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Abstract

Purpose — As a rule, common courts are hermetic organizations, separated from their stakeholders
by procedures based on legal provisions. For these reasons, they are often perceived as unreliable and
non-transparent, and as such, they do not inspire trust among stakeholders. The authors posit that the
court's community involvement may lead to the increased accountability and legitimacy of courts, which
should in turn result in jurisprudence benefits. This paper discusses the concept of community involvement
of courts, demonstrates how this idea may be implemented and explains its benefits for courts.

Design/methodology/approach — The results of an action research study undertaken between June
2013 and March 2018 at the Regional Court in Gdansk (Poland) are discussed.

Findings — The results highlight factors underlying the implementation of the idea of community
involvement, as well as the areas in which courts take these actions, and explain how it influences their
accountability and legitimacy. This research describes the interests of different stakeholders and
proposes a range of actions that may be taken by courts while cooperating with stakeholders to achieve
the aims of community involvement. It also proposes a set of steps that enable courts to implement the
idea of community involvement.

Originality/value — This paper develops the idea of the community involvement of courts, which may be
used as an operating rule for public institutions to increase their legitimacy and accountability and explain
its introduction in the context of courts. It offers a universal framework for the community involvement of
courts that can be used in the context of any court in both the continental and Anglo-Saxon systems.

Keywords Stakeholders, Action research, Community involvement, Courts, Justice system,
Social responsibility of public organizations

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

Justice is necessary to achieve both ethical and social balance in every community and to
drive a healthy economy. Despite this crucial role, the justice system in many European
countries, especially those in Eastern and Southern European countries, has an
insufficiently trustworthy public image (Jackson et al., 2011). Courts are expected to make
decisions in cases and matters efficiently and to a high standard while completing
proceedings within a short period, as well as keeping the running costs at a reasonable
level (Voigt, 2016). The rule of getting “value for money” has dominated other values of
jurisprudence. Qualitative aspects such as the involvement of courts in pro-social actions
remain an undervalued aspect of court activities.

Public sector institutions, similarly to private sector ones, need to meet the expectations of
multiple stakeholders. Nowadays citizens expect ethical responsibility from public
managers and organizations, and this increasing interest in social and ethical issues has
produced a growing demand for greater accountability and transparency of public
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institutions (Ricci and Fusco, 2016). Also the justice system should operate in a transparent,
credible and responsible way (Ricci and Fusco, 2016). Demand for a new paradigm, based
on social responsibility, involves not only companies but also politics, public administrations
and their relationship with stakeholders and society as a whole. Taking a multi-stakeholder
perspective into consideration, social responsibility is an antecedent of organizational
reputation which influences the behavior of stakeholders (Maden et al, 2012). For this
reason, interest in research that investigates the perceptions of external stakeholders
concerning the social responsibility of public sector organizations is growing. Social
responsibility, which was originally linked to private sector stakeholders (Crowther and Seifi,
2020), is nowadays considered applicable to all types of organizations, including public
sector organizations (Abdelmotaleb and Saha, 2018; Ates and Buittgen, 2011). We believe
that the implementation of the idea of social responsibility and a component known as
corporate community involvement in common courts may contribute to their opening up to
the needs of stakeholders and establishing relations with them, which in turn may result in
an improvement in the image of courts and, most importantly, improve the quality of the
functioning of courts.

Thus, respecting the ‘trias politica’ framework, we posit that courts are institutions that
should adopt some practices that have been introduced by private and other public
institutions and gain a great deal by building relationships with stakeholders through
engaging in pro-social actions. So far, community involvement is not common practice,
although in some countries this idea is being applied. Examples can be found in Sweden
(Contini, 2010) or the USA (Seattle Municipal Court, 2020). We posit that, apart from their
core (judicial) activity, courts may play an active role in increasing the state of knowledge
both of their functioning (structure, service processes) and in spreading knowledge of the
law and social values based on equality and justice. In turn, it would recover trust in courts
and create their positive reputation and image. Increasing legal awareness through
listening to the expectations of the court’s stakeholders and the court’s involvement in the
legal education of the local community may translate into the quality of jurisprudence.
Therefore, it becomes necessary to open the courts and establish a dialogue with
stakeholders by building a community-involved court which takes pro-social actions.

