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Abstract

:

The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility covers a wide range of actions which have been practiced for many years in Western countries. As well as in other developing and transitional countries, the concept of social responsibility emerged in Romania after 1990, concurrently with the set-up of many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the entrance of multinational companies and was rapidly adopted by several firms. The main purpose of our paper is to investigate practices and actions related to social responsibility, which are undertaken by small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in Romania and to reveal which factors really matter in determining different degrees of involvement in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) actions. The level of social responsibility actions undertaken by SMEs often depends on the decisions of their managers and the value orientation of the entrepreneur. Moreover, the younger a firm is, the less likely it is that it gets involved in CSR. This is our main assumption: young ventures display a weaker propensity for CSR actions. In order to validate this hypothesis, we used survey data, collected from 84 SMEs, operating in Oradea, Romania. Data were collected between July–September 2016 and analysed by the authors through correlations, independent sample T-tests and linear regression modelling. Our findings reveal that there are significant differences between newly established ventures and those with a longer history; however, age is not a determining factor of CSR. Although, in the literature, there is no clear consensus regarding whether there is a different model of implementation of CSR related practices in developing and transitional countries, especially in the case of SMEs, our results show there are no essential differences between the models of CSR involvement as these are known in the theory and practice of developed countries.
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1. Introduction


The last decades have witnessed dramatic changes in the relationships between the private sector, public authority and civil society. Companies have been challenged, not only by the major processes that occurred at the end of the twentieth century, such as globalisation, deregulation and privatisation, but also by society’s expectations regarding firms’ contributions to public welfare and social involvement. Although companies’ interest in social involvement has existed since the beginning of capitalist organisation, its comprehension was rather in philanthropic terms, in a paternalistic and responsive framework. However, nowadays, the theory and practice of companies’ social involvement consists of models, rights, obligations and behaviours of the companies within the society.



These facts, together with the increasing dynamics of contemporary societies, have led to a new approach regarding Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Through CSR, companies have admitted that their role and impact on the economy and society can no longer reside only in seeking profit and gaining market shares, and they have a responsibility in social and environmental issues [1,2]. Moreover, the inclusion of these concerns in business strategies could be crucial in ensuring the long-term success of these companies. According to Rochlin and Christoffer [3], CSR has gained importance due to globalisation and increased competition, amplified size and influence of multinational corporations, restriction and redefining of the state’s role in the economy and society, an increase in the activism of civil society at national and global level, and the growing importance of creative activities.



Gradually, large companies have started to implement CSR processes, such as public commitments to comply with standards, community investments, conforming and fostering stakeholder involvement, and systematic public reporting on social and environmental performance. CSR has grown beyond, both theoretically and practically, the area of philanthropy, money donations and charity actions. CSR has become an active way to include the interests of stakeholders, a way to keep the competitive advantage and to reconcile profit objective with long-term strategies. The natural consequence was that CSR has become an object of study, public debates and political actions, but also a matter of governance in most of the world’s economies, in regional and global organisations. According to Zadek, Pruzan and Evans [4] the shaping of CSR started from redefining values—wealth creation must go along with the production of social and environmental goods and services—and continued with strategies, stating that firms consider social and environmental responsibility in strategic development plans. CSR was finally confirmed and adjusted as an effect of the public pressure, whereby consumers, public and private institutions, media and community representatives have pressed companies to assume also these social and community responsibilities—mainly environmental issues, labour standards and human rights [5].



1.1. Social Responsibility: From Large Companies to SMEs


Certainly, the term CSR directly refers to the activity of large, multinational corporations, but there are opinions considering that the term could be extended to other businesses, regardless of size, origin or objectives of the involved stakeholders. This shift and broadening of CSR’s meanings started just from concerns regarding the environment, quality of social relationships, business performance and increasing influence of stakeholders over the behaviour of small businesses. Conversely, there was also a conscious approach of SMEs’ managers to comply with the standards imposed by the responsible business governance, to voluntary incorporate the principles of CSR into daily business [6,7,8,9].



Intuitively, SMEs are reluctant to act involved in social responsibility (SR) actions, due to their small size and lack of significant human and financial resources (compared to multi-national enterprises—MNEs). Add to this the instability of the business environment which causes SMEs to excessively focus on their survival and short-term actions to the detriment of long-run plans, the lack of know-how (or know-who) to integrate SR into daily business, the lack of confidence in obtaining immediate and tangible results and the difficulty in measuring the intangible benefits [10].



On the other hand, unlike large companies, SMEs do not seek formal social responsible behaviour; they are better positioned in the social environment than MNEs and, thus, could achieve results with less effort and a more “natural” way than large companies. SMEs have fewer employees and therefore the spread of this kind of culture is easier; they are more flexible and can identify and respond more quickly to new ideas from the society. In fact, many of SMEs’ actions are already socially or environmentally responsible [11]. Therefore, beyond the re-definition, in formal terms, of what they currently do, CSR could maximize the impact of existing practices in business and the awareness of the benefits of social actions among employees and customers, even if the positive effects might take a while to manifest. There are also opportunities and challenges for responsible entrepreneurial activity of SMEs. CSR could become a key competitive advantage through providing profitable and long-term contracts with large multinational companies. From the point of view of large companies, the reasons to outsource much of the production and/or operational processes require that selected suppliers and subcontractors equally observe responsible behaviour and identify and mitigate negative social and environmental impacts. In addition to these opinions regarding the compatibility between SMEs and social responsibility, the literature has identified a third opinion which focuses on finding common points and areas of interference to maximize the impact of socially responsible actions in society, regardless of their source. One of these could be public–private interaction, particularly in public procurement that could become more socially responsible. Another area of interference could be the support offered to SMEs in solving some obvious disadvantages (e.g., limited resources, knowledge and experience), in organizing and supporting policies and systematic SR actions. These disadvantages can be overcome, at least partially, by cooperation with Multinational Enterprises (MNEs). More specifically, in their social responsible actions and policies, MNEs may engage in the capacity building of their suppliers—i.e., the SMEs—helping to integrate social responsibility into their operations [10]. Finally, another possibility for shaping an integrated system of SR, to avoid wasting it with antagonistic groups (private vs. public, SMEs vs. MNEs), is to find and promote various resources, tools and best practices at all levels (i.e., regional, global or sectoral), to provide useful knowledge and practical advice concerning SR for SMEs.




