes, the development strategy plays im-
portant informational functions. First of all, one should see in it as an expression 
of the desire to reduce the complexity and uncertainty of the environment. Thanks 
to an accurate diagnosis, the strategy makes it easier to understand the nature of 
socio-economic processes, points to the barriers and development opportunities, 
and becomes a source of information for economic actors, by setting objectives and 
implementation tools. This way, one can achieve consistency between the actions 
of various actors – both public and private – and mobilize them to take the desired 
action (Kozak, 2012).

Development objectives have to be met in everyday business practice. There-
fore, the primary mechanism of pursuing them will be to influence the decisions of 
economic actors, by increasing their potential, or supporting proper patterns of be-
haviour. Therefore, a special function of development strategy is to create a frame-
work for business activity, that is, institutions. Market activities are always em-
bedded in wider institutional order, which should be the focus of those in power 
(Hodgson, 1998; Polanyi, 1957).

This results in two general requirements for the authors of the development 
strategy. Firstly, it must be effective in improving the material well-being of socie-
ties, which underlies the positive freedom of individuals. Secondly, it must comply 
with ethical standards, that is, meet the requirement of fairness, in particular ac-
cordingly to the understanding of community, which is to be covered by the strate-
gy. Whether the two presented conditions of a good strategy are complementary to 
each other or may be in conflict will be considered later in the text.
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2. Informal restrictions

In accordance with the approach of modern institutionalism, the starting point 
for the analyses conducted is to adopt the vision of limited rationality of an indi-
vidual (Chmielowski, 2011). One of its hallmarks are the processes of accultura-
tion, thanks to which people internalize certain common behaviour patterns with-
in the environment (Goldschmidt, 2006) in order to use them later when making 
decisions. Among the internalized elements one can distinguish: customs, norms 
and rules. Although between these three categories there are significant differenc-
es (Ostrom, 1998), for the purposes of this article they will be understood in a way 
North (2006) understood them, that is, as informal constraints.4 Their common 
distinguishing feature is that they are “produced, communicated and enforced out-
side of the officially sanctioned channels” (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004, p. 725). On the 
other hand, formal institutions are those that “are produced, communicated and 
enforced through the channels generally accepted as official,” i.e. primarily by state 
authorities (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004, p. 725).

What is significant from the point of view of the analysis are the following dis-
tinguishing features of informal constraints (also referred to as restrictions):

–	 they constitute a restriction for decision-making, as they indicate which 
actions are permitted, advisable or prohibited, and certain choices involve 
sanctions;

–	 the enforcement mechanism of sanctions can rely on social control or inter-
nal control, based on conscience (Voigt, 2013);

–	 because they are anchored in the culture and history of societies, they are 
based on ideologies, mental models, and are also very durable and less sus-
ceptible to changes (North, 2006);

–	 they do not necessarily lead to economically efficient results, because they 
can in fact pursue other social functions: guarantee stability, maintenance of 
power or preservation of tradition;

–	 they often take the form of tacit knowledge. Because they are treated by in-
dividuals as natural, their exact content may often be difficult to observe and 
communicate (Couyoumdjian, 2012).

Informal constraints influence the actions of individuals and, more broadly, so-
cial and economic life in different ways. They affect both the preferences of individ-
uals as well as the situation of choice, shaping possible alternatives, the sequence of 
actions or information resources. Firstly, through mechanisms of rewards and pun-
ishments they create incentives to take specific actions. Secondly, the role of restric-

4  The text interchangeably uses terms “informal limitations”, “informal institutions” and  
“informal regulations.”



26 Maciej J. Grodzicki

tions is to reduce uncertainty by increasing the mutual predictability of actions. If 
in a given community there are strong rules of action that are effectively enforced, it 
increases confidence regarding the specific behaviour of partners in the interaction. 
This makes it easier to formulate expectations, and build long-term plans. Third-
ly, due to its durability, they help workers and entrepreneurs form specific ways 
of solving economic problems, i.e. routines. Routinization of economic activity in 
turn allows for significant savings of resources and better evolutionary adaptation 
to the environment (Nelson & Sampat, 2001).

Because usually informal rules coexist with formal ones, the analysis focused 
on the nature of the relationship between these two types of restrictions.

When constructing new or trying to change the existing formal institutions, 
one should keep in mind that their impact on individuals does not completely ex-
clude the impact of informal limitations. If we accept the model of a socialized in-
dividual with limited rationality, there appears uncertainty regarding the results of 
actions of the designed rules. One reason for this uncertainty is acculturation of the 
norms and conventions of conduct (Voigt, 2013). According to Helmke and Lev-
itsky (2004), there may be four basic types of interactions between formal and in-
formal restrictions: complementarity, substitution, accommodation and competi-
tion (Table 1).

Table 1  Typology of informal rules

Effective formal rules Ineffective formal rules

Compatibility Complementary Substitutional

Incompatibility Accommodative Competitive

Source: Helmke & Levitsky, 2004, p. 728.

The first two types of dependencies occur when formal regulations introduced 
are consistent with existing in the community informal rules. Then the rules of both 
types reinforce each other, which increases the likelihood of achieving the results 
intended by the legislator and is beneficial from the point of view of social stability. 
If formal institutions for various reasons fail, they will be replaced by the activity of 
informal norms and rules (Voigt, 2013).

One can also treat formal institutions as a complement to previous limitations 
of an informal nature. North (2006) draws attention to it indicating that it is a nat-
ural mechanism of institutionalization in conditions of increasing complexity of 
social reality. Together with the increasing scale of economic relations and escala-
tion of the anonymity of transactions, informal institutions are no longer enough 
and require top-down official reinforcement. Then, the proposed institutions will 
somehow grow out of the existing social conventions. This situation is very advan-
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tageous because it can reduce the uncertainty and the development of generalized 
trust in the macro-scale.

What is more complicated is the case of discrepancies between the content of 
formal and informal restrictions. To illustrate this situation, one can use the rea-
soning presented by North (2006, pp. 36–45). Assume that in the conditions of 
the institutional balance and the match between institutions a formal institution-
al change was introduced. It will precipitate the whole system out of balance and 
will create tension, because social conventions suited to old institutions de jure 
will not match the new ones. The results de facto observed at the level of socie-
ty are likely to be for some time different from the expectations of those in pow-
er, because some people will adhere to strongly internalized norms and rules. 
North (2006) predicts that, over time there will occur adaptation of informal re-
strictions to formal requirements of institutional order, but it seems that this sce-
nario is overly optimistic. It assumes the effectiveness and efficiency of new insti-
tutions and the government in enforcing them. What is better suited to reality is 
the distinction made by Helmke and Levitsky (2004) of two scenarios: adaptation 
and competition. In the first of them, with a gradual, non-radical reform, due to 
the plasticity of culture, it is possible to adapt informal restrictions to new formal 
requirements. Such adjustment, however, will require the passage of time. From 
the point of view of authorities, the most adverse scenario is clearly a conflict be-
tween formal and informal rules. The risk of its occurrence increases especially in 
the case of radical reforms. The society may not agree on a new institutional or-
der and continue to act in accordance with the informal regulations. This means 
the failure of reforms and high uncertainty about the final social results (Spranz, 
Lenger, & Goldschmidt, 2012).

The risk associated with the conflictual scenario becomes visible when one pays 
attention to the informational role of institutions. In the case of the two conflict-
ing systems of conduct uncertainty among economic actors increases significant-
ly. There is then no certainty as to how the other party of the transaction or a joint 
action will behave – and whether they will act according to the rule of law or social 
norms. What is more, it decreases the ability to sanction rules, both from the state 
and society, and the resulting institutional dualism is a significant barrier to devel-
opment. Thus, the introduction of the institution, which often aims to reduce com-
plexity and lower transaction costs, may lead to an exactly opposite effect and par-
alyse economic activity (Grzymala-Busse, 2010).

Finally, the dominance of formal rules in the institutional environment may 
have an adverse effect on social capital. The mere fact of external coercion appears 
to negatively influence trust and cooperation. There is a phenomenon of “moral 
hazard”: if public institutions care about reciprocity and trust, then we, as private 
citizens, no longer have to worry about it. Meanwhile, standards and rules devel-
oped in the activity of the community are its social capital and strengthen confi-
dence and ability to work (Ostrom, 1998).
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One should also pay attention to the ethical aspect of institutional change, 
highlighted earlier as a prerequisite of development. It seems that radical reforms 
that are in opposition to informal rules can have, together with the inefficiency de-
scribed above, dubious ethical quality. Of course, there are cases in which informal 
rules do not meet the ethical standards. However, the mere introduction of solu-
tions to conflict in relation to the existing social order should each time be subject 
to scrutiny.

3. Critical analysis of development policy

As shown by Easterly (2008), the theory of social sciences has nearly always includ-
ed two opposing approaches regarding the origin of institutions, or more broadly 
– sources of social order. According to the supporters of the “top-down” vision, so-
cial order is imposed from above by the government, and it is based on statutory 
law. In this approach, in its extreme representation, those in power and experts are 
virtually unrestricted in the construction of institutions and may propose solutions 
deemed optimal on the basis of their theory.

Conversely, representatives of the “bottom-up” approach perceive the source 
of rules governing society in everyday interactions at the local level – out of them 
there emerge orders at higher levels. Because they are anchored in local structures 
they cannot be altered in any way, but only carefully and gradually. A similar dis-
tinction is found in the North’s thoughts (2006) – a radical and incremental insti-
tutional change. Description of the properties of these two approaches, in its ideal-
type forms, are shown in Table 2.

