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Abstract

:

The main aim of this article was to outline how the appearance of COVID-19 changed the global competitiveness of Slovenian companies through the lenses of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and crisis management. Based on concepts of CSR and crisis management, we analyzed the responses of companies to ensure their competitiveness in a crisis situation. Two surveys among managers in Slovenian companies were carried out, one in March 2020 (N = 618) and the other in May 2020 (N = 486). Our results showed that internationally oriented companies responded more comprehensively and proactively to the challenges of doing business in the COVID-19 crisis compared to the companies that had operated mainly in the domestic market during this period. The analysis also showed that internationally oriented companies responded to the COVID-19 crisis with more comprehensive measures also using the concept of CSR and crisis management in comparison with companies that, in the time of the pandemic, operated mainly in the domestic market and used fewer principles of CSR and crisis management. The main theoretical implications of this survey are related to CSR development. They emphasize the interdependent importance of experience and impact in international business in connection with the concept of CSR and crisis management in times of COVID-19. Practical implications include proposals to streamline operations to maintain competitiveness and to take advantage of new business opportunities and effects, which are also encouraged through the use of the CSR concept and crisis management.
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1. Introduction


Social, political, and, most recently, health crises have significantly changed the nature and the stability of our lives over the last decade and have limited our economic development [1,2,3,4,5]. Meanwhile, several empirical studies have reported on the impact of crises on businesses, including the recent pandemic crisis caused by COVID-19 [6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13]. These studies, however, show biased results about the impact of pandemics on business performance and company behavior [6,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21]. However, these studies emphasize very different starting points used by companies during the pandemic to find meaningful economic and social answers to the question of how to successfully do business in a global crisis [6,22,23].



Researchers of the interdependence between health crises and business have often defined the influence of the health crisis primarily through processes of broader social influences, among which the circumstances for the operation of companies in crisis are not at the forefront [24,25]. However, at the very beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, which started from March 2020 onwards, it became clear that, above all, classic pandemic control measures, such as company closures and restrictions on movement, severely restricted business operations and had a strong negative impact on future economic development.



Outlined cognitions raise a number of research and application issues related to the operation of companies in times of global crisis caused by COVID-19. In that context, we focused our research on the most pertinent questions. Among them, we were particularly interested in how the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in the initial phase affected the operations, actions, and competitiveness of companies in Slovenia. In relation to this, the question of crisis management for coping with changes comes to the forefront as, in societies nowadays, the striving for corporate social responsibility (CSR) in companies is constantly growing. From that context comes to the forefront a question regarding CSR in companies in challenging times of crisis, such as the one caused by COVID-19, as there has been a traditional trade-off between pursuing economic goals and CSR goals [7,9].



The available literature does not provide answers on how the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the operations and actions of Slovenian companies or how they cope with