1.2. Are There Differences in the Practices Regarding the Implementation of CSR in Developed versus Developing Countries?


Although there is relatively little literature on this topic, it is difficult to draw a unanimous conclusion. Viser [12] sees CSR in developing countries as a challenge inspired by the Millennium Development Goals—“a world with less poverty, hunger and disease, greater survival prospects for mothers and their infants, better educated children, equal opportunities for women, and a healthier environment” [13] (p. 3). In developing and transitional economies, formal CSR is usually practiced by large, national and multinational companies [14], while in the area of SMEs, CSR tends to be less formalized or institutionalized, focusing on specific aspects of developing countries, such as fair trade, supply chain and health. In these countries, CSR is most commonly associated with philanthropy or charity, as well as providing various community services as an effective way for business to create jobs, revenues and technology transfer.



However, there are studies revealing the formal and often hidden aspect of compliance to the principles of CSR. Jamali et al. [15] analysed how firms from developing countries can obtain funds and public support by focusing on CSR aspects of great visibility, while the situation of workers remains fundamentally unchanged. Zhang et al. [16] noticed a refrain of managers of small enterprises from China to engage in CSR, wondering whether CSR is a universal concept with a desired means of implementation across the developed and developing world [16] (p. 7647). Indeed, according to Visser, CSR issues in developing countries ”present themselves as dilemmas or trade-offs, for example, development versus environment, job creation versus higher labour standards, strategic philanthropy versus political governance” [12] (p. 493).



According to Lindgreen et al. [17], the spread and type of CSR practices in developing and transitional countries do not differ significantly from the models of the developed countries, and they do not concentrate extensively on philanthropy and charity. The authors found some differences depending on the model of organisation of the business. “The stakeholder […] organisations are more likely to have a CSR department or employees who have time dedicated to dealing with these issues” [17] (p. 436), while the managers’ belonging to a traditional capitalistic model are more reserved due, most probably, to a lack of specific benefits for the profit of the business itself.




1.3. Social Responsibility: From New to Old Companies


It is widely recognised that CSR involvement increases as firms become older, given that CSR leads to improvements in a firm’s image on the market, increasing sales, profitability and the financial performance of the firm. Withisuphakorn and Jiraporn [18] provided a critical analysis of this opinion, relying on two hypotheses. First, the “outcome hypothesis” claims that the increased economic performance and the predictability of cash flow allow mature firms to invest more in CSR; on the other hand, younger firms, with less predictable cash flows, that are focused on survival or accelerated growth, lack the funds to invest in CSR activities. The opposing hypothesis, i.e., the “substitution hypothesis”, claims that mature firms, regardless of performance and stable cash flows, have a reputation that does not need to be substituted by earning social goodwill through CSR campaigns and are, subsequently, less involved in CSR. On the other hand, young firms need to build their reputation, possibly through CSR involvement, and consequently get greater marginal benefits from CSR investments. Withisuphakorn and Jiraporn [18] support the “outcome hypothesis”, i.e., firms, as they mature, invest more in CSR and become more responsible and involved in environmental protection. The “ageing” of the firms as an acknowledgement of their social responsibility was also stated by Robbins et al. [19]. They perceive CSR involvement as consisting of four stages, depending on the firm’s age, with respect to the importance attributed to different stakeholders. At first, involvement starts with responsibility toward shareholders (1), then expands to employees (2) followed by an increased importance of the stakeholders from the firm’s business environment (3); in the final stage (4), the firm acknowledges its responsibility to society as a whole [19]. However, the phases of the incorporation of CSR and sustainability principles may not be a linear, continuous and sequential process, but a process in which autonomous choice depends on “external and internal drivers and by their relative importance during the course of the company’s CSR history” [20] (p. 682).



There are several empirical research studies and cases that have approached the issue of CSR involvement during a firm’s life cycle. According to the Observatory of European SMEs, “there is a positive and statistically significant relationship between involvement in external social activities and age of the enterprise, in the sense that the percentage of SMEs involved in these activities increases with the number of years in business operations … more than 5 years in business seems to be a ‘point of change’ in this respect” [21] (p. 25). Santos, investigating a consistent sample of Portuguese SMEs, stated that” the involvement of SMEs in the external community is directly related with the size of the company and its operational age” [22] (p. 496). In a study on the influence of Corporate Social (and Environmental) Responsibility (CS(E)R) on the competitiveness of SMEs in two developing countries (South Africa and Vietnam), Jeppesen et al. [23] found a relationship between age (but also size) and involvement of the company in CS(E)R, i.e., a company older than 10 years is likely to be one that has reached a medium size, has significant domestic and international openness, works with large firms and is clearly involved in CS(E)R activities. Finally, it should not be overlooked that an increase in age and size involves a higher level of formality in these CSR actions.



Trencansky and Tsaparlidis [24] found that a company’s age is significantly and positively associated with certain CSR activities (such as the length of implementation periods of certified management systems and voluntary and philanthropic activities), but it is statistically insignificant regarding sustainability issues. This lead them to conclude that, although present among CSR determinants, the company’s age “has a minor positive effect on the level of CSR activities” [24] (p. 51). On the other hand, Wiklund [25] concluded that the age of a company has virtually no influence on the type and level of involvement in CSR actions. Blomback and Wigren [26] proposed that only large, experienced companies with considerable material and human resources are able to integrate and effectively practice CSR activities. Yao, Wang and Song [27], aiming at identifying the determinants of corporate social responsibility disclosure (CSRD) in China, found that firm age (together with size, environmental and consumer sensitivity, media exposure, ownership concentration) is an important determinant of CSRD. However, contradicting the results of many previous studies, firm age was negatively correlated with the level of CSRD, an explanation residing in the specific nature of China’s capital market. More precisely, younger Chinese companies are “more willing to disclose social information because they are more eager to attract bank loans and public investors than the older and more established firms” [27] (p. 9).