Table 2  Two visions of the origin of social order

Top-down Bottom-up

Determination of order Emergence from interactions, 
culture

Statutory law

Government action, possibility 
of institutional change 

Limited, evolutionary Freedom, radicalism

Role of experts, economists Advising incremental changes 
(2nd-best)

Construction of optimal institu-
tions (1st-best)

Basis of search Respect for existing solutions Pure reason

Balance Many One

Source: based on Easterly, 2008.
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Many contemporary authors of economic development indicate the dominance 
of the top-down approach in thought and in the economic policy practice of the 
twentieth century, seeing in this fact the source of many failures of the develop-
ment policy (Ostrom, 1998; Rodrik, 2003; Easterly, 2008). In postwar decades, with 
the collapse of colonialism, a fight against poverty and the improvement of the 
economic situation of underdeveloped countries became one of major global chal-
lenges. Through the activities of international organizations and the direct influ-
ence of Western governments, economic policy in many countries in Africa and 
Latin America was conducted according to the standards imposed from the out-
side. Rodrik (2003) describes the attempts to transplant ready-made recipes from 
Europe or the United States – first in the paradigm of development based on im-
port substitution, and since the 80s by the so-called Washington Consensus. Devel-
opment strategies proposed to poor countries were, therefore, first, imposed from 
above, and, second, came from another historical-cultural order. 

The vision of the order imposed from above has its roots in the utilitarianism of 
Bentham. Bentham believed that societies are substantially similar to each other in 
terms of needs and, therefore, institutions – the mechanisms of rewards and pun-
ishments – can be fairly easily transplanted between countries. Such “transplants” 
will require some adjustments, but according to Bentham they will not be a prob-
lem for the government, thanks to easy access to the information needed about the 
local community and its preferences (Couyoumdjian, 2012). However, this attitude 
turns out to be too optimistic for several reasons. Excessive universalism of institu-
tional recommendations and top-down nature of the rules lead to conflicts with in-
formal rules, according to the theory presented earlier. North (1994, p. 366) wrote 
that “economies that adopt the formal rules of another economy will have very dif-
ferent performance characteristics than the first economy, because of different in-
formal norms and enforcement.”

Easterly (2008) draws attention to the fact that the formal institutional order 
of rich countries, which enabled them to develop in recent centuries, has its ori-
gins in earlier informal institutions, and is their natural continuation. Easy trans-
fer of ready institutions to poor countries is burdened with a very high risk because 
they do not have centuries of evolution of informal rules and norms behind them.

It turns out that the Benthman’s approach to the possibility of knowing local 
preferences is unjustified. The tacit nature of knowledge results in the fact that its 
communication, accurate understanding and modifying is very difficult for exter-
nal actors (Couyoumdjian, 2012). If the authors of public policies fail to reach local 
structures of knowledge and information, any attempt to regulate will be burdened 
with the aforementioned risk of increasing complexity. The example of such an 
event could be the transformation of the CIS countries, where the elements of free 
market capitalism were quickly introduced into the post-Soviet socio-economic re-
ality (Chavance, 2008). The weakness of both institutional arrangements, formal 
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and informal, as well as the competition between them made it impossible to create 
reliable economic expectations and paralysed economic activity.

Aldashev, Chaara, Platteau, and Wahhaj (2010, p. 29) mention other factors 
that reduce the efficiency of the top-down approach to programming development: 
ignorance of society about the law, the lack of confidence on the part of citizens re-
garding formal rules and state institutions, and the risk of manipulation of the rules 
and regulations by the political elite to seize economic rents. Ostrom (1998), in her 
observations on the development programs carried out by international organi-
zations in developing countries, goes a step further and states that they may even 
be counter-productive, causing perverse effects. The introduction of strong formal 
rules displaces trust between citizens and strikes at the foundations of social cap-
ital. Treating people as passive recipients of policies repeatedly led to negative re-
sults, whereas the public institutions created to strengthen the existing private rules 
led to their disintegration (Ostrom, 1998).

According to some authors, the source of failure lies in the incorrect identifica-
tion of good institutions with the institutions of Western countries, or even more 
narrowly – Anglo-Saxon ones. Relying the development strategy of the country on 
Western institutional patterns, including strong protection of private property and 
increasing the scope of economic freedom, often led to fatal results. Dogmatic free-
market approach disregarded ownership and management rules existing in the re-
cipient societies (Rodrik, 2003; Chang, 2011).

Conclusions regarding constructing the development strategy

Since the top-down construction of development-oriented institutions is at a high 
risk of failure, then how should authors of public policies proceed with them? 
Rodrik (2003) indicates pragmatism in the first place. The recommendations re-
sulting from the theory of economics, even in its neoclassical edition, are fairly 
general and do not indicate precise institutional forms. The basic requirement for 
starting and maintaining dynamic development is to ensure that economic actors 
ensure the returns of the labour or capital resources involved.5 In order for the eco-
nomic activity to occur, an employee must be sure to receive remuneration for the 
work performed, and the entrepreneur must be able to keep profits from the com-
pany he directs. The ability to create reliable expectations requires clear – formal 
and informal – rules enforced in practice.

Whether this will be done within the framework of private, community or state 
property, and the extent to which the activities will be regulated by the state is a sec-

5  Thirlwall (2006, pp. 74–75) mentions two subsequent, also very general, properties of good 
institutional order – the quality of governance and limitations imposed on politicians.
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ondary issue. Observing the institutional order of the richest countries in the world 
today, one can see a high diversity of institutions, which reflects cultural differences 
between societies. Only in Europe, one can identify diverse socio-economic mod-
els, and even greater differences occur when the comparison also includes coun-
tries of Southeast Asia. Thus, one comes to the conclusion that universalism is not 
the right approach in the construction of development, and introduction of Anglo-
Saxon models of management is not its sine qua non condition.

Institutions should be specific, tailored to the local context, which includes, 
among others, market structures, structures of power and political constraints, lo-
cal administration and informal restrictions. Quoting Rodrik (2003, p. 10): “The 
pre-existing institutional landscape will typically offer both constraints and op-
portunities, requiring creative shortcuts or bold experiments. From this perspec-
tive, the ‘art’ of reform consists of selecting appropriately from a potentially infinite 
menu of institutional designs.”

Effective reform will require a thorough diagnosis of local constraints and op-
portunities, and the possibility of building on local knowledge. Bearing in mind the 
possible negative consequences of the conflict with informal rules, the authors of 
public policies should in the first place as far as possible meet the social context and 
cultural background (Spranz, Lenger, & Goldschmidt, 2012). The process of institu-
tional change should involve the representatives of the community, and the imple-
mentation of rules should be preceded by deliberation and appropriate informing 
of citizens. If economic subjects understand formal rules and trust in their actions, 
this will translate into beneficial realization of informal constraints, to the benefit of 
economic activity (Aldashev et al., 2010). Because these are usually informal rules 
that are the primary source of trust, formal institutions should be the support for 
their implementation. They can do this, for example by providing: information on 
the specific economic problem and the sides of the interaction; tools for monitoring 
implementation of the provisions and efficient judicial system to settle disputes and 
execute sanctions imposed on participants (Ostrom, 1998; Boettke & Fink, 2011). 
As Aligica and Boettke (2011) write, systems of formal and informal rules, instead 
of imposing one specific procedure should transmit knowledge and thus enable so-
cial learning, through lessons learned from successes and failures.

Zweynert (2006) notes that often informal existing rules are identified as bar-
riers to development. Then the intermediate goal of the development strategy will 
be to change informal rules. In this case, the authors of the development strategy 
may face a significant dilemma – respect for informal rules or own recommenda-
tions to promote development. To some extent, this is also a dilemma between ef-
ficiency and ethics of solutions. The trade-off between these two options, howev-
er, is limited – the effectiveness of the strategy is to some extent dependent on the 
adaptation to the local context. Since the change of informal rules may take a very 
long time, one should ensure that in the meantime discrepancies between informal 
constraints and official institutions are not too large because it can lead to undesir-
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able results, as described earlier. These are the arguments for a gradual institution-
al change, based on the existing social structures.

The observations lead us to the basic conclusion – informal limitations must 
be taken into account during the construction of development strategy if the eth-
ics and high efficiency of actions is to be achieved. Summarising the analysis con-
ducted, one should mention once more recommendations on how this can be done:

–	 respect for local, informal constraints; where possible, basing on them the 
formal institutions,

–	 making incremental rather than radical changes,
–	 pragmatism instead of universal recommendations,
–	 the role of information and deliberation during the construction and imple-

mentation of strategies.
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Abstract

The article concerns informative assertiveness and the difference between its rational and 
irrational kinds. The study presents the examples of this distinction in the analysis of the 
expert and advisory roles, sales, negotiations and organizing in typical situations of man-
agement. Based on these examples, the text specifies the conception of rational and ir-
rational informative assertiveness and their roles in management. The objectives were 
realized using the phenomenological analysis and the case study. The study formulates hy-
potheses and shows the perspective of further research on the impact of rational and irra-
tional informative assertiveness on management processes.

Paper type: conceptual article

Keywords: assertiveness, communication, conflict, management competencies, negotia-
tions, rational expression, risk management

Introduction

“Assertiveness” stems from adjective “assertive” (“expressing one’s opinion in 
a strong and confident manner”), noun “assertion” (“the act of making a strong 
statement or claim”) and verb “assert” (“1. to state firmly 2. This insist on it... defend 
one’s rights, opinions etc.”) (Higgleton, Sargeant, & Seaton, 1992, p. 46). In a gener-
al sense, assertiveness is self-confidence and confidence of what one says, decides 
or does (in various aspects and fields). Sometimes it is associated with the ability 
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to express and pursue one’s own needs and decisions, a sense of self-competence, 
value, social status, self-respect, naming and expressing one’s own feelings, accept-
ance of criticism and praise, and with a mental attitude and a group of habits that 
affect the way of making decisions and actions in such a way that they are becoming 
more in line with what the entity intends and accepts (Lloyd, 2002; Paris & Casey, 
1979; Pfeiffer & Pfeiffer, 2003, 2010; Phillips, 2002; Rakos, 1991; Robinson, 1982; 
Stoudenmire, 1978; Walmsley, 1991).