In a nutshell, the paper contributes to filling the gap in the community involvement of courts,
which is an underexamined area of social responsibility theory. The main aim of the article is
to develop a framework of the community involvement of courts based on the theory of
social responsibility. The model subordinates the strategy of the court’s action to the
stakeholders of the organization. In particular, the presented research aims to address the
following interconnected research questions:

RQ1. Do courts have the potential for community involvement?
RQ2. Who are the stakeholders that can engage in the pro-social activities of courts?
RQ3. What are the goals of courts’ stakeholders?

RQ4. What are the benefits of community involvement for courts? Does community
involvement increase the accountability and legitimacy of courts?

RQ5. How can the community involvement of courts be supported and enhanced?

Scientific research on the idea of the community involvement of courts is currently at the
grassroots level. Although it has been suggested by practitioners, its implementation and
outcomes have been poorly recognized so far also due to the fact of the limited number of
courts taking such actions. For this reason, we were first and foremost interested in
examining whether and how it is possible to introduce the community involvement of a court
into its actions. Taking into consideration the above considerations, we intend to fill the
research gap that relates to the applicability of the concept of community involvement into
the context of the justice system. An action research method was applied to achieve these
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goals. Using the organization as a “physical laboratory”, AR enables the development and
testing of practical interventions and allows the advancement of scientific knowledge
(Soranzo et al., 2017). The experiences of a Polish regional court served as a source of
empirical data. The paper begins with the derivation of the concept of community
involvement of courts. Subsequently, the rationale for adopting an action research design is
introduced and the institution which is the object of the case study is described. Finally, we
go on to present the main results and discuss them from a theoretical and managerial point
of view.

Theoretical background of courts’ community involvement

In the business setting, the aspects of responsibility take the form of corporate social
responsibility (CSR), which is a concept that adopts the expectations and demands of a
wide range of stakeholders, including society, the environment, and individuals, as a factor
that determines corporate performance (Yuan et al., 2018). Interest in social responsibility
has been extended to the public sector (De Sa Medeiros, 2021). As Cooper (1998) claims,
“responsibility is the key concept in developing an ethic for the administrative role” (p. 58).
Since the 1970s traditional emphasis on efficiency in the field of public administration has
been challenged by scholars and practitioners who emphasize the need for “social justice,
moral reasoning, greater collaboration between administrators and citizens, and a more
critical analysis of the role of the administrative state in society” (Plant, 2018). We claim that
the responsibility of public organizations should manifest in the ethical and transparent
management of relationships with key stakeholders of the institution (Gaete, 2008).

Corporate community involvement (CCl) is one of the key components of CSR which is often
used to address stakeholders. It relates to interactions between a company and its
immediate environment and contributions which an organization voluntarily makes to its
community, usually through partnerships with other organizations and taking pro-social
actions. According to CCl, organizations serve the community that represents a diverse
group of stakeholders who live and exist within a wide coverage boundary (Denni and
Cadeaux, 2014). Similar to CSR, CCI usually refers to business organizations. There is a
gap in both theory and research that relate to public organizations. To provide a theoretical
background for the community involvement of courts, we relate it to institutional theory,
stakeholder theory, legitimacy theory and accountability theory (Fusco and Ricci, 2019).

First, changes in the approach of courts toward community involvement are rooted in
institutional theory, which suggests that organizations are strongly affected by the
institutional environment, such as norms, rules and an understanding of what is acceptable
or normal behavior and which cannot be changed easily and/or instantaneously.
Institutional theory links responsibility practices to the values and norms of the society in
which an organization operates. It argues that organizations apply rules and norms
because they seem obvious or natural (March and Olsen, 1983). Failure to act in
accordance with norms and expectations may lead to illegitimacy, which is why
organizations decide to be isomorphic to other successful organizations. Isomorphic
pressures produce increasing similarity among organizations over time (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983). The transfer of ideas is a process that requires adaptation ideas for
organizational fields and the translation of the idea by individual organizations to make a
concept meaningful (Weiss, 2020). Institutional and later neo-institutional theory has also
been applied to the field of public management (Whitford et al., 2020). As we can observe
that an increasing number of companies are voluntarily implementing social issues in their
operations (Brower and Dacin, 2020), we can expect that such actions may also become a
prevailing trend in the public sector (Guthrie et al., 2010), including in courts.