CSR can also be described by the different levels of a company’s involvement, understood both as an evolution to higher levels of complexity and commitment, but also in chronological terms—i.e., the moment of entry and the level of commitment in CSR is related to the company’s age. Zadek [28] referred to time of commitment to CSR as a learning process; he starts with an initial stage which he names “defensive”, as a response to external demands and challenges, followed by the compliance stage, in which society adopts (imitates) the behaviour of experienced economic and social actors, thus proving compliance with the regulations and passing signals of reliability to interested parties. The third stage, i.e., the managerial phase, leads the company to internalize previously formally assimilated CSR practices that now become routine, consolidating authority and managerial decisions. By default, it is followed by the strategic stage in which CSR practices become an integral part of the company’s long-run strategy, an element of market differentiation and ensuring long-term growth. Finally, in the last stage, i.e., the civic stage, the company acts outside its own organisation and assumes the role of the speaker of the industry, the sector and even the community it is part of, the leader of collective actions at a national, regional or global level [28]. However, for most SMEs, the implementation of social responsibility practices remains very close to the first phases described above, where there is a set of CSR management activities that may contribute towards business success […] “without actually knowing it” [22] (p. 499). CSR as an integral part of sustainable, long-term strategies assimilated to the company’s management philosophy and strategy, proactive, civic approaches to serious social issues (e.g., poverty, social exclusion, environmental degradation) remains very incipient in SME activity [22] (p. 499). Similar to the phases described by Zadek, but in a much more critical perspective, Visser described the “evolution of business responsibility in terms of five overlapping periods—the ages of greed, philanthropy, marketing, management and responsibility […] each of which typically manifests a different stage of CSR, namely, defensive, charitable, promotional, strategic and transformative (systemic) CSR” [29] (p. 7). Companies go through these ages and stages in a non-uniform way, but it is important to make the transition to systemic CSR in the dawning “Age of Responsibility”, to overcome the first four periods (i.e., greed, philanthropy, marketing, and management) related to the environmental, social and ethical crises that we face. Otherwise, CSR simply will continue to fail [29] (p. 7).



The aim of this paper was to explore the impacts of firm size and age on the propensity for social responsibility actions undertaken by small and medium enterprises in a developing country. Our main finding was that neither age, nor size, influences the number and type of social actions undertaken. There are two relevant issues explaining social responsibility actions: the level of formalisation of CSR within the firms and the age of respondents. Our study fills a gap in the literature regarding the social responsibility of SMEs in developing countries. Moreover, our conclusions bring valuable information about the factors supporting the involvement in social responsibility actions.



In the first part of this paper we explore the scientific literature, starting with an introduction in the institutional setting of CSR, and ending with discussions regarding the determinants of social responsibility of SMEs. The second, methodological section describes the research method and sample and continues with the analysis of the relations between our considered variables. The third part provides an assessment of the impact of each considered independent variable on the social responsibility action scale, aiming at isolating the effect of the age of the firm. In the concluding section, we discuss the main findings and argue for some of the theoretical assumptions on the forms of CSR in developing countries.





2. Theoretical Overview of Corporate Social Responsibility of SMEs


Defining CSR is not an easy task as the approaches are various and sometimes controversial [30]. Moreover, excessive use of the acronym CSR instead of the complete and actual term “corporate social responsibility” is not only exaggerated, but it also indicates that the meaning and its intrinsic value are neglected or distorted [31,32]. According to Castka et al. [33] there are also overlaps and confusions with similar terms and definitions used in related fields, such as corporate sustainability, corporate social performance [34], or corporate social responsiveness [35], corporate citizenship [36], triple bottom line or social responsible behaviour. As Dahlsrud [37] underlined, “the challenge for business is not so much to define CSR, as it is to understand how CSR is socially constructed in a specific context and how to take this into account when business strategies are developed” [37] (p. 6).



The most frequent approaches to the topic of CSR refer to the efforts of the organisations to find an equilibrium between economic, environmental, social and legal requirements, to be considerate to the stakeholders, and to give something in return to the community [38], a way of being for the firm [39] (p. 19). Jones [40] approached CSR through the stakeholder theory: either a voluntary engagement of the management toward the thirds/stakeholders, or as a business behaviour considering that voluntary compliance to these principles and the involvement of employees, customers, suppliers, communities, brings additional benefits to the firm [30,41].



2.1. Institutional Setting. How Legal and Institutional Systems Influence the Propensity of Firms for CSR?


The theoretical approach to this issue started from the dichotomy between civil and common law systems, or more precisely, how common law countries privilege the interests of shareholders (financial performance, dividends, stock exchange rate etc.), while a civil law system promotes regulations that protect the interests of stakeholders [42,43,44]. According to Amor-Esteban et al. [45], even if companies worldwide adopt similar models of CSR practices, the involvement and profile of CSR activities “are strongly determined by the coercive institutional characteristics”, and the most susceptible to act in a responsible manner are those operating in institutional environments with a judicial system which is both ample and oriented to the protection of stakeholders [44,45,46].



Demirbag et al. [47] nuance this stance of a close relationship between institutional setting and corporate social responsibility. Moreover, they state that, in the context of nations where the civil law ideal is most pronounced, such as those belonging to the French legal sub-family (like Romania, among others), voluntary CSR spending ”is less than in more mixed or diluted civil law traditions, such as Scandinavian or German law” [47] (p. 1072). However, firms acting in civil law frameworks are more involved in formal CSR, compared to firms acting in shareholder dominant rights settings (i.e., common law systems). The only exception is charity, where firms in common law countries are noticeably more involved.



Finally, Demirbag et al. [47] did not find any specificity of CSR in formerly socialist countries or countries with a statist history. They explained it by the large diversity of this group of countries and their various development options during the last two decades. A stronger connection between CSR and the legal systems becomes more obvious in the involvement in explicit CSR actions (e.g., standards, reporting etc.), and, not least, in the commitment to fight against corruption: “socially responsible behaviour was more likely in settings where there is a stronger control on corruption […]. In other words, if firms are accustomed to being able to buy their way out of problems with regulators, they may feel less need to have to placate the public at large” [47] (p. 1072).