Nowadays, the term “assertiveness” has become a fashionable keyword in pop-
ular and scientific literature and it sometimes has been affected by the tendency of 
glorifying such words by narrowing the scope of “assertiveness” to mean only ad-
vantages, positive features determining personal patterns (e.g. Stoudenmire, 1978) 
as opposed to aggression, hatred, contempt, stupidity, etc. (e.g. Alberti & Emmons, 
2001; Walmsley, 1991). This narrowing of the scope is acceptable in definitions reg-
ulating or designing – narrowing the meaning of words or conferring new meaning 
to words. It should be noted, however, that it is not consistent with the meaning of 
“assertiveness” in ordinary and scientific language, according to which, for exam-
ple, one can be thoughtlessly assertive, assertively express hatred, contempt for peo-
ple (Lloyd, 2002); assertiveness is a characteristic of actions and attitudes that may 
be rational or irrational (Paris & Casey, 1979; Robinson, 1982).

The purpose of the study is not to present a review of theories and concepts of 
assertiveness. The text constitutes an objective analysis. This applies to the relatively 
poorly scientifically examined kind of assertiveness – assertiveness in the transmis-
sion of information (hereinafter referred simply to as “informative assertiveness”) 
and the difference between its rational and irrational kind. The objectives are real-
ized using the phenomenological analysis and the case study.

1. �Rational assertion and assertiveness in the methodological 
sense

“Rationality” in the study indicates the feature of actions, i.e. it does not refer to for 
example rationality of knowledge, science, emotions or organizations. It is under-
stood in the methodological sense (Bunge, 1987, p. 5; Kotarbiński, 1973, p. 123), i.e. 
it does not refer to factual (economic) rationality of actions (Hey, 1993; Kotarbiński, 
1973, p. 123). Since the phenomenon of methodological rationality builds on ra-
tional assertion, it we first specify its nature.

Term “assertiveness” has a Latin etymology. Latin assero and assertio mean as-
sertion – a confident and forceful statement of fact or belief, that something is such 
and such, for example – recognizing a sentence as true or making a judgement 
with the conviction of its truthfulness. In antiquity, it indicated the recognition of 
a slave to become a free person (Kumaniecki, 1974, p. 53). In contemporary lan-
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guages assertion can denote speech acts “in which something is claimed to hold” 
(Pagin, 2014) or a mental act of certainty about the truth of (conviction of truthful-
ness, subjective certainly of truthfulness) beliefs and statements expressing them. 
Assertion can be understood in methodological (as assigning them truthfulness 
or probability because of their justification), emotional (feelings about their truth-
fulness or likeability) or behavioural (willingness to act in accordance with them) 
meanings. Further parts of the study refer to assertion in the methodological sense 
(Bocheński, 1993; Bortolotti, 2010; Bunge, 1987).

Assertion is gradated due to its certainty – it can be stronger or weaker. The 
strength of methodologically rational assertion of statements is proportional to 
its justification. Rational certainty of information (rationality of assertions in the 
methodological sense) lies in the symmetry (compatibility) between justification 
and certainly of beliefs: the better a given claim is justified, the greater the (subjec-
tive) certainty of its truthfulness or probability. The proportion does not take place 
in the irrational assertion (Bortolotti, 2010; Jacko, 2013; Kotarbiński, 1973, p. 123; 
Pagin, 2014). For example, assertion accompanying hypotheses is methodological-
ly rational if the entity is aware of the their justification (e.g. that they are probable 
but have not been proven) and sure of them insofar as they have been justified. It is 
not rational if the entity is certain about them (when they have not been sufficient-
ly proven) (Lakatos, 1980; Matheson, 2011; Popper, 1996, 2002).

Rational assertiveness (in the methodological sense) is the perpetual inclina-
tion (attitude) to rational assertion, and irrational assertiveness (in the method-
ological sense) – to irrational assertion. Rationally assertive persons (manifesting 
a tendency to rational assertion) are certain of their beliefs insofar as they are prop-
erly justified. Rational entities can maintain the beliefs even under pressure and are 
ready and willing to change their views when they prove wrong. The lack of ration-
al assertiveness is a lack of willingness to rational assertion. This lack must be dis-
tinguished from irrational assertiveness, which is the tendency to irrational asser-
tion. Irrationally assertive agents wishfully evaluate their beliefs. They can maintain 
beliefs contrary to their knowledge, deny direct experience, violate the laws of log-
ic, if their knowledge, direct experience, the laws do not lead to where the method-
ologically irrational agents wish (Bortolotti, 2010).

2. Informative assertiveness

In the informative aspect, assertion is a quality of speech acts. It is about express-
ing certainty either verbally (e.g. using quantifiers such as “I’m sure,” “I’m not sure,” 
“certainly,” “perhaps,” “probably,” etc.) or non-verbally (e.g. when you confirm your 
own or someone else’s words, nodding, expressing certainty or its lack with intona-
tion, mimicry or gesture). Rational informative assertion of the speech acts consists 



38 Jan F. Jacko

in expressing rational certainly of information. Irrational informative assertion of 
speech acts expresses irrational certainty (Pagin, 2014).

Informative assertion plays an informational function – it informs about the 
likelihood. Irrational informative assertion is a kind of misinformation. For it ex-
presses a certainty, which is not methodologically rational. Therefore, these two 
kinds of assertion can play different roles in interpersonal communication. Ration-
al informative assertion supports communication and understanding. Irrational in-
formative assertion corrupts communication and involves a risk of misunderstand-
ing. It can be instrumentally and objectively rational only when it is an effective tool 
for manipulation.

Rational informative assertiveness is a tendency to rational informative asser-
tion of the speech acts. A person rationally assertive in the informative aspect has 
the ability and inclination to accurately express their methodologically rational cer-
tainty. It can manifest itself, for example, in indicating probability of information. 
Irrational informative assertiveness is a tendency to express informative irration-
al assertion of speech acts, for example, exaggerated expression of confidence (in-
consistent with rational certainty) or the expression of uncertainty of beliefs in the 
light of their valid proof.

In the following sections one will analyse examples presenting the role of ra-
tional and irrational informative assertiveness in some typical situations of man-
agement and one will argue that rational informative assertiveness is a manageri-
al competence. One will formulate and partially justify the following hypothesises:

–	 In some situations rational informative assertiveness is a necessary condi-
tion of efficient performance of managerial roles. For both leaders and ordi-
nary employees need the ability to accurately determine the degree of cer-
tainty of their knowledge and to accurate express their certainty.

–	 In some situations irrational informative assertiveness cause unnecessary 
misunderstandings and conflicts, which contradict the objectives of man-
agement.

3. Rational informative assertiveness of experts and advisers

The task of experts and advisers is to suggest good solutions. Their authority does 
not have to be affected when they admit that there is something they are not sure 
about or ask for time to find the answer to the question. The expert does not need 
to know all the answers. He or she should only know where and how to find them 
(Sadler, 2001). Nevertheless, advisers and experts may be tempted to hide their 
doubts under the guise of irrational assertiveness when accompanied by the fear 
that uncertainty can be read as a lack of competence. The fear is risky and inconsist-
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ent with their expert and advising roles in the process of management. For exam-
ple, we ask an expert or advisor to resolve the problem and get information about 
one course of action, when in fact, she or he knows several solutions. If the deci-
sion-makers have received information that the expert is not certain of a solution 
and that there are more possible solutions, they could consider other options of ac-
tion, seek information from other sources etc., which would allow for making a bet-
ter decision, and – most importantly – they would be better aware of the risks asso-
ciated with taking this or that decision.

In some cases, information about risk is more important than solutions. Con-
sultants can be employed in organizations not only to identify the best scenario of 
action, but also in order to determine the risk of solutions at stake. Therefore, ra-
tional informative assertion is an important skill of advisers and experts (Frenkel, 
Hommel, & Rudolf, 2004).

Excessive assertiveness of the adviser can be expected by the customer and jus-
tified in part by the function of motivation. This happens, for example, when the 
customers expect that the adviser will motivate them to make decisions or con-
firm the intentions pursued. Even in such a situation advisers are responsible for 
the mistakes of the customer resulting from their overconfidence. Thus, for exam-
ple, theorists of business “couching” point to the fact that the role of the coach, inter 
alia, is to raise the customer’s concerns and skills to challenge the known and prov-
en solutions so that they can find even better solutions (Garvey, Stokes, & Meggin-
son, 2008; Ives & Cox, 2014).

4. Informative assertiveness of a seller

Even if the behaviour of the seller encourages the purchase, it may in some cases 
not be in the interest of the institution in charge of sales for the long term. This can 
happen when it has the hallmarks of an irrational informative assertion, which mis-
leads the buyer. For example, irrational informative assertiveness might be a sales 
tactic involving understatement – an indicator of the benefits of the product and 
concealment of its defects, which can confuse the customer and lead to purchase 
decisions, which would not have been taken if the customer had had adequate 
knowledge. When the customers become the users of the product, they can discov-
er its flaws. Then they may avoid repeat purchases where they were misled. In this 
case the above, assertiveness is not to the advantage of the seller and the organiza-
tion that employs them, because it results in the loss of the company image and out-
flow of customers. It is effective, but in the short term. In the long term it is risky 
and, therefore, inefficient.