Second, the community involvement of courts is embedded in stakeholder theory.
Stakeholders are defined as “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the
achievement of the organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 1984). These individuals or groups
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act as arbiters of public value, whose different perceptions of what constitutes public value
are relevant (Best et al.,, 2019). The public value paradigm emphasizes an open-minded
relational approach, which also means including less powerful stakeholders such as the
local community in collaboration. This is also the idea of the shared responsibility paradigm,
which seems to be associated with a duty to behave according to certain principles or
goals that are of value, along with other agents (citizens, organizations, institutions), and/or
to pursue the achievement of some common goals or states of affairs (Sacconi, 2011). Also,
importantly in the context of the issue at hand, stakeholder engagement assumes that an
individual or group from outside the organization has a need for information (Greco et al.,
2015). After analyzing the expectations and influence of stakeholders, public managers
need to develop strategies to manage relationships with stakeholders to increase their
support while minimizing their negative impacts on planned decisions. This is of particular
importance in crisis situations (Van der Wal, 2020) when the reputation of the courts may be
under threat. Therefore, court presidents and managers can use the expectations of
stakeholders as the basis for communication to decrease the distance between the
institution and its stakeholders to achieve legitimacy.

The concept of legitimacy can contribute to understanding the impact of institutional
pressures. Business legitimacy describes the complex relationship between organizations
and their environment (Gestel et al., 2020). In his seminal work, Suchman (1995, p. 574)
claims that legitimacy may be defined as “generalized perception or assumption that the
actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed
system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions”. This approach to legitimacy has its roots in
institutional theory and includes such aspects as cognitive, moral and pragmatic legitimacy
(Rendtorff, 2020). More recently, Rendtorff (2019) proposed defining legitimacy with reference
to corporate social responsibility, corporate citizenship and corporate governance. In this
context, legitimacy can be defined as the self-reflective deliberation of an organization on
values and ethics (Rendtorff, 2020, p. 22). When a disparity, actual or potential, exists between
the two value systems, there is a threat to the entity’s legitimacy. Legitimacy is based on the
notion that the legitimate organization supports the interests of its stakeholders and is therefore
accepted by them. In a governance or regulatory context, power (including regulatory) relations
are legitimate where those engaged in them perceive or believe them to be so. Legitimacy lies
in the values, interests, expectations, and cognitive frames of those who are perceiving or
accepting the regime as they do in the regime itself (Black, 2008). For legal institutions such as
courts, legitimacy provides authority, which is essential to judicial effectiveness (Suchanek,
2020, p. 47). Even if people may believe specific decisions are wrong, they still continue to
support the court if they respect it as a competent institution, i.e. the court power is still
accepted and obeyed by individuals (Gibson and Caldeira, 1995; Wempe, 2009).

To maintain legitimacy, organizations must provide accounts of their activities. Accountability
includes a set of standards of conduct for good governance, including the willingness to act in
a transparent, fair, compliant and equitable way. It involves the provision of information by an
actor or organization, the discussion of or deliberation on that information, and the (potential)
imposition of rewards or sanctions in cases of misconduct (Schmidt and Wood, 2019).
Accountability means calling an organization “to account” for their actions and having the
power to levy sanctions for infringements or malpractices. This model is based on the idea of a
two-way relationship between an actor and a forum (the stakeholders) (Greco et al., 2015).
Compared to the private sector, expectations pertaining to and obligations toward the
accountability of public institutions have always been higher. The new public management
reforms resulted in a demonstration of their financial and non-financial performance (Laegreid,
2014). Interest in the subject of accountability is also visible in the practice of court operations
(International Commission of Jurists, 2016; Menzies and Melis, 2012). Here we would like to
make a distinction between “accountability” of judicial decision-making and “accountability” of
the judicial administration. The first is directed toward the individual judge, developing a
personal and professional imperative to actually “do the right thing”. The second is directed to
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the institutional reputation for integrity, ensuring “that justice should not only be done, but
should manifestly and undoubtedly be seen to be done.” This external aspect of accountability
involves public perceptions (Mclintyre, 2019). Although we do not question the independence
of judges and courts, we stress the need for stakeholder trust in courts and their belief that
activities undertaken in the institutions of the justice system are oriented toward the
achievement of social value.