Steurer [48] proposed that CSR started as a neoliberal approach intending to reduce government regulations, but, in time, its development generated a co-regulation, i.e., governments developed minimal mandatory standards and quality control procedures for most aspects of CSR. The balance between voluntary and regulated actions should be maintained, because it is stimulating for responsible and ambitious firms to be involved in (and report) social and environmental actions, with the most suggestive example being that of the European Union [48]. Berger-Walliser and Scott [49] were doubtful about the transformation of the voluntary aspect of CSR in legal regulations as a positive change, favourable to the stakeholders (by diminishing the importance of shareholders), stating, in regard to firms having sufficient freedom to target their CSR actions to the areas which will finally lead to an increase in their profits, “The ‘harder’ the law, the more difficult it becomes to discern the true motivation behind a company’s CSR policy” [49] (p. 218). Finally, the exclusion of legal regulations of CSR actions might reduce the possibility of progress or the creation of an adequate balance between society, authorities and the firms’ sector. Even in the cases in which CSR and regulations are separated, they are, in practice, close-knit, and the government already plays an active role, e.g., minimal legal standards regarding the environment, work standards and fair competition [50].




2.2. Social Responsibility in SMEs and Its Determinants


In terms of organisation and planning, CSR activities in SMEs are mainly treated as an ad hoc issue [6] and do not fundamentally define the “job description” of a certain person, being instead the responsibility of the manager/owner or an experienced staff member [8,30]. In most cases, CSR activities in SMEs are related to the local community that is regarded as the most important stakeholder [41,51], through community projects and environmental actions (e.g., volunteering, charitable donations, recycling initiatives) [6,8,41]. For SMEs, social responsibility means the company’s involvement in solving problems and expectations of the local community—supporting local events, creating jobs, economic growth, training and spin-off effects [6,52] best practices and models for younger generations and potential local entrepreneurs. Of course, there is the opinion that all these engagements are, in fact, typical SME objectives and results and should not be artificially included as CSR actions [30] (p. 91).



The second line of action relates to the internal environment of the firm. It refers to the organisational culture [53] but without the rhetorical appearance often encountered in the practice of large corporations [54]. This may include interpersonal relationships, close knowledge of employees’ profiles and expectations, reduced bureaucracy and direct and unmediated communication [55]. The existence of complex written plans and strategies, resulting from detailed and extensive debates, is rather an exception among small firms. SMEs maintain a high degree of optimism and attachment of employees who are able to boost them with increasing sales, profitability and a competitive edge [30,56]. In other words, these organisations focus on finding a dynamic balance between the selection of the most suitable employees and “socialisation of these and existing employees into the ‘right’ values” [30] (p. 93), including the CSR ones.



According to Mousiolis et al. [57] (p. 582) strategic decisions in SMEs are taken depending on the factors that matter in their environment: personal feelings, company resources, friends and family. However, these factors are not as relevant for MNEs, which usually value global social issues. Moreover, SMEs relate their involvement in CSR activities to the imminence of a problem and the possibility of faster solving, while MNEs formalize them by CRS’s inclusion in plans and budgets, carefully weighting their effects on overall corporate strategy.



A constant concern of CSR research is that of identifying factors (or determinants) that significantly influence firms’ decisions to enter and pursue CSR activities. For example, Roberts [58] and Moore [59], following the stakeholder theory approach, proposed that a company’s age, size and the type of industry in which they perform (as independent variables) significantly influence involvement and performance in CSR (as dependent variables).



The effect of firm characteristics on CSR involvement was also demonstrated for Romanian SMEs [60]. Using data regarding the amounts offered by SMEs as donations or sponsorships, the authors proved that the amount donated is explained, mainly, by a firm’s size (measured by turnover and number of employees) and age. Jeppesen et al. [23] found that the differences in action can be observed not only between MNEs and SMEs but also within the SMEs (i.e., medium sized enterprises versus small and micro enterprises)—”these differences according to size are related to factors such as (a) market relations, (b) age, and (c) the industry” [23] (p. 143).



Preuss and Perschke [61], and Vázquez-Carrasco and López-Pérez [62] concluded that socially responsible behaviour differs in terms of the size of the firms. Subsequently, while the main drivers of CSR actions, in the case of large and consolidated firms, are external pressure, business rhetoric, investment rationale, in the case of young and small business, these are related to internal motivation, “more silent/sunken and often rooted in deeply engrained cultural and religious values” [63] (p. 373), [12]. As for the relationships with stakeholders (fundamentally, the main beneficiaries of CSR actions), it is extensive, systematic and formalised in the case of large firms, and personalised, showing different degrees of intensity in the case of SMEs, influencing the amplitude of outcomes. Panwar et al. [64] highlighted that, excepting seeking differentiation through community engagement, the approach of small firms with regard to CSR is mostly characterised by ad hoc decisions, minimally related to their competitive strategies, while the gains in terms of public image are mainly associated with community, rather than environmental involvement. In a recent study, Gangi et al. [65] stated that “the favourable influence of CSR on the firms’ capability of survivorship is more pronounced in SMEs than in large firms”. Although admitting that firm size is positively correlated with CSR involvement, they proposed that the SMEs which are actively and honestly involved in CSR activities benefit more in terms of reduction of financial distress risk than large companies.



Another perspective on the intensity of CSR actions is given by the relationship between the involvement in CSR activities and the age of the entrepreneur, manager or, in some cases, the person responsible for CSR within a firm. Research is scarce in this regard. As Sweeney [8] and Vo [30] stated, the CSR activities in SMEs are usually are the responsibility of the manager/owner or an experienced staff member. This would mean that the relationship between the intensity and effectiveness of CSR actions, and the age (experience) of the responsible person is a direct one. For some stakeholders, the experience and the seriousness of these people mean commitment to the work and to the company’s values, social contacts, preservation of the social and cultural capital and equilibrium between age groups, enabling the implementation of personnel policies [66]. On the other hand, a study from 2007, conducted by the Australian Center for Corporate Social Responsibility (ACCSR) on a large number of Australian firms, showed that nearly 70% of CSR executives aged between 26 to 45 years old, have relatively higher hierarchical positions in their organisations (42% were either senior managers or executives, and almost another 40% were managers) and intended to continue their career in this field [67] (p. 9). In other words, CSR is far from being a marginal area of management “reserved” to former managers before retirement, or a necessary internship for top managers.