There are better ways of selling than the above tactic of understatement. Skills 
of rational informative assertiveness are required to encourage the customer to buy 
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without using the above tactic than with its use. For example, one can ask the cus-
tomer about the criteria the product has to meet, and then describe the product ac-
cordingly (indicate what advantages and disadvantages it has regarding these cri-
teria), but skilfully – so that the customers well understand how the product can 
satisfy their needs (Stanwick & Stanwick, 2013, pp. 174–193).

5. Informative assertiveness of a negotiator

Irrational informative assertiveness may be an element of bluff and persuasion in 
negotiations. As such it can contribute to the success of a negotiator. For exam-
ple, if the negotiator makes the impression that they are impeccable regarding the 
case they consider negotiable, they can provoke the other side of the negotiations 
to make concessions. Therefore, what above was called irrational informative as-
sertion is a recognized negotiating tactic. Note, however, that this is a risky tactic 
and – in some cases – may be inefficient. It is risky especially in the case of long-
term cooperation. When the other party realizes that it was misled, then the tac-
tic can spoil the image of the negotiators and the organization represented by them 
and may lead to rupture of negotiations or hinder the establishment of talks in the 
future (Carson, 2010; Curry, 2008, pp. 150–173). The tactic may be too inefficient 
when it hinders the achievement of a satisfactory compromise. It may turn out to be 
like that, for example, when one of the objectives of the negotiations is to build trust 
between the parties, or at the final stage of negotiations when the strategy of coop-
eration is determined, when reliable mutual information plays a very important 
role for the development of accurate solutions (Bugdol, 2011; Fisher, Ury, & Pat-
ton, 1991, pp. 50–55).

In the case of the discussion about the disagreement between the parties to 
the negotiations, methodologically rational informative assertiveness may facilitate 
agreement, as it allows dialogue in the context of justification (substantive nego-
tiations). Accurate determination of reasons and arguments of the presented atti-
tude lets the other side understand them well. Expressing confidence in the things 
that are known to be questionable may cause mistrust, because it is a typical man-
ifestation of dishonesty. When justifying, negotiators can examine and discuss the 
merits of their positions, and in this area find compromise solutions for both sides. 
Irrational informative assertiveness can significantly reduce the possibility of nego-
tiations in the context of justifications and thus increases the risk of unnecessary es-
calation of the conflict between the parties (Ury, 2007, 2011).
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6. Informative assertiveness in motivating and organizing

The superior’s commands can motivate the subordinates by his or her authority 
within the organization (resulting from the role they play in the organization). Be-
sides this, the superior can motivate them by indicating the reasons of his or her 
decisions. In this case, the subordinate have a chance to submit to the instruction 
not only because it is their duty or fear, but also by recognizing the legitimacy of the 
instruction. Therefore, rational informative assertiveness plays the role of rational 
motivation, when the supervisor motivates the subordinates by their understand-
ing of the reasons of his or her decision (Frey & Osterloh, 2001).

When issuing commands rational informative assertiveness can support effi-
ciency of their execution when they specify their aim and probability of informa-
tion. For example, a supervisor may issue a command to a subordinate in this way: 
“Please buy product X at company Y,” or: “I have just received from source Z the in-
formation that product X has the best price in company Y, so please go there to buy 
it, but I’m not entirely sure of this information, so please check it first.” The practi-
cal difference between the two messages is that the second message carries the in-
formation about the real purpose of the transaction. Its aim is to make a purchase 
at a good price (not make a purchase in company X). Imagine that in the meantime 
the price of product X has increased significantly in company Y and the employee 
becomes aware of it before making a purchase. After receiving the first command – 
they will make a purchase and expose their own organization to unnecessary costs. 
In the second case, maybe before buying they will consult their supervisor and con-
firm the instruction. Then the employee and supervisor have a better guarantee of 
achieving the purpose (purchase at a good price).

Rational informative assertiveness can be a method of taking orders by subor-
dinates, when it carries information about whether the command has been under-
stood and whether they are able to fulfil it well. Exaggerated (irrational) informa-
tive assertiveness of an employee, even if it is a way to show respect for a colleague 
or superior, can be confusing and result in poor execution of the command. It is 
a fact that fashion for assertiveness sometimes is wrongly associated with over-
ly confident confirmations, for example, in response to questions: “Are you sure?” 
“Do you understand it?” or “Can you do it?” Succumbing to this fashion of speech 
the employee does not make proper use of the opportunity to acquire additional 
instructions that would help them better perform the task or avoid mistakes. If, as 
a result, the command is not executed or not executed well – it can lead to losses 
and conflicts within the organization.
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Conclusions

The article specifies the difference between rational and irrational informative as-
sertiveness and their nature. It indicates the role of rational informative assertive-
ness and the risk posed by irrational informative assertiveness in management. The 
analyses show some reasons to shape rational informative assertiveness in manag-
ers and other members of organisations.

The study opens some perspectives of further empirical and theoretical re-
search. It formulates hypotheses that can be empirically investigated. The hypothe-
ses can be specified in various ways and lead to further investigations. For example, 
one can experimentally investigate the impact of rational and irrational assertive-
ness in communication between organisations on the possibility of building stable 
alliances and cooperation between the organisations in specific areas, the impact of 
rational and irrational informative assertiveness of the members of an organisation 
on its functional and existential security. The distinction between rational and irra-
tional informative assertiveness can be useful in the analysis of management pro-
cesses in contexts and cases other than those indicated in this study. For example, 
there takes place a wide spread discussion in management ethics on the problem 
of admissibility of manipulation in management. The paper outlines some mental 
mechanisms of and risks essentially linked to irrational informative assertiveness. 
In this way the article shows some pragmatic limits of appropriability of manip-
ulation in management. These are only examples of empirical and theoretical re-
search perspectives indicated by the supplementation of management communi-
cation theories with the distinction between rational and irrational assertiveness, 
which is presented in this paper.
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Abstract

Services are provided by different entities for the benefit of society, among which the larg-
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Introduction

Currently in Poland the numbers of people using the services provided by NGOs 
is increasing. In Poland in 2015 a recorded 17,000 foundations and 85,000 associa-
tions have been registered (Polskie organizacje pozarządowe 2015, 2015, p. 4). 45% 
of them are entirely based on social work. Polish non-governmental organizations 
which deal in:

–	 sport, tourism and recreation account for (32%), e.g. conducting sports ac-
tivities, organizing recreational events, babysitting sports facilities;

–	 education and upbringing account for (15%), e.g. conducting interest groups 
for children and youth, organizing courses and training for adults, and con-
ducting schools;

–	 culture accounts for (13%), e.g. organizing picnics, festivals, cultural educa-
tion, actions supporting regional tradition;

–	 healthcare accounts for (7%), e.g. health promotion, health education, con-
ducting rehabilitation centre;

–	 social services and social assistance account for (7%): assistance for people 
with disabilities, the poor, support for families of addicts;

–	 local development accounts for (6%), e.g. animating the activities of local 
communities, neighbourhood activities, rural development (Polskie organi-
zacje pozarządowe 2015, 2015, p. 5).

The data presented above indicates that in Poland, the NGOs support sports, 
tourism, recreation, education and upbringing to a large extent. Non-governmental 
organizations frequently provide their services for free or for a small fee. The imple-
mentation of these services is done using different sources of financing, which may 
be grants, donations, or membership fees. One possibility is to use the concept of 
Cause Related Marketing. It assumes a collaborative partnership with the commer-
cial organization whose aim is to solve social problems. The funds allocated for this 
purpose shall be generated mostly through donations stimulated by the purchase 
of the product or service.

The purpose of this article is to scrutinize the services provided to society 
through the use of Cause Related Marketing in Poland. The analysis has shown that 
Cause Related Marketing is a tool through which NGOs can obtain financial re-
sources for the implementation of its statutory objectives. Through the cooperation 
of enterprises with non-profit organizations it is possible to offer and to provide 
a variety of services to the public. The analysis was intended to present the types of 
services provided to the public within the framework of Cause Related Marketing 
and to identify their beneficiaries.

This article uses the method of critical analysis of the literature. Aditionally an 
analysis was carried out on Cause Related Marketing programs and services that 
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are provided to society in Poland in the framework of this partnership. Four com-
pleted Cause Related Marketing programs, which were carried out in Poland were 
thoroughly analysed. Also described their partners, assumptions, duration and ser-
vices that are provided to the public through the use of this tool.

1. Concept of Cause Related Marketing

Cause Related Marketing is a form of cooperation between companies and NGOs, 
whose aim is to create social good. It involves the creation of partnerships between 
businesses and non-profit organizations whose aim is to have a positive effect or 
better yet find a solution to the given social problem. For this purpose actions are 
being undertaken which rely on the promotion of image, company, products, or 
services in connection with the idea of socjety (Iwankiewicz-Rak, 2011, pp. 192–
193). Cause Related Marketing is an intermediate form between commercial mar-
keting and social marketing.

The partnership between a product and a cause is referred to as Cause Related 
Marketing (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988, p. 60). Donating money to a charity based 
on consumer purchase has become a major corporate philanthropic trend. As con-
sumers, they can make consumption decisions that simultaneously benefit them-
selves and the society (Kim & Johnson, 2013).

Cause Related Marketing is a hybrid of commercial marketing and social aims. 
It could not only be regarded as a variety of social marketing, because campaigns 
in this area are generally conducted by non-profit organizations, however market-
ing actions are expected to contribute only to solve a particular social problem. In 
the context of Cause Related Marketing it connects to the social purpose of a busi-
ness, so a commitment to a business is as important as sales. There is therefore the 
following relationship: more commercial success is a bigger financial commitment 
and provides stronger support to the organization, which is the face of the cam-
paign (Maison & Maliszewski, 2008, p. 212).