Referring the above considerations to the specificity of courts’ activities, we claim that
courts, as with private and other public organizations, need to take their stakeholders into
consideration, and act in a way that includes publicly accepted norms and values, which
also relates to being fair and transparent. In particular, we propose that a court's community
involvement refers to voluntarily undertaking long-term actions for the benefit of its
stakeholders. Moreover, the court should initiate a number of activities integrating the local
environment in which it operates. It becomes a partner, coordinator and initiator of various
initiatives for the benefit of society and its own employees. A court that is involved in its
community makes efforts to understand and involve stakeholders in its actions and
decision-making process. It also communicates undertaken actions clearly to all interested
groups and thus becomes transparent. A result of active involvement of the court in pro-
social activities, e.g. legal education which stimulates and raises awareness of the
significance of problems in the local community, should positively affect its image and
increase its accountability and legitimacy, making it a modern and open organization.

Research design and methodology

The general expectation of our study is to develop the concept of community involvement of
courts and test its applicability in court operations. Aligned with the presented research
questions, which were expected to generate academic knowledge, the research aimed to
foster the application of the idea of community involvement, in line with ‘mode 2’ research
(Harvey et al.,, 2002) on courts’ actions. An action research (AR) approach is particularly
suitable for the understanding, planning and implementation of changes in communities,
groups or organizations (Coghlan and Brannick, 2014). Additionally, this method is aimed at
identifying and solving a specific problem of the organization (Guerci et al., 2018).

This method was also used due to the fact that AR assumes collaboration between
researchers, practitioners and laymen (Burns, 2000). Subjects participating in the research
and their knowledge are as important as the researcher’s knowledge itself in this research.
For this reason, the subjects served as a source of knowledge about the problems
occurring in the organization which are related to the subject of the study. Additionally, the
principal researcher was the president of the court which participated in the research and
had deep, valuable prior knowledge of both the organization and stakeholders. The other
researchers supported him in the area of theory and data analysis.

Relating to the checklist for action research proposed by Altrichter et al. (2002), the situation
described in this article met the following criteria: people developed their work by
interlinking their reflections and actions and shared their experiences with other participants
and the wider public; participants gathered data in relation to their own questions
themselves; participation involved decision-making and power sharing; and the engaged
parties could experience the self-reflection process and learning by doing.

Common courts in Poland are attached in terms of administrative issues to the Ministry of
Justice. There are the following types of common courts:

B District courts- courts of first instance, which handle most cases;

®  Regional court— courts of first and second instance, which handle serious cases and
appeals; their jurisdiction covers an area of several district courts; and
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®m  Appellate courts — courts of second instance, whose jurisdiction covers a territory of at
least two regional courts.

The object of this study, the District Court in Gdansk, is one of the largest courts in Poland
(with 153 judges and three referendaries, over 300 administrative employees and 82 side
judges). It was selected through purposive sampling due to the court’s enthusiasm for the
study and the willingness to implement the idea of community involvement. The study was
conducted from June 2013 to October 2018. The data collection procedure was
subordinated to the requirements of triangulation of sources and respondents. As part of
the conducted research, successive observations of the phenomena taking place within the
organization were carried out, as were a number of interviews with the court’s management,
various groups of stakeholders, and quantitative surveys with stakeholders on the subject of
collaboration with the court and the quality of this cooperation. Discussions with external
experts as well as internal and external stakeholders on the acceptance of the changes
introduced, their effectiveness and impact on the perception of the organization were also
conducted in the research process.

We started by identifying the problem which was developing the framework for the
community involvement of courts. Subsequently, we conducted the research using an
approach proposed by Susman and Evered (1978); yet in our case the research was
divided into two intervention phases. In each phase we took the following procedure:
formulating alternative courses of action for solving a problem (action planning); selecting a
course of action (action taking); studying the consequences of actions (action evaluating);
and dentifying general findings (specifying learning). The first one familiarized the
participants with the idea of court's community involvement, including cooperation with
different groups of stakeholders. The change was then planned. Subsequently, activities
were undertaken while the process and consequences of the change were analyzed. At the
end of the first stage, reflections on these processes took place and the consequences of
the implemented activities were determined. At that point, further activities were again
planned and implemented, after which the consequences of their implementation were
analyzed. This stage was also summarized by means of conclusions and reflections
(Kemmis and McTaggart, 2005).

The community involvement of courts: data collection and analysis of the results
First stage of the intervention. June 2013 to October 2014

Action planning. To determine the intervention on the “as is” community involvement, we
adopted the approach proposed by Stringer (1996), suggesting that, in an action research
project, the changes to a situation should be defined in detail. It was assumed that this
stage would enable participants to recognize the potential of implementing pro-social
activities in court activities and identify and hierarchize court stakeholders, both in the area
of basic court activities and pro-social activities. As a particularly important role in
legitimacy processes is played by the image of an organization created on the basis of
multilateral communication processes with stakeholders, a means of informing them about
pro-social activities which they have undertaken was introduced via the court’s website.