The diverse and often contradictory research outcomes caused some researchers to propose that there is an inconsistency (a limit) of CSR as long as the related aspects are not clearly defined [68]—for example, what is the social practice of companies and what are the standards (measurement scale) of a company’s performance in terms of environment, social involvement, employees’ rights [69] or [70]? Furthermore, Sturdivant and Ginter [71], Boutin-Dufrense and Savaria [72], Jenkins [6,73] and Ramos et al. [74] believe that research should consider, to a greater extent, the differences between sectors, industries, sizes and their impacts on CSR activities, in order to achieve useful and meaningful results.





3. Research Method


Starting from the theoretical basis, this study aimed at analysing the forms and the factors influencing social responsibility actions undertaken by SMEs in Bihor County, Romania. More specific topics such as types, forms and domains of social responsibility (SR) actions, expenditures for SR actions, the inclusion of SR aspects in strategic documents, existence of a employees for social responsibility matters, sources of decisions regarding SR actions, motivations for SR actions and the scale of social responsibility were explored in the questionnaire.



In this paper, we focus on investigating and comparing young and older SMEs regarding issues such as the maturity of social responsibility orientations, the type and domains of social responsibility actions, the attitudes of SME managers toward the role of the business sector in providing social welfare.



Based on the above-mentioned studies, supporting a significant positive correlation between the firm’s age, size and welfare commitment on one hand, and CSR availability on the other hand [18,21,22,23], in specific legal systems [47,49,50]) and socioeconomic contexts [15,16,17], we put forward the following research hypotheses:



H1. 

The older a firm, the higher the propensity for social responsibility actions is.





H2. 

The larger a firm, the higher the propensity for social responsibility actions is.





H3. 

The higher the level of formalisation of CSR related aspects, the higher the propensity for social responsibility actions is.





H4. 

The more a manager considers that providing welfare is the firm’s role, the higher the propensity of his/her business for social responsibility actions is.





These issues were addressed based on the results of a pilot survey conducted among 84 SMEs from Oradea, Bihor County, Romania. The data was collected through an online and paper-based survey, during July–September 2016, the questionnaire (see Appendix A) being used in several data collection waves between 2014 and 2016. The questionnaire consisted of 23 questions, mostly with closed answers. The questions regarding types of actions had six items, and there were three questions on the level of formalisation as described in the data analysis presentation below [75]. Table 1 presents the main questions addressed in this paper.



All firms in the sample were small and medium in size. The average number of employees was 24, with a standard deviation of 50.03, a minimum of one employee and a maximum of 249. The turnover registered an average of 2,084,558 Euros, a median value of 196,375 Euros and a standard deviation of 8,579,540.9 Euros, indicating a rather large variation in firm size in the sample.



Regarding the age of the firms, there is also wide variety, with the oldest being founded in 1991 and the newest in 2012. In order to compare the issues related to social responsibility, we grouped the firms in two groups: older firms, which started their activity between 1991 and 2009 and newer firms, which started their activities after 2010 (the five year of activity distinction for new firms is based on World Bank [76,77] and OECD distinctions [78]). Most of the SMEs in the sample fell under the older group consisting of firms established between 1991 and 2009 (70%), while 30% were established between 2010 and 2012.




4. Results and Discussion


4.1. Level of Formalisation


The questionnaire started with some general issues regarding the strategic approach of CSR-related aspects, and then focused on the specific actions organized by the firms. We will comparatively present all these aspects, starting with the level of formal embedment of CSR-related aspects in the activity of the surveyed firms. The responses are presented in Figure 1 as responses to dichotomic questions. In 4.2% of the cases, there is a department or a person employed for dealing with CSR. In the 16.7% of cases, there are explicit references regarding social responsibility values or principles in strategic or operational documents of the SMEs, while over 29% of the respondents consider that there are social responsibility components in the profile of the SME’s activity. The responses suggest the lack of maturity regarding social responsibility of SMEs, which is in line with other research results reported in the field. Moreover, none of the young firms surveyed have formalized the CSR-related aspects. These findings do not necessarily mean that SMEs have a disinterest in social responsibility issues and that young SMEs are not at all involved in any social responsibility actions, but it is merely the indication of the level at which SMEs formalise such an approach.



The scale of the responses that measures the level of formalisation reflected by the mean (mean = 0.50; SD = 0.825) suggests that the firms’ levels of formalisation are low (see Figure 2).




4.2. Types of Social Responsibility Actions


When questioning whether companies have organized specific CSR actions, the image is much more diverse. Respondents were asked to choose, from a list with seven types of actions, which are the actions they have organised in the last year. The most frequent types of activities for both young and older firms (see Figure 3) are donations or sponsorships, followed by complementary programs for employees. There was one type of activity not undertaken by any of the firms in the sample (social marketing campaigns) and consequently, it was eliminated from the figure.



Based on these registered responses, we computed a social responsibility action summative scale (see Figure 4). There are companies with no activities (actually, most of them), while there are also very involved companies, which organize up to six specific types of social responsibility actions. We must note that it is possible that some companies are strongly involved in only one type of activity and, consequently, they will score low on this scale; nonetheless we consider that the propensity for social responsibility actions is a good indicator of their involvement.



When investigating the differences between old and new companies, we found a significant difference regarding the number of types of social responsibility actions undertaken. Old firms in the sample undertake significantly more types of actions (mean = 2.18; SD = 1.9) than new firms (mean = 0.71; SD = 0.6; t(43) = 3.9, p = 0.00). This finding supports the assumption that the age of the firm is related to the social responsibility activities. The results of the independent sample T-tests show that older firms had undertaken more types of social actions in the last year.