The most popular form of commercial organizations, which participate in the 
joint venture are stimulated by a purchasing donation. It is the sale of products, of 
which part or all of the income will be forwarded to the implementation of the so-
cial objective defined by the non-profit organizations. These products are marked 
with a special logo program, which is promoted in an advertising campaign. The 
commercial organization is involved not only financially, but also by designing the 
campaign. Cause Related Marketing’s success is dependent on the attractiveness of 
their products and the publication of its activities. The company implementing this 
strategy assumes that customers have pro-social attitudes and factor in that pur-
chasing decisions will be opportunities to support the social program (Dejnaka et 
al., 2013, pp. 35–36).
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The aim of Cause Related Marketing is to collect funds for a specific purpose 
while building a positive social reputation, to increase the value of the company, to 
gain customer loyalty and sales support. Cause Related Marketing involves the use 
of budgets, strategies and techniques of marketing to support social objectives with 
simultaneous attention to support business activities. This strategy uses the coop-
eration of the three parties: non-profit organizations, businesses and consumers. 
There are also here two donors (enterprise and consumer). These bring advantages 
to all parties (Wasilewski, 2007).

Through the use of Cause Related Marketing non-governmental organizations 
gain financial resources for the implementation of their statutory objectives. Ob-
taining funds means greater opportunities in the use of marketing communication 
tools to spread ideas, and consequently provide a larger commitment to the envi-
ronment and solving of social problems. Long-term cooperation with the compa-
ny in the context of Cause Related Marketing can provide financial stability for the 
organization and strengthen its position in the market. The company reinforces its 
image as a socially responsible entity. The company reduces customer price sensi-
tivity to products covered by the program Cause Related Marketing and an increase 
in sales of such products and others offered by the company. This generates growth, 
commitment and customer loyalty, shaping and strengthening relationships with 
external entities. There is an increase in motivation of employees and their social 
sensitivity, because they can perceive the “human face” of the company for which 
they work, so in return they become more involved in fulfilling their duties. Par-
ticipation in Cause Related Marketing also offers advantages to customers who in 
making purchases have the ability to help others, and in return recive satisfaction 
from their altruistic action. The consumer can usually do this without any special 
effort (Kaniewska-Sęba & Stefańska, 2015, pp. 122,124).

For the first time the idea of Cause Related Marketing was used in the United 
States in 1983, when American Express agreed to donate one cent from every pur-
chase made with its card to the fund for the restoration of the Statue of Liberty. Pur-
chasing a product with a cause provides consumers with the feeling that they can 
“make a difference in the world” and “makes philanthropy simple and convenient” 
(Eikenberry, 2009, pp. 52–53). One year later, before the celebration of the 100th 
anniversary of the monument, a marketing campaign was conducted in a very in-
novative way. American Express issued a credit card, and the proceeds from this 
issue and the activities undertaken allowed for the renovation of the monument. 
As a result of the campaign, they generated $ 1.7 million and the use of cards in-
creased by 27%. In 2004 the company changed its strategy and committed to paying 
1 cent from each purchase made by using the card. This campaign was also a suc-
cess (Iwankiewicz-Rak, 2011, pp. 192–193).

The idea of Cause Related Marketing has many supporters, but also entails 
risks. The first relates to the ethics conducted cooperation. It is often seen as more 
beneficial to the company than a non-governmental organization that may derive 
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greater benefit from such cooperation. Lack of suitable control tools in this regard 
(Gołaszewska-Kaczan, 2013, p. 180). 

In Poland, the company take the cooperation in Cause Related Marketing es-
sentially for economic reasons, while in Western Europe such activities are carried 
out for ideas and support social objectives. Therefore, it is often accused of busi-
nesses that are not really interested in social issues that are secondary to them, and 
are only trying to maximize profit. NGOs are often accused of selling his image in 
exchange for subsidies and suport. It is important to choose the appropriate part-
ners to the program. Enterprises should convince the consumer to a serious interest 
in the case, therefore, supported a social purpose should be compatible with their 
mission (Witek, 2015, pp. 1636–1637) and actions taken in the strategy of Corpo-
rate Social Responsibility. The success of this program relies heavily on the image 
of the company, it is also important as is perceived partner NGO. Action, in which 
activated a little-known or perceived negatively the company may fail. It is impor-
tant to choose the right partner in terms of area activities, interests and branch 
(Gołaszewska-Kaczan, 2013, p. 181). Equally important is the choice of the prod-
uct from which part of the proceeds will be allocated to the social objective. Prod-
ucts should not be controversial or detrimental to health. The safest are detergents, 
cosmetics and food.

2. �Non-governmental organizations as an implementer  
of social services

Non-governmental organizations belong to the third sector of the economy. This 
term refers to the concept of division of socio-economic activity of a democratic 
state into three sectors. The first sector includes state institutions (state sector), the 
second sector are the entities which are profit oriented (private sector), but there 
are organizations that are not for profit (non-profit) and do not form part the state 
structure, therefore belong to the third sector (Wygnański, 2011).

NGOs are called voluntary organizations that work independently of govern-
ment and political structures, which are non-profit-making. They lead the efforts 
in social affairs and public good (Wasilewski, 2007, p. 20). According to Polish law, 
these entities cannot share their profits between the members and founders of the 
organization. All profits from the resulting funds or economic activity are spent on 
the implementation of statutory objectives that are socially useful. As a result, non-
profit organizations have certain tax advantages, and do not pay income tax on le-
gal persons.

The operations conducted by non-governmental organizations covers many ar-
eas of public life. Especially there, where problems arise, and there are unsatisfied 
needs in areas which are not an exclusive domain of the state. In implementing 
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their goals, they use custom methods and forms of work that are virtually limitless 
and they depend on customer organization and its possibilities. The biggest advan-
tage of these entities is that they can quickly and completely adapt to the needs and 
expectations of customers.

Establishment and activities of NGOs in Poland is regulated by law, in particu-
lar the Act on Public Benefit and Voluntary dated 24 April 2003. Nowadays, the 
most popular forms of private and non-profit organizations in Poland represent-
ing about 70% are citizens’ initiatives and foundations whose participation is about 
20% (Polskie organizacje pozarządowe 2015, 2015, p. 4). Other entities included in 
the Act and active in the field of public benefit are created by churches and religious 
associations, social cooperatives, and non-profit companies.

The association is a voluntary, self-governing and permanent association whose 
purpose is not to gain from the activity, but rather sets goals and strives to achieve 
them. It has a membership character, because the realization of its objectives should 
in a meaningful way be dispensed by human activity, rather than direct involve-
ment property. For the establishment of the association a minimum of 15 persons 
is required, legal persons can be members.

The foundation can be established for achieving the objectives of social and eco-
nomic aims. A statement of intent is necessary from the founder in order for a par-
ticullar foudation to be legally set up, this is known as the act of foundation. The 
essence of the foundation is its equipment in the assets transferred by the found-
er, and the main task of the foundation is to achieve the objectives specified by the 
donor. This entity can create both natural persons and legal persons. It can hire 
employees, conduct business obligations, receive donations and subsidies from the 
public budget. Foundations can be set up by one person.

Perrow (2000) suggests categorization of non-governmental organizations due to 
their functions within social and service sectors. He distinguishes the following types:

–	 good nonprofits – organizations with mutual benefits, which are character-
ized by providing public services for their members. These services are pro-
vided free or partially free. These organizations offer goods for the collective 
consumption, and build social relationships between the organization, vol-
unteering and society;

–	 intermediate nonprofits – also called quasi public agencies. These are mainly 
large enterprising organizations that provide services outside and cooperate 
with the public, do not require membership, employ full-time employees, 
they are financed with public and private funds and by corporate founda-
tions. They also take an economic service activities (paid), which is a source 
of funding for statutory purposes;

–	 bad non-profits – organizations that provide services, which are similar 
to business firms, pay taxes, with the surplus of revenue being shared be-
tween owners and managers. Examples are foundations whose activities are 
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financed by the owner, and social enterprises. They pursue the economic 
objectives of the owners and do not seek to create partnerships with the so-
cial environment (Perrow, 2000, pp. 33–34).

NGOs which provide social services are distinguished by the fact, that they ap-
ply to solving social problems with new, unconventional methods. They are not ap-
pointed from above, because their activities are very diverse and actively go out to 
beneficiaries. Very often, these entities are the first to discover social problems, as 
they are the first called upon and first to respond. They carry out their actions local-
ly, so have the flexibility to adapt quickly to the needs of a given problem. Very of-
ten they deal with issues that are unpopular and have not been engaged in by pub-
lic services (Grewiński & Skrzypczak, 2011, pp. 113–122).

3. �Characteristics of services provided to society through  
the NGOs

Non-profit organizations provide to the public a lot of services in different spheres 
of life, using traditional and innovative methods. Service is every activity or benefit 
that can be provided by someone to someone else. The service is immaterial, there 
is no impact in the form of ownership of anything (Hollins & Shinkins, 2006, p. 8). 
Its production may or may not be associated with a physical product. Services are 
characterized by the following features:

–	 immateriality – services can not be measured, shown before buying, patent-
ed or transported;

–	 impermanence – the service does not exist outside the process of providing 
it, and can not create stocks of services, there are difficulties synchronizing 
supply and demand;

–	 inseparability in the process of production and consumption – production 
and consumption of services is carried out in the same place and time, often 
the manufacturing process involves the client who establishes direct contact 
with the person providing the service;

–	 heterogeneity – the quality of service depends on many uncontrollable fac-
tors and the quality of personnel, the service standardization process makes 
it very difficult;

–	 inability to acquire ownership rights – the service can not be resold, there is 
no market for services used (Czubała, Jonas, Smoleń, & Wiktor, 2012, p. 18).