Action taking. In this phase, the focus was put on understanding the expectations of
external stakeholders. To accomplish this goal, in the period between October 2013 and
May 2014, a number of discussions were held with their representatives on the topic of their
expectations toward regional court in Gdansk. Subsequently, in the period from September
to October 2014, the court in Gdansk organized a series of six debates in the form of
workshops devoted to the relationship between courts and the social and institutional
environment. Participants in these debates included: representatives of the media, legal
corporations (prosecutors, advocates, counsels, notaries, etc.), entities supporting the
judiciary (experts, mediators, police, the prison service, etc.), and representatives of higher
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education institutions, junior high schools and upper secondary schools. The decision was
made to intensify the activities aimed at the integration of mediation partners and to expand
international cooperation. Therefore, actions were taken toward organizing a four-day
international conference (October 2013) entitled “Mediation as an institution supporting the
justice system”, in which invited guests from Croatia, Finland, Lithuania and Serbia
participated. The practice of permanent (once or twice per week) meetings of the group of
court leaders was initiated, the aim of which was to discuss current problems and take pro-
social initiatives.

Action evaluating. The outcomes of the implementation phase were assessed. This was
done with the parties involved in the previous phase, discussing and analyzing the events of
the previous stage. Certain conclusions were drawn as a result. First, the conference
allowed participants to meet many foreign and domestic partners and begin the process of
building trust between courts and stakeholders. Second, an understanding of stakeholders’
needs was launched. As a result, a preliminary stakeholder analysis was conducted. Due to
limited space, we will present only the developed stakeholder analysis (Table 2).

Specifying learning. As a result of the activities carried out, it was possible to answer the
first two research questions.

RQ1: Do courts have the potential for community involvement?

A number of discussions with representatives of other judicial units took place to answer this
question. It turned out that courts do not generally undertake pro-social activities, or
undertake them incidentally for reasons such as:

B |ack of legitimacy for such actions to be taken by courts;

B |ack of financial and human resources to carry out activities outside the scope of
judicial activity;

®  |ack of willingness and clearly visible benefits from undertaking pro-social activities;
and

®  the belief of some judges and court presidents that pro-social activities are a waste of
time and energy.

Despite these challenges, the conclusion that stemmed from the discussions was that the
potential for community involvement exists. In many cases, if not the courts themselves, it
was the judges or presidents of these courts who actively participated in the tasks
performed, assumed responsibility for the coordination of some preparatory stages or
conducted them on their own. They searched for partners for cooperation and agreed on its
details (such activities may include debates or mediator’s lounges).

RQ2: Who are the stakeholders that can engage in the pro-social activities of
courts?

Attempts were also made to identify stakeholders that may participate in and support the
community involvement actions of courts (Table 1). This list was preceded by a discussion
among the court’s management, external experts, as well as stakeholders themselves.
More detailed analysis was conducted after the second stage of research and is presented
later in the text.

Second stage of the intervention. October 2014 to October 2018

Action planning. From the literature review and discussion among the researchers and the
managers involved in the first stage, the implementation of the community involvement of
courts was redeveloped. We focused on answering the questions such as “what” activities
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Table 1 Stakeholders in relation to pro-social activities

Internal stakeholders External stakeholders

Court President Clients

Court Manager Justice entities (such as police, prosecutors’ offices, prison officers)
Judges and referees Authorities

Assistants Citizens, local communities

Administrative staff Society

Labor Unions Media

need to be taken, “why” it is needed, “who” should be involved, “when” it is most
appropriate to conduct it and “how” to do it. The practice of regular meetings among the
court’s management has been implemented, the purpose of which was to discuss current
problems and the division of tasks, in the scope of undertaken pro-social initiatives, among
others.

The management practices “Court in the social environment” and “Improving the image of
the court” were developed by external experts and the president of the court. To implement
the practices, project teams consisting of court employees were appointed. External
experts trained the employees and developed a schedule of project teams’ activities.