The hypothesis that there are different determinants of CSR was verified by analysing the relationship between the two variables, i.e., level of formalisation and the existence of at least one social action in a firm. We consider that if there is explicit reference regarding social responsibility or principles in a firm’s official documents, or even if there are social responsibility components in the profile of an SME’s activity, then they are more likely to get involved in community activities. Using independent sample T-tests, our analyses showed that there is a significant difference between the means of the level of formalisation and the undertaking of at least one social responsibility action (t(33) = −4.54, p = 0.00). This is to say that firms which undertake at least one social action have a higher level of formalisation (mean = 0.70; SD = 0.90) than firms that have no social actions (mean = 0.00; SD = 0.00). Based on this result, we cannot state which the determining factor is—whether being more formalised in the direction of CSR has the effect of organizing more social activities, or whether having more activities causes a firm to formalise these activities. However, formalising CSR shows a constant commitment and investment in this direction, and consequently, we consider it to be a predictor for future social involvement.



In order to analyse the magnitude of CSR actions, we also asked our respondents about the amounts spent for different types of activities. The results, as presented in Table 2, indicate that the largest amounts are directed to donations and sponsorships. The expenses directed to other types of activities are rather small—up to 20,150 Euros for the previous year (2015).



We investigated whether there are differences between old and new SMEs concerning the amount of money invested in CSR actions by using independent sample T-tests. However, based on our data, there are no differences in this regard between new and old firms.




4.3. Attitudes of Managers Regarding the Role of Businesses to Promote Social Welfare


Moreover, we investigated the attitudes of managers regarding the role of firms in providing welfare. Even considering the relative distance between attitude and behaviour, we consider that managers who acknowledge their role in the development of the communities are more likely to get involved. This assumption is confirmed by the relationship between these two variables (i.e., attitudes of managers and the propensity for social responsibility type of actions). The relationship between the two variables (i.e., the attitude of managers and the scale of social responsibility actions) was tested through correlation, as both variables are continuous. There was a strong correlation between the attitude of managers regarding the role of firms in providing collective welfare and their social responsibility actions (Pearson correlation = 0.587; p = 0.00).



Respondents were asked to place their response on a 10-point scale, from 1 (corresponding to “collective welfare should be solely the responsibility of governments”) to 10 (corresponding to “collective welfare should be a priority for the business sector”). The responses are presented in Figure 5, displaying a rather normal distribution, with a remarkable peak at the average response.



We also investigated the differences between the responses of managers of young versus older SMEs in this regard. Managers of older firms (mean = 5.15; SD = 2.1) consider that business sector should play an active role in providing collective welfare to a significantly higher degree than younger firms managers do (mean = 3.17; SD = 1.5, t(45) = 2.271, p = 0.028).



These results suggest that the age of the firm affects the social responsibility actions: the older a firm, the more likely it will undertake some form of social involvement. Moreover, managers of older companies are more aware of the role of the business sector in providing collective welfare, making these SMEs even more prone to getting involved in social responsibility actions. There was no significant difference regarding the age of respondents between old and new firms. The attitude of managers regarding a firm’s role in providing social welfare was not correlated with the age of the respondents, and also the age of respondents was not correlated with the scale of social responsibility actions.




4.4. Impact of Different Factors on the Social Responsibility Type of Actions Scale


Nevertheless, we have tried to isolate the effect of the age of the firm in explaining social responsibility. In order to do this, we constructed a linear regression model for the dependent variable, social responsibility action scale. The independent variables included the age of the SME (the year when founded), the age of the manager/owner, the size (number of employees and turnover), the level of formalisation and the attitude of managers regarding the role of the companies in providing collective welfare. The model described in Table 3 has an R square 0.63, as the model explains 63% of the variation of the dependent variable. Tolerance was greater than 0.10 (0.620) and the variance inflation factor was less than 10 (1.613), indicating that multicollinearity was not an issue. The values are presented in Table 3. The endogeneity issues could not be further investigated given the data and the available instruments.



As presented in Table 3, there were only two significant variables explaining the social activity scale: the level of formalisation, and the age of the manager. As expected, a higher level of formalisation of CSR at the level of the firm was association with a larger number of social responsibility actions. Consequently, our third hypothesis was supported.



The negative sign regarding the age of the respondent shows that the younger the respondent, the higher the score of social activities. It indicates that young managers are more open towards CSR activities, possibly as an effect of education in a developing country.



Hypotheses 1, 2 and 4 can be refuted based on our results. The model proves that there is no direct effect of the age of firms on the number of social responsibility actions. Further, size, measured as turnover for the previous year, did not influence the number of social responsibility actions. This result is in line with several previous research studies, such as Wiklund [56], Blomback and Wigren [57], Jeppesen et al. [52] and Santos [49], who were less willing to associate CSR actions with young and small firms. The managers’ attitudes regarding the role of businesses in providing social welfare proved also to be unrelated to social responsibility actions, though we expected that in SMEs the manager will have the determining role in shaping a socially responsible organisational culture.