Social services, which are provided by NGOs, are different from other forms of 
services that are non-market. They may also be provided by public institutions. It 
is a form of social benefit, the aim of which is to directly satisfy human needs. So-
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cial services are individualized, tailored to specific audiences, who are individu-
als or families. The quality and availability of these services has an impact on the 
functioning of social groups and the wider community. They can be provided free 
of charge, partially or with a fully remuneration fee. They are oriented to the per-
son who uses them, meet the needs of vulnerable groups, through direct provision 
of support and assistance. There are also educational activities, which promote so-
cially desirable behaviors, combating discrimination and actions aimed at upgrad-
ing living standards and create equal opportunities for everyone (Szarfenberg, n.d., 
pp. 12–15).

The services provided to society are associated with the third sector of the econ-
omy because their performers are non-governmental organizations and service us-
ers are their beneficiaries. By using Cause Related Marketing non-governmental 
organizations, which have concluded a partnership agreement with the compa-
ny receive funds for the implementation of their statutory objectives. Most often 
a company declares by transfering all or part of the amount received from the sale 
of a specific product, which is often marked with the logo of the related marketing 
program. In using the tools and techniques of marketing such a program, they gain 
the trust and interest of society, which for the purchase of specific products derive 
satisfaction from altruistic activities and therefore supports a specific social goal, 
and the company cooperating with a NGO gaining consumer loyalty, improve its 
image and notes an increase in sales.

4. �Cause Related Marketing programs and services provided 
by them to society in Poland

Nowadays publicize the social problems is not only the domain of NGOs. It is be-
coming more and more important area of activity of enterprises, particularly those 
that operate according to the principles of corporate social responsibility.

In Poland Cause Related Marketing is becoming increasingly popular. Current-
ly, there are several programs conducted under this type of partnership between 
companies and NGOs. This article presents analysis of the longest lasting and pro-
viding large number of social service Cause Related Marketing programs conduct-
ed in this country. The intention of this analysis is to depict the types of services 
and their beneficiaries through the cooperation of NGO and companies within the 
framework of Cause Related Marketing.
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Give Children Sun

The oldest Cause Related Marketing program conducted in Poland is the Give Chil-
dren Sun carried out by the Foundation Polsat with the company Procter & Gam-
ble. It is the largest marketing initiative common cause implemented in this coun-
try. It was launched in 1999 and continues to date. Every year from 1st September to 
24th December a portion of the profits generated from sales of products of Procter 
& Gamble marked with the logo of action, which is a yellow sun on a red back-
ground are transferred to the Polsat Foundation. Every year a new target is appoint-
ed for solving a given problem relating to the health of children. In the 15 years 
since the inititive was first started about 71 million PLN has bee raised.

The collected funds will be transferred to the Polsat Foundation, which aim to 
achieve service to the charges, which are children with health problems. Money is 
spent on their treatment, operations, therapy and rehabilitation, purchase of medi-
cines, specialized medical equipment necessary to save life and limb. The Give chil-
dren the Sun has also contributed to the complete equipment of 232 branches and 
specialized centers for children.

With the implementation of this program it is possible to use specialized diag-
nostic equipment, medicines and treatment for children living within Polish terri-
tory. Also contributed to solving the problems of specific pediatric center (Fundacja 
Polsat, 2012).

Share your meal

The program Share your meal has been implemented by Danone in 2003 in coop-
eration with the Polish Humanitarian Organisation. Its primary purpose is to com-
bat child malnutrition in Poland. This program can be implemented thanks to the 
commitment of Danone customers, who from August to October by buying prod-
ucts bearing the special logo of which a share of the income from its purchase is al-
located to solve the problem of malnutrition among children. The funds are chan-
neled through financing and co-organizing activities under the program.

Services provided under this program to the community focus on eliminat-
ing the problem of malnutrition among children of school age. Thanks to the funds 
collected using Cause Related Marketing it has been possible to donate more than 
14 million meals to needy children. Under this program, services are provided by 
non-governmental organizations, community centers, schools from across the 
country, businesses and private individuals.

The program works in three areas. The first of these is aid involving the trans-
fer of funds and food to fight malnutrition among children. For this it uses the col-
lection of food. The second is the transfer of money on good ideas, which are grants 
for projects related to connecting feeding children with education in the field of 
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proper nutrition and ecology. So far 243 projects have been implemented, so that 
the nutritional assistance received more than 11,000 children. For the last area of 
assistance, Academy of Share your meal, it helps to establish local partnerships be-
tween business, local government, schools, media and civil society organizations in 
the fight against malnutrition (Danone, 2015).

On the side of nature

The program On the side of nature is being implemented since 2009 in cooperation 
with the State Forests, the Our Earth Foundation and the business organization 
Żywiec Zdrój. Its aim is to develop environmentally friendly attitudes and education 
regarding the impact of trees on the environment in which we live. The program 
includes a yearly campaign of planting one million trees in the Beskid Żywiecki 
and a national grant competition aimed at educational institutions throughout the 
country, in which they transfer funds to carry out local environmental initiatives 
that promote knowledge about trees and their protection and respect for water.

During the 6th edition of the program 5 million trees were planted in Beskid 
Żywiecki, covering an area of over 715 hectares. In the annual Big Feast Planting 
Trees involved 16,000 participants, 100 completed environmental projects in which 
involved 380 organizations and institutions and refurbished 500 km of mountain 
denigrated.

The program On the side of nature uses Cause Related Marketing to raise funds 
to achieve these goals. The company Żywiec Zdrój SA forwards part of the reve-
nue from the sale of their products to protect the environment and planting trees. 
This program implements social services mainly in terms of environmental educa-
tion for children and youth learning. Carried out environmental workshops, on the 
website of the program present interesting information, tips, and quizzes related to 
the topic of the environment. Their aim is to draw attention to the problem of en-
vironmental protection and need for a common education and knowledge from an 
early age about the condition (Żywiec Zdrój, 2015).

Lipton plays with the Orchestra

Cause Related Marketing program Lipton plays with the Orchestra has been car-
ried out since 2013 with the cooperation of Lipton which belongs to the Unilever 
Group and the Great Orchestra of Christmas Charity (GOCC), which is a very fa-
mous Polish foundation, which has been operating for 23 years. The action is un-
dertaken from November 15th to the grand final of the Great Orchestra of Christ-
mas Charity, which takes place in early January and is connected to a nationwide 
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fundraising action for the treatment of children and seniors. At this time, part of 
the proceeds from the sale of specially designed packages of Lipton, with a distinc-
tive logo GOCC supply the account of the foundation. These activities are sup-
ported by an advertising campaign which informs the public about the action. The 
collected funds are earmarked for implementing the goals of the annual final of 
GOCC, which are, for example, the purchase of special equipment for pediatric 
emergency medicine and decent medical care for the elderly (WOSP, 2013).

Each finale of the Great Orchestra of Christmas Charity is a huge venture, the 
foundation tries to raise funds in various ways, including the use of Cause Related 
Marketing. Cooperation with the company Unilever has proved a good idea. How-
ever, it is not known what amount is contributed to the account of the foundation 
of this cooperation, because there is no information regarding this on the website of 
the foundation. The foundation during the annual collection brings together over 
50 million PLN, with these funds equipment is purchased which saves the lives and 
health of children and the elderly (WOSP, 2015).

The Foundation, Great Orchestra of Christmas Charity provides a lot of ser-
vices to the public. These include the education of children in first aid in primary 
schools, the purchase of medicines and special medical equipment for children in 
need and the elderly, purchase of modern medical equipment for hospitals in Po-
land, functioning six national medical programs and Volunteer Centres, which car-
ry out first aid training (O Fundacji Wielka Orkiestra Świątecznej Pomocy – Fun-
dacji Pożytku Publicznego, n.d.).

Conclusions

The provision of social services by NGOs places them as market entities acting in 
the general interest, for improving the welfare of individuals. They also contribute 
to social cohesion, community building and a civil society. These tasks impose an 
obligation to carry out activities and services according to the needs and expecta-
tions of society. NGOs undertake initiative standardization and certification of ser-
vices to increase the correctness of fulfilling tasks and increase their potential and 
market power in the conduct of activities and gaining public support.

Cause Related Marketing is a tool with which NGOs can gain the financial re-
sources to carry out their statutory objectives. With the use of non-cooperation 
with commercial entities, it is possible to offer and provide a variety of services to 
the public. The most common services funded using Cause Related Marketing in 
Poland relate to aiding sick children and the elderly, feeding needy children, care 
for the environment by planting new trees and educational activities.

An important element of Cause Related Marketing programs is also education-
al activities and grant programs which, through funding allows for the activation 
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of local communities in order to solve a particular social problem. Subsequent edi-
tions and successes that reach users of Cause Related Marketing have further con-
vinced of the rightness of cooperation between NGOs and businesses and transfer 
by donations stimulated by purchasing funds for the implementation of specific so-
cial goals. It should pay special attention to the risks and limitations associated with 
the use of Cause Related Marketing. Imperfectly designed and carried out in coop-
eration can be a source of problems for the company and the NGO. Therefore, the 
most important is the selection of a reliable partner and an appropriate choice of 
the social goal, it is also important that the campaign concerned the one area that is 
compatible with its activity of the company.
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Abstract

One of the aspects of the volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous environment is the 
contagion effect that impacts the organization. In order to understand what the conta-
gion does and what contagion effect means for organization, the author conducted an in-
depth literature review, and defined these ambiguous concepts emerging in various re-
search fields. The paper also discusses models of mechanisms that facilitate the spread of 
contagion including the 4C model, contagion model of sales peak. What is more, the au-
thor proposed the diagnostic tool to map a contagion effect induced by external factors. 
The theoretical consideration on the contagion and contagion effect is supported by exam-
ples coming from the business practice.