Action taking. In this stage, the next actions aimed at implementing the community
engagement of courts were taken. As a result of consultations and discussions between the
management of the court and external experts, but also as a result of debates with various
stakeholders, the idea to establish so-called advisory and consultative entities that would be
an emanation of the idea of participation and collaboration arose. As a consequence, in
November 2014, the following entities were established:

®  The Chapter of Legal Circles — a platform for the exchange of knowledge and
experience between legal corporations and representatives of the world of science
(Faculty of Law and Administration of the University of Gdansk) was created to serve as
a forum for training initiatives and exchange of ideas.

®  Program Council — in each District Court, a coordinator was appointed to contact
school representatives and make initial arrangements. Based on shared experiences,
framework guidelines for cooperation between schools and courts were developed, as
well as a list of interesting issues that could and should be considered when meeting
with young people. Open days organized by the council were attended by 2,800
students from 40 educational institutions.

®  Consultative Council — its purpose was to prepare issues for discussion between
representatives of various institutions with which the court cooperates as part of its core
activities. The Council itself consisted of representatives of various organizations:
mediators, District Prison Service, experts, police, the customs service and social
welfare centers. Several meetings of the council were held, yet in January 2016, further
Council meetings were abandoned as some of the stakeholders who formed the
Council functioned within other structures operating at the regional court.

In 2014-2015, a concentration of activities related to improving the qualifications of court
officials took place in the District Court in Gdansk. The pro-social activities of the court
would not have been possible without internal stakeholders involved in their organization.
The District Court in Gdansk was also the initiator or co-organizer of interdisciplinary
conferences, seminars and debates involving the academic community, social judges,
jurors, the local community and prisoners.

Action evaluating. Finally, researchers, managers and external stakeholders involved in the
implementation phase discussed the results of the undertaken actions in detail. The impact
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of the implemented management practices on the changes taking place in the judicial
organization was assessed. Moreover, a questionnaire survey was conducted among the
court’s stakeholders to assess the pro-social activities of the District Court in Gdansk. The
results and summary of the second stage of the research led to re-evaluation of the impact
and influence of individual stakeholders on the court’s pro-social activities and a deeper
understanding of their interests. It has also become possible to assess the benefits
community involvement and indicate the steps to be taken to build and strengthen social
responsibility.

Specifying learning. The answers to further research questions were formulated.

RQ3: What is the significance and what are the goals of stakeholders that can
engage in the pro-social activities of courts?

The next step was to assess the level of significance of the internal and external
stakeholders in relation to the abovementioned benefits, which we understand as a
level of interest in these goals. The following levels of stakeholder significance were
employed:

®  high (H) — stakeholders have knowledge of specific issues within the area of strategic
objectives of community involvement, and this knowledge influences their actions and
is within the scope of their responsibilities;

B medium (M) — stakeholders can benefit from the knowledge gained and its level can
influence their position in the organization and the quality of their duties; and

®  |ow (L) - stakeholders of whom the court is independent; the knowledge which they
acquire does not directly influence the functioning of the organization, nor does it affect
the quality of its activities in various areas.

The results of this analysis are presented in the Table 2. Internal stakeholders who are most
aware of the importance of community involvement issues include court presidents, court
directors and court decision-makers. External stakeholders, in turn, include those in the
judicial area and the media.

RQ4: What are the benefits of community involvement for courts?

The following benefits of community involvement for courts were identified as a result of the
study:

B gaining knowledge pertaining to long-term tendencies in the behavior of
stakeholders and understanding their needs related to the administration of justice,
which should be characterized by urgency and loyalty toward parties to the
proceedings;

®  collaboration with stakeholders toward shaping the culture of compliance with, and
understanding of, the law in the local community;

B collaboration as part of a partnership with stakeholders for shaping the culture of case
settlement;

®m  establishing relationships that are key to ensuring the stability of employment of internal
stakeholders;

B strengthening the accountability and legitimacy of the court;
B improving relations with the public; and

B embedding partnerships in the local community.
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RQ5: How can the community involvement of courts be implemented and
supported?

As a result of the undertaken research process, it was also possible to define the following
sequence of steps of the community involvements of public organizations when it comes to
courts (Figure 1). At the initial stage, it is first necessary to realize the necessity of
undertaking community involvement activities and to identify stakeholders and their needs.
During the transitional (second) stage, pro-social activities and their effects should be
planned, activities should be undertaken and reported to stakeholders. At the final stage,
the established relationships with stakeholders should generate a mutual understanding of
social needs. The pro-social activity of the court would increase the legal awareness of
stakeholders, which should result in gaining accountability and legitimacy of the court. We
posit, that taking these actions finally results in gaining jurisprudence benefits.