5. Conclusions and Limitations


In our study, the influence of a firm’s age on social responsibility of SMEs proved not to be linear. There are different levels of formalisation of social responsibility processes between older and newer firms. While older firms tended to have some reference to social responsibility in their strategic documents and to hold departments or people specifically for this purpose, young firms lacked this formalisation altogether. Regarding the domains of involvement, while young firms were less involved in social responsibility actions, they showed a higher interest in community development programs. Considering the forms of involvement, there was continuity between older and newer firms, as they all preferred to offer donations and sponsorships. Nevertheless, new firms were significantly less involved in social responsibility actions (measured as a cumulative scale), confirming our hypothesis that young firms are less involved in social responsibility actions. However, there was no significant impact of an SME’s age on social responsibility actions, when analysed along with other factors such as firm size and the managers’ attitudes regarding collective welfare. Testing these relationships on larger samples of SMEs would give the bases for refuting or supporting our hypothesis. The sample size is the main limitation of our research, followed by the fact that the SME representatives surveyed during our research are most probably more open to the subject of CSR. We would expect that, in the total population of SMEs in Bihor County, Romania, the involvement in social responsibility actions would be less prominent. Further research is intended to investigate the relationship between the economic development of regions and the social responsibility profiles and action of companies. Given the diversity of economic development in Romania, constructing comparative samples at regional level would bring significant insight into the analysis of the impact of economic context on social responsibility. A larger sample would also increase the generality and impact of our conclusions. Although the results of our research only partially confirm our initial expectations, they also suggest that CSR should not be considered an “institution”, whose standards are difficult to meet by the average SME. Policy makers should exploit the inner positive predisposition of managers for social and community actions and promote those policies that revalue CSR as a source of business opportunities for SMEs, for their internal and external stakeholders, for investors, etc. The impact of the manager’s age, along with the importance of an explicit formalisation of CSR-related aspects indicates that educating social responsibility should be a goal for business training. Younger people who have been trained more recently are more likely to promote CSR, which can be a starting point for future developments in the field. Promoting best practices through formal education as well as with practitioners’ commitment could increase the involvement of SMEs in social responsibility, both as practical action and on a strategic level, by embedding CSR in a firm’s developmental policies.
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Appendix A


Questionnaire



Realities and Views on CSR in Romania



This questionnaire was designed to analyse social engagement practices as well as managers’ views on this issue. The questionnaire is addressed to managers of companies from Bihor County. CSR refers to the fulfilment of a wide range of duties of an economic, moral, and legal nature towards the society. Your answers to this questionnaire will only be used for scientific purposes, while respecting the anonymity of all answers. Thank you for your time!



1. Name of the company_______________________________



2. Field__________________________



3. Number of employees_____________________________



4. Turnover________________________________



5. Year of establishment________________________________



6. To what extent do you think that collective welfare is a responsibility of business environment? Please choose on the scale below, where





	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5

	
6

	
7

	
8

	
9

	
10




	
Social welfare is solely the responsibility of governments.

	
Social welfare should be a priority for businesses.







7. In the company you work in, are there any CSR components within the activities?



       1. yes  0. no



8. Do strategic or operational documents in the company you work in explicitly mention values or principles of social responsibility?



       1. yes  0. no



9. Is there a department or a person employed in your company to handle social responsibility issues?



       1. yes  0. no



10. In the last five years, in which of the following areas did the company you work in carry out social responsibility activities?











	
	Area
	Yes
	No



	A
	Sports
	1
	0



	B
	Culture
	1
	0



	C
	Environmental protection
	1
	0



	D
	Education
	1
	0



	E
	Community development
	1
	0



	F
	Charity
	1
	0



	G
	Charity (religious)
	1
	0



	H
	Others, please specify
	1
	0






11. Which of the following actions have been taken in your company within the last year? How about the past five years?





	

	
Nature of the Action

	
1. In the Past 12 Months

	
2. In the Past 5 Years




	

	

	
Yes

	
No

	
Yes

	
No




	
A

	
Donations and sponsorship

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0




	
B

	
Involvement in community development projects

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0




	
C

	
Employee voluntary programs

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0




	
D

	
Social marketing campaign

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0




	
E

	
Supporting a social cause

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0




	
F

	
Training for other people then its own employees

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0




	
G

	
Complementary programs for employees

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0




	

	
others, please specify...

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0







12. What are the approximate amounts invested by your organisation over the past 12 months in these actions (tick the appropriate box according to the answers above):













	
	Nature of the action
	1. Less than 215 Euros
	2. Between 215 and 2150 Euros
	Between 2150 and 10,730 Euros
	Over 10,730 Euros



	A
	Donations and sponsorship
	1
	2
	3
	4



	B
	Involvement in community development projects
	1
	2
	3
	4



	C
	Employee voluntary programs
	1
	2
	3
	4



	D
	Social marketing campaign
	1
	2
	3
	4



	E
	Supporting a social cause
	1
	2
	3
	4



	F
	Training for other people then its own employees
	1
	2
	3
	4



	G
	Complementary programs for employees
	1
	2
	3
	4



	
	Others, please specify...
	1
	2
	3
	4






13. What do you think are the direct benefits to your organisation from this type of action? Please circle the version that best fits your opinion.












	
	To a Very Small Extent
	To a Small Extent
	To a Large Extent
	To a Very Large Extent



	Solving problems of the community
	1
	2
	3
	4



	Employee loyalty
	1
	2
	3
	4



	A positive image of the company
	1
	2
	3
	4



	Client loyalty
	1
	2
	3
	4



	Financial gain
	1
	2
	3
	4



	Others, please specify …
	1
	2
	3
	4






14. Your company has partnerships that deal with social responsibility actions with the following types of organisations:











	
	Partner
	Yes
	No



	A
	NGO
	1
	0



	B
	Public administration institutions
	1
	0



	C
	Educational or research institutions
	1
	0



	D
	Others, please specify …
	1
	0






15. Does the company you work in have a web page?



       1. yes  0. no



   15. A. If yes, are the CSR actions presented on this web page?



       1. yes  0. no



16. Which of the following cases best describes the way social responsibility actions are chosen in your company? Please choose only one situation, the one that best suits your situation!



	
We rely on social or environmental diagnoses made by experts,



	
We choose from the requests received from the beneficiaries,



	
The company manager chooses the domains we are involved in.






17. Do you agree with the following statements regarding social responsibility activities in the case of the company you work in?