Paper type: conceptual article

Keywords: complexity, contagion effect, crisis, organization, positive influence, risk 

Introduction

Contagion and contagion effect are phenomenon that emerge in various research 
fields, contexts, and involves different entities. Fragmentation of knowledge on con-
tagion and contagion effect results from the unstructured problems that are hard in 
covering and resolving. Initially, the concept of contagion was probably used in im-
munology, and then was adapted into various fields of research including psychol-
ogy, marketing or finance.

1  sławomir.wyciślak@gmail.com
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The primary goals of the article are to synthetize knowledge on contagion and 
contagion effect and present the models of contagion in organization. The author 
will also suggest a diagnostic tool for mapping contagion effect in the organization.

The research problem raised in the paper is of descriptive, explaining, defining, 
and diagnostic character. In terms of thinking, the author applies synthesis, combin-
ing elements of induction and deduction, analysis. Although, the paper sourced from 
the literature review it is supported by examples coming from the business practice.

1. Contagion – definition and types

The review of literature allows to distinguish two basic approaches to the under-
standing of the term “contagion.” They involve the spread of financial crises and 
imitation of behaviour. The latter includes the emotional contagion, defined as 
“tendency to automatically mimic and synchronize facial expressions, vocaliza-
tions, postures and movements with those of another person and, consequently, 
to converge emotionally” (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994, p. 5). As part of 
the interpretative framework of such phenomena, viral marketing (Trusov, Buck-
lin, & Pauwels, 2009), purchasing decisions (Argo, Dahl, & Morales, 2008) or be-
haviour within the supply chain (McFarland, Bloodgood, & Payan, 2008) are the 
concepts of contagion used in the context of imitating behaviour. The approach 
to financial markets focuses on the spreading of crises, negative shocks or distur-
bances (Edwards, 2000; Kaminsky, Reinhart, & Végh, 2003; Goldstein, 1998; Rose 
& Spiegel, 2009; Forbes, 2012, Pericoli & Sbracia, 2003).

Both cognitive perspectives are sometimes complementary, and e.g. the analy-
ses describing the spread of financial crises take into consideration the imitation of 
behaviour typical of the “herd behaviour.” An essential strand of analyses undertak-
en within the framework of contagion is that it intensifies the existing interdepend-
ence (Kaminsky et al., 2003; Markwat, Kole, & van Dijk, 2009). It is assumed that 
contagion is subject to escalation, which is why local disturbances may transform 
into regional or even global crises (Markwat et al., 2009). Contagion is also defined 
as the co-movement in excess of that implied by the factor model, i.e. above and be-
yond what can be explained by fundamentals taking into account their natural evo-
lution over time (Bekaert, Ehrmann, Fratzscher, & Mehl, 2011).

The phenomenon of contagion is also characterized by the fact that the classical 
mechanism of spreading crises involves investors in a number of countries owning 
the same assets or applying the same cognitive mechanisms. The latter results in, for 
example, the panic effect and herd behaviour, which, in turn, facilitate the spread of 
contagion (Roubini & Mihm, 2011).

In this paper, the author defines contagion as a phenomenon of rapid, immedi-
ate, high frequently, self-replicating influence on the affected entities.
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Immediacy consists in the fact that as soon as the mechanism of influence starts 
to operate, contagion occurs. Rapidity is tantamount to the intensity of the phe-
nomenon. Its scope may include such attributes of contagion as its high frequency, 
which refers to the escalation of connections as result of contagion, as well as its ca-
pacity to multiply by replication in numerous situations.

In the light of the above considerations, contagion can be defined as the process 
of accelerated spread of repeatedly replicating information, which is possible owing to 
its capacity to impose the mechanism of action on the affected entity (e.g. a company). 
With respect to the way contagion occurs, two kinds of the process can be isolated:

–	 direct exposure contagion – occurs when one entity influences another, e.g. 
liquidity problems affecting a company may cause similar problems in oth-
er companies;

–	 emerging contagion – when entities affected by contagion appear indepen-
dently of one another owing to their exposure to the same kind of assets, e.g. 
bonds of Eurozone states at risk of bankruptcy (Greece, Spain, Portugal), 
but such assets may also include currencies and derivative instruments.

When it comes to the presence or absence of intention, contagion can be divid-
ed into:

–	 intentional – when it is spread purposefully; it may occur e.g. when an en-
terprise intentionally abuses the terms and conditions of cooperation;

–	 non-intentional – when contagion occurs as a result of lack of awareness, 
e.g. when a participant in the value chain initiates certain attitudes which 
are then inadvertently adopted by other participants.

As regards to the distribution of its sources, contagion can be characterised as:

–	 single-epicentre (e.g. the US in August 2007);
–	 multiple-epicentre (e.g. Greece and Italy in 2011).

With respect to its types, contagion is usually characterised as:

–	 financial – e.g. the interbank market (Müller, 2006), exposure to foreign as-
sets (Rose & Spiegel, 2009), liquidity problems (Hernández & Valdes, 2001), 
direct financial connections (Hernández & Valdes, 2001), CDSs (Credit De-
fault Swaps) (Hernández & Valdes, 2001);

–	 financial-real economy – contagion spreads in the sphere of the real econo-
my through the actions of the financial markets, e.g. abrupt cessation of com-
mercial bank lending due to insufficient liquidity on the interbank market;

–	 real – contagion within the sphere of the real economy, e.g. exposure of 
trading connections to country zero, that is, the one where the crisis has 
started, or a sudden decrease in the volume of orders.
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However, there are also other kinds of contagion that, from the vantage point of 
a company, do not necessarily have a negative impact on its operation. According-
ly, the following types of contagion have been identified:

–	 virtual – those that occur in the virtual space, e.g. a film that shows poor 
recruitment practices or certain aspects of organisational culture, which, 
on the other hand, offer an opportunity for buzz marketing based on the 
unique contents of a film, game, virtual postcards;

–	 virtual-real – the transmission of phenomena that occur in virtual space 
into the real world, e.g. contagion in the virtual sphere drives the actual pur-
chasing decisions made by consumers.

The distinctions fundamentally correspond with the channels of contagion. Ad-
mittedly, in literature the relationships between the notion of contagion and chan-
nels of contagion are ambiguous. According to the principles of causal reasoning, 
contagion should occur via such channels. However, the literature does not always 
support this distinction.

Figure 1.  Types of contagion. 

The considerations reviewed so far warrant the definition of contagion as a spa-
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(e.g. an organisation such as a business enterprise). In the sphere of corporate ac-
tivity, one may identify three types of behaviours in the face of the contagion effect. 
They include situations where the enterprise is subject to contagion, itself causes 
contagion or when contagion occurs within it. These three situations may occur si-
multaneously.

2. Mechanisms that facilitate the spread of contagion

There are two models of mechanisms that facilitate the spread of contagion. The 
first one involves the negative aspects of contagion, while the other can be linked 
both to the negative and positive interpretations of contagion.

In the first case, the spread of contagion is interpreted as a process in which the 
lack of documented security measures leads to a drop in confidence and escalation 
of contagion. For example, buyers of CDOs (Collateralised Debt Obligations) as-
sumed the risk of mortgage repayment defaults in the United States. Once the de-
fault rates for subprime loans started to increase, CDO owners were infected with 
problems occurring in the subprime loan market.

The spread of contagion was intensified by repurchase agreements. Mortgage-
backed instruments were supposed to act as collateral for the repurchase of agree-
ments made by banks. When its value dropped, repo lenders required that the col-
lateral be topped up long before the loan was due to be repaid. Worse still, other 
partners required larger collaterals for other transactions, since they were con-
cerned about the solvency of the borrowers. Demands for increased collateral led 
to a massive sale of assets.

Figure 2.  Model 4C. 
Source: based on Wyciślak, 2013, p. 51.
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Naturally, it is possible that the spread of alarming information results in a drop 
in confidence, and, consequently, in contagion. All business contracts are founded 
on a certain degree of trust. The greater the trust, the lower the costs of contracts. 
The level of trust as well as social capital can be considered to be the basic determi-
nants of contagion in terms of relationships amongst enterprises.

Figure 3.  A model of origin and spread of contagion.

The fundamental factors include e.g. increased interest on bonds above the 
planned limit, whereas emotions comprise anxiety, fear and panic. Yet fundamen-
tal factors may also involve advantages offered by the product such as a new taste 
or new functional packaging. And these in conjunction with emotions such as rap-
ture, admiration and recognition result in a positive contagion effect.

The process that showed most, if not all, attributes of contagion was one of 
the factors that led to the bankruptcy of General Motors. On June 1, 2009, the 
101-year-old automotive giant applied for protection from creditors. The bankrupt-
cy of General Motors was the fourth largest in US history (in terms of aggregat-
ed assets). The new General Motors is called General Motors Company LLC, a dif-
ferent entity from its predecessor. The US giant was bailed out thanks to state help 
(both in Europe and in the US). GMAC, the (former) financial arm of General 
Motors, in the period directly preceding the global financial crisis, committed it-
self heavily to investment in the subprime credit market. For some time, GMAC in 
a way subsidised the proper mission of General Motors, which was car manufactur-
ing. Once the subprime speculative bubble in the US exploded, General Motors was 
destroyed. Losses incurred by GMAC cancelled out the profit from the principal ac-
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tivity of the company (Talbott, 2009). Thus, in the case of General Motors, we are 
dealing with financial-to-real contagion and with the deterioration of fundamental 
conditions related to the speculative bubble on the subprime loan market in the US.