Discussion

In this article, we examine the potential of court engagement in pro-social actions, describe
stakeholders and their expectations, explain the basics and the advantages for the court
and discover how the community involvement of courts can be enhanced. Relating to the
non-jurisprudence values of courts, the presented action research contributes to the
discussion of community involvement (Lyra et al., 2017) in the context of the justice system.
It shows the usefulness of specific solutions that may enable the courts to become
organizations which are capable of integrating stakeholders in a local environment for their
common good. Possible new areas of court actions were found and discussed;
mechanisms were launched to undertake them efficiently; stakeholders were identified;
hierarchies were made in terms of areas of pro-social activities; and the process of
making the organization aware of the need to integrate such activities into its current,
sustainable functioning was carried out. In addition to contributing to the theory, the use of

Figure 1 A framework for the community involvement of courts
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action research resulted in the durability of community involvement which became an
organizational routine.

Theoretical implications

The literature review conducted for this investigation revealed that this study is one of the
first studies to investigate the issue of community involvement of courts. Our research
contributes to the theory of social responsibility of organizations through the discussion on
the applicability of the CSR concept in the public management area, which is a scarce topic
(De Sa Medeiros, 2021). We presented the framework of community involvement of courts
which is embedded in the theories of community involvement, legitimacy, accountability,
stakeholder and institutionalization theory. The framework emphasizes recognition of the
stakeholder perspective and building their engagement through dialogue, which includes
reporting, thereby contributing to the previous research (Greco et al., 2015; Fusco and
Ricci, 2019).

Adopting a stakeholder perspective and community involvement of the public institutions,
our research adds to the scarce discussion on qualitative aspects of court performance
which are the results of such actions. As a result of the process undertaken, the court has
become a source of new values which are also important for stakeholders. Our action
research provides support for studies conducted by Wood (2015) who argues that
developing legitimacy through interaction with external stakeholders is critical to agency
authority. It is also consistent with previous research by Godenhjelm and Johanson (2018),
who claim that strong relationships between an organization and its stakeholders are a
source of organizational value creation and can result in new and innovative ideas.
Presented research shows the usefulness of specific solutions that may enable the courts to
become organizations which are capable of integrating stakeholders in a local environment
for their common good, and finally increase jurisprudence benefits such as increasing
public awareness of the topic of law, which can contribute to a better understanding of the
functioning of the court, as well as to the elimination of unfounded appeals against court
judgments, and thus reduce the time taken to consider a case. In result, we formulate a
conclusion that being oriented toward the needs of stakeholders will allow them to increase
the quality of stakeholder relationships and obtain acceptance of their operations (Aljarah
et al., 2018), which in turn should increase the effectiveness of the courts.

We identified two critical issues in enhancing the court’s community involvement, the first of
which relates to the participation of other institutions or entities in the actions undertaken. It
turned out that interactions with court stakeholders cannot be perceived solely as a way to
respond to the expectations of the local community, but also as a kind of energy exchange
resulting from the emerging collaborative synergy. The second one relates to the idea of
disclosure which is an act of making relevant information available to provide a transparent
image of an organization and enlighten its various stakeholders is required (Garcia et al.,
2020).

Managerial implications

The implementation of the idea of social responsibility will require courts’ managers to
change the way they operate and subordinate the courts to the influences of the institutional
environment, i.e. stakeholders and social forces creating norms, standards and
expectations. This means that court administrators should strive to duplicate, and partly
modify, standards and good practices in the field of social responsibility used by business
organizations for the purposes of the court. Such behavior may consequently lead to an
increased level of isomorphism. Such an approach will be a Copernican revolution in
judicial organizations. Currently, court administrators, while reforming courts, attempt to
influence their environment to obtain the approval of the stakeholders. If the idea of
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corporate social responsibility is implemented in courts, court executives implement
standards and good practices from business.