	No.
	Forms of Social Responsibility
	Yes
	No



	1.
	Our company participates in activities which aim to protect and improve the quality of the natural environment.
	1
	0



	2.
	Our company makes investments to create a better life for future generations.
	1
	0



	3.
	Our company implements special programs to minimise its negative impact on the natural environment.
	1
	0



	4.
	Our company targets sustainable growth which considers future generations.
	1
	0



	5.
	Our company supports non-governmental organisations working in problematic areas.
	1
	0



	6.
	Our company contributes to campaigns and projects that promote the well-being of society.
	1
	0



	7.
	Our company encourages its employees to participate in voluntary activities.
	1
	0



	8.
	Our company emphasises the importance of its social responsibilities to the society.
	1
	0



	9.
	Our company policies encourage the employees to develop their skills and careers.
	1
	0



	10.
	The management of our company is primarily concerned with employees’ needs and wants.
	1
	0



	11.
	The managerial decisions related with the employees are usually fair.
	1
	0



	12.
	Our company supports employees who want to acquire additional education.
	1
	0



	13.
	Our company respects consumer rights beyond the legal requirements.
	1
	0



	14.
	Our company provides full and accurate information about its products to its customers.
	1
	0



	15.
	Customer satisfaction is highly important for our company.
	1
	0



	16.
	Our company always pays its taxes on a regular and continuing basis.
	1
	0



	17.
	Our company complies with legal regulations completely and promptly.
	1
	0






Finally, we have some general questions:



What position do you occupy? _______________________



Your seniority: ______________



Your age: __________________



Your gender:  a. Female  b. Male.



Thank you for your time and your openness!
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Figure 1. Level of formalisation of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in the surveyed SMEs (percentages). 
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Figure 2. The distribution of the level of formalisation scale. 
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Figure 3. Type of social responsibility actions undertaken by the surveyed companies (percentages). 
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Figure 4. The distribution of the social responsibility action scale. 
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Figure 5. The distribution of responses on the role of business sector in providing social welfare. 
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Table 1. Description of variables used in the analyses.
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	No.
	Name
	Description
	Measures





	1
	The social responsibility action scale
	Summative scale regarding the type of social actions undertaken by organisations based on question (Q)11_1: “Did your company organise the following activities: donations and sponsorship, involvement in community development projects, employee voluntary programs, social marketing campaigns, supporting a social cause, training for other people then its own employees, complementary programs for employees”. The answers were yes/no to each.
	Mean: 1.73

Median: 1

Std. Deviation: 1.759

Skewness: 1.020

Kurtosis: 118

Minimum: 0

Maximum: 6



	2
	Year of founding
	“Year of establishment” (Q6)

Indicates the year when the business started.

This variable was also recoded in order to group firms: old—founded between 1991 and 2009, and new—founded between 2010 and 2012, based on the OECD and World Bank categorisations between new and old firms
	Mean: 2004.17

Median: 2007

Std. Deviation: 6.982

Skewness: −0.774

Kurtosis: −0.992

Minimum: 1991

Maximum: 2012



	3
	Number of employees
	Indicates the number of employees at the time of response (Q3).
	Mean: 61.21

Median: 9.00

Std. Deviation: 226.93

Skewness: 4.65

Kurtosis: 20.63

Minimum: 1

Maximum: 249



	4
	Turnover (thousands of Euros)
	Indicates the firm‘s turnover in the previous year (2015) (Q4).
	Mean: 2084.56

Median: 196.37

Std. Deviation: 8579.54

Skewness: 4.671

Kurtosis: 20.74

Minimum: 34.87

Maximum: 42,313.90



	5
	Level of formalisation
	Mean scale based on the questions: “Are there social responsibility components in the profile of your firm‘s activity?” (Q7); “Is there explicit reference regarding social responsibility values or principles in your firm‘s strategic or operational documents?” (Q8) and “Is there a department or a person employed for dealing with CSR?” (Q9). The answers were yes/no to each.
	Mean: 0.5000

Median: 0.0000

Std. Deviation: 0.82514

Skewness: 1.660

Kurtosis: 2.066

Minimum: 0.00

Maximum: 3.00



	6
	Managers’ opinions regarding their responsibility towards collective welfare
	Self-assessment on a 10-point scale for the question, “To what extent do you consider that social welfare is the responsibility of the business sector?”(Q6), where 1 means that social welfare is solely the responsibility of governments and 10 that the welfare of the society should be a priority for the business sector.
	Mean: 4.73

Median: 5.00

Std. Deviation: 2.050

Skewness: −0.035

Kurtosis: −0.322

Minimum: 1

Maximum: 9



	7
	Age of respondent
	Indicates the age of the respondent (in years) (your age, in the final section, "Finally, we have some general questions“).
	Mean: 42.85

Median: 40.00

Std. Deviation: 9.698

Skewness: 0.322

Kurtosis: −0.766

Minimum: 27

Maximum: 60
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Table 2. Expenses of firms for different types of social responsibility actions.
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	Less than 215 Euros
	Between 215 and 2150 Euros
	Between 2150 and 10,730 Euros
	Over 10,730 Euros





	Donations and sponsorship
	12.5%
	50.0%
	0.0%
	8.3%



	Involvement in community development projects
	0.0%
	16.7%
	4.2%
	0.0%



	Employee voluntary programs
	4.2%
	8.3%
	0.0%
	0.0%



	Social marketing campaign
	0.0%
	0.0%
	0.0%
	0.0%



	Supporting a social cause
	8.3%
	4.2%
	0.0%
	0.0%



	Training for other people then its own employees
	0.0%
	4.2%
	0.0%
	0.0%



	Complementary programs for employees
	12.5%
	22.9%
	8.3%
	0.0%
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Table 3. Linear regression model explaining the social responsibility actions scale.
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Unstandardized Coefficients

	
Standardized Coefficients

	
t

	
Sig.

	
Collinearity Statistics




	

	
B

	
Std. Error

	
Beta

	
Tolerance

	
VIF






	
(Constant)

	
57.459

	
55.031

	

	
1.044

	
0.303

	

	




	
Year of founding

	
−0.028

	
0.027

	
−0.109

	
−1.016

	
0.316

	
0.705

	
1.419




	
Turnover (thousands of euro)

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
−0.124

	
−1.266

	
0.213

	
0.845

	
1.184




	
Level of formalization

	
1.430

	
0.231

	
0.669

	
6.181

	
0.000

	
0.687

	
1.457




	
Managers’ opinions regarding their responsibility towards collective welfare

	
0.155

	
0.096

	
0.181

	
1.618

	
0.113

	
0.643

	
1.556




	
Age of respondent

	
−0.042

	
0.021

	
−0.233

	
−2.041

	
0.048

	
0.620

	
1.613
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