In the case of MF Global Holdings, the source of contagion were the bonds of 
heavily indebted Eurozone states. In 2010, MF Global Holdings started buying the 
bonds issued by such countries as Italy, Spain, Portugal, Ireland, and Belgium on 
the assumption that the prices of those bonds would continue to increase as interest 
rates fell. The reality turned out to be exactly the opposite – prices of the bonds in 
question fell, while the interest rates steadily increased. The exposure of MF Glob-
al Holdings to bonds of those European countries totalled $6.3 billion, which was 
five times more than its equity capital (as at September 30, 2011). Finally, on Octo-
ber 31, 2011 MF Global Holdings filed for bankruptcy in the US Bankruptcy Court 
in Manhattan (Evans, 2011). This was the eighth largest bankruptcy in US history.

In Poland, the phenomenon of contagion can be analysed in terms of prob-
lems related to currency options. Losses due to these derivative financial instru-
ments were incurred by such companies as Apator, Ciech, Duda, Fota and Krosno, 
Sanwil, Ropczyce, Alchemia, Forte, MIT, Paged and PKM Duda. As result of loss-
es due to currency options, banks financing the meat producer Duda filed a motion 
for its bankruptcy. In July 2009, the company came to an agreement with the banks 
and converted its payable dues of 300 million PLN into company shares (Dowgiel-
ski, 2011).

Naturally, an infected company may become a source of problems for other 
companies. It may occur intentionally, when the enterprise in question purpose-
fully refrains from cooperation. At this moment it makes sense to ask, under what 
conditions companies tend to share risks and when do they tend to infect others? 
In this respect, the level of trust appears to be the decisive factor, however, we can-
not forget about the propensity to exploit a dominant position in the network as 
well as how easy it is to break the relationship. In the face of contagion, one should 
simply break the relationship. Thus, risk-sharing appears to be advantageous when 
the general economic situation is favourable. In the context of instability, it is better 
to remain isolated. Contagion may also occur inadvertently, when within the val-
ue chain certain disadvantageous behaviours tend to be more and more widely im-
itated (e.g. overstocking).

One of the models stemmed from a business practice that illustrates contagion 
in supply chain is illustrated in the Figure 4.

The contagion effect manifests itself in supply chain by sales peaks. Contagion 
effect is a result of certain patterns in behaviour of the sales staff. The latter is deter-
mined to meet monthly targets. Knowing that retail chains in other words custom-
ers wait for the months’ endings in order to get the highest possible discounts. This 
means that last working week has seen even about 60% of total value monthly sales. 
Accumulation of customers’ orders over the months’ endings affects other company 
functions, including customer service, logistics, procurement, but also IT and HR.
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Figure 4.  Contagion model of peak in sales.

Customer service needs to secure resources for additional work both on entry 
and validation of orders. Consequences are twofold: higher costs and more errors.

Logistics also need to secure additional transportation capacities from the spot 
market, which translates into higher costs. Transport Service Providers even run 
of capacities and are not able to ensure the proper service levels. What is more, the 
trucks are not fully loaded which means waste.

The additional warehousing capacities should be secured, which translates into 
more resources to commit. The latter results in a growth in need for FTE. Full-time 
equivalent is a unit that indicates the workload of an employed person in a way that 
makes work-loads or class loads comparable across various contexts. As the addi-
tional temporary resources are primarily secured by employment agency, new em-
ployees are not skilled enough, and the training is time consuming. Consequently, 
productivity is on the downward spiral, and costs witnessing the growth.

When it comes to inventory control, the Pareto method is a classical way for di-
viding items into classes. Each class is then assigned to a dedicated area of the ware-
house. The fastest moving items are generally called A-items, whereas next fastest 
moving category of products is called B-items, both consequently and respectively 
next fastest one – C-items. However, the new criteria are needed to optimize stor-
age within the Pareto method in the wake of contagion. It means that picking list 
from the Warehousing Management System, should be improved by further stud-
ies based on for example discrete event simulation. Depending on the homogenei-
ty of the customers’ orders, picking or handling are the most resource intensive op-
erations and the most ones affected by contagion.

The other consequence of contagion is the growth in the number of quality 
claims raised by customers, orders are not delivered – in full, on-time, error free.
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3. Building the diagnostics tool

Investigating contagiousness potential may be treated as an element of strategic-
level analysis. It can become a component in the strategic analysis framework for 
company-like organizations. What should be noted is that contagion does not have 
to be a loosely structured problem as it may occur in the case of highly structured 
issues and be a result of errors in action methodology as well as epistemic-level 
problems.

Further in the diagnosis, the specificity of a contagiousness phenomenon needs 
to be addressed. In the light of this notion, the following problem areas should be 
explored:

–	 the degree of interconnectedness intensity for a given enterprise,
–	 the level of influence on decision-making patterns (assessing undisclosed 

knowledge) – behaviour imitation.

Figure 5.  Schematic representation of contagion diagnosis phase.
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Table 1  Analytical formula for contagion assessment

Analytical formula for contagion assessment

Characteristics Description

Evaluation It is intended to transform the data obtained and to turn them into evaluative and/
or quantitative categories. The above is achieved through the following: choosing 
evaluation criteria, determining the weights of evaluation criteria, factor ranking, 
aggregation and dissection, synthesis, evaluative ordering, and others.
Appropriate diligence needs to be observed when choosing evaluation criteria. To 
that end, it is indispensable to strive to objectivize the selection of evaluation criteria 
and to discard arbitrary or contingent benchmarks. One methodologically correct 
and practically useful solution to specify evaluation criteria is the successive ap-
proximation procedure. 

Categorization The procedure aims to determine the qualitative class of factors that cause conta-
gion; with regard to evaluation, categorization is secondary and complementary.

Selection Investigation the importance of factors that cause contagion. Their importance may 
be determined on the basis of the following criteria:

−− significance (how strongly a given factor that causes contagion influences the 
effective functioning of the company), 

−− necessary resources to act in order to block, compensate for, minimize, eliminate 
the contagion and its effects,

−− interconnectedness of factors that cause contagion: whether taking action is 
a premise (a condition) of actions against other such factors or the countermeas-
ures are independent; the existence of applicability limits guarantees any future 
changes in value(s) of the factor(s) that result(s) in contagion shall be noticed 
and re-evaluated.

Basically, the purpose of assessing factors that result in contagion is to turn 
them into measurable quantities. General methodological requirements concern-
ing factor assessment process are:

–	 preparing assessment ground rules,
–	 selecting assessment methods and techniques,
–	 formulating assessment standards.

Correctly established, the factors that cause contagion demand interpretation. 
What becomes necessary then is relevant expertise and an objective, impartial way 
of thinking. One should remember that in some complicated cases when imple-
mentation of advanced research techniques had failed, the problem was recognized 
after subsequent meticulous consideration of contagion causes that were present-
ed by employees. Naturally, the course of failings is marked for its divergence. Their 
course varies depending on the type of organization. Behaviour imitation or the de-
gree to which managers’ strategic-level decision-making patterns have been influ-
enced. Studying changes in managers’ decision-making patterns may be performed 
by considering such factors as: preferences in strategic choices, acquiescence to-
wards external entities’ behaviour, susceptibility to external influences.



69On some aspects of contagion effect in organization – models and diagnostic tools

Interconnectedness intensity may, in turn, be examined in relation to financial 
realm and logistics. In this area, what can be distinguished are for instance sale of 
assets, negotiations with creditors, renegotiating delivery terms.

The essential issues with regard to addressing a contagion situation are the pos-
sibilities, scope, time of cooperation with external entities. This happens due to the 
fact that affected organizations are unable, because of the extent of contagion ef-
fects, to single-handedly manage the actions that lead to compensation, minimiza-
tion, and elimination of various failings.

Discussion and conclusion

The contagion induced in the company should be further discussed. In the case of 
contagion within a company, the decisive role is played by its organisational cul-
ture and leadership. Rumours tend to spread in the context of nepotism (division 
of goods and services at variance with the social, legal and ethical order). However, 
a positive contagion effect can be achieved thanks to the existence of genuine lead-
ership.

In terms of negative contagion, the reasons are tensions between the reality and 
expectations. The ambitious employees are tasked with ambitious tasks and have 
high expectations. But, the difference between reality and expectation/ambitions 
leverages frustrations. This, in turn, translates into rumours fuelling the organiza-
tion. Frustrated peopled leave the company and infect others. As a result, the com-
pany suffers from the waves of employees leaving.

On the other side, the contagion could be applied by positively impacting oth-
ers. Achieving positive contagion is about leveraging resources in the way that will 
allow us to exploit fully their potential. Finding out the leverages is a key to awake 
the contagion and benefiting from contagion effect. Enthusiasm and passion are 
amongst the positive contagion leverages. Having passion and enthusiasm in place 
we could then stimulate for example creativity in organization. About 30 minutes 
session would be an appropriate and sufficient tool to achieve the contagion effect 
for creativity. The agenda of such session would consist of: presentation of creativity 
role in solving problems, practical tips, methods of stimulating creativity; fun/work 
in subgroups, going to a social event. The bottom line for inducing positive conta-
gion effect for creativity is however to build a creative mood by exploit leverages in-
cluding passion and enthusiasm.

The further research should also focus on spontaneous knowledge wide spread-
ing within the organization. For investigating an impact of external factors on or-
ganization the appropriate mathematical tools should be developed.
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