Implementing the concept of social responsibility needs the engagement of key
stakeholders, which requires the creation of trust and transparency (Schnackenberg and
Tomlinson, 2014). To achieve them courts may and should undertake informational activities
(being active in the media, organizing dissemination activities, shaping legal awareness)
and educational activities (integration and activation of entities co-creating the justice
system, cooperation with schools in the scope of the organization of apprenticeships in
court, legal education for youth, free legal advice provided by law students in court, etc.).
We also propose that courts should adopt reports on these aspects. It would stimulate
public institutions to focus consistently on achieving desirable social outcomes, which
contributes to achieving so-called social accountability (Christie, 2018). We propose that
the courts implement a model of reporting which obliges the data to be reported on a timely
basis in the form of summary reports at lower tier courts, to the higher tier courts, and then
to the supervisory authority. Regardless of the summary report, each court would publish a
social report on its website to engage in dialogue with the local community. It would also
allow for the exchange of good practices and lead to the unification of court activities in the
area of community involvement.

Conducting empirical research, we noticed difficulties in implementing social responsibility
in common courts. They are hermetic organizations and distrustful of proven business
practices, which results mostly from cultural resistance. The dominant values in courts are
oriented mainly toward the legal;, hence, they are closer to the Weberian model of
organization (De Santis and Emery, 2017). Implementing the idea of community involvement
requires additional efforts from court managers, and often does not bring any benefits for
the organization in the short term. For this reason, we propose that engaging in pro-social
activities must be systematic and systemic. Some activities could be given statutory status,
and others could be voluntary and adapted to the nature and needs of the local
environment. The problem is that the benefits of community involvement are not visible in
the short term. Particularly in the first phase of implementation, it is easy to give up on the
pro-social actions undertaken to that point, as they go beyond the obligations imposed on
the courts and impose additional responsibilities. Therefore, in our opinion, district courts
could play a stimulating and monitoring role in opening regional courts to stakeholders.
They could identify good practices and pass them on to other courts in the district, as well
as to the Ministry of Justice.

Limitations and directions for future studies

We are aware of the limitations of the study. First, the opportunity to observe longer-term
impacts was limited by the duration of the tenure of the President’s court. For this reason, a
follow-up study that would examine the results of social actions undertaken should
investigate how the implementation of the project affected jurisprudence (e.g. the number
of appeals, the number of settled cases), comparing the present performance of courts in
Gdansk with past performance or the performance of courts in districts where such
activities are not undertaken. The other limitation refers to the research object. As we
declared, this court and its stakeholders were willing to collaborate, which is why the
research project brought particular results. Actions undertaken in another context could
provide more evidence on the implementation of the idea of community involvement and
may contribute to the generalizability of our results. Taking translation mechanisms into
account, we are aware of the fact that the practices of community involvement may vary
according to the environment and organizational context. Thus, the implementation of
community involvement will lead to organizational heterogeneity; yet in the next phase,
institutional isomorphism should bring up pressures to homogenize organizational practices
(Weiss, 2020). Such a process designates another research area. We also had no
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opportunity to engage the Ministry of Justice, who should be a natural partner in providing
support to courts. We suspect that its participation would provide financing for pro-social
activities and the popularization of best practices of community involvement in the justice
system. The results obtained may also be different across common and continental law
respectively. In the former, the judge may adjust the judgments to social needs. Courts in
the continental system, through community involvement, can make up for a gap in the
establishment of relationships with society.

The implementation of the idea of social responsibility in courts’ operations requires
establishing two-way communication with stakeholders, and social reporting is an excellent
tool for this aim. Research in this area should focus primarily on the analysis of practices
and standards in the field of social and environmental accounting in private and public
organizations (Global Reporting Initiative, 2005; Global Reporting Initiative, 2006; WBG,
2007; AccountAbility 2008a, 2008b; United Nations Global Compact, 2009), and then on the
development of a social reporting model adapted to the specificity of courts.

Summary

Despite the limitations discussed, we believe that the conducted action research
provided concrete, significant results related to the change in the organizational
approach to the new area of activity, which has finally become important to the
organization, although it still needs to be tested during further cooperation with
stakeholders. Although this research was conducted in Poland, it may be used in the
context of any court, in both the continental and Anglo-Saxon systems. The proposed
framework of community involvement of courts is universal and therefore conclusions
are of value on an international scale.

To sum up, through the applied action research, we demonstrated how the idea of
community involvement can be introduced in the actions of the courts. In particular, the
research brought functional and acceptable examples of solutions to the question of how to
increase the role of pro-social initiatives in building the position of the court among its
stakeholders. Moreover, the study offered suggestions for managers at various levels of
management of the judicial organization regarding the type of planned activities, their
systematization, validity and measurable effects for the organization, as well as from the
point of view of the stakeholders’ needs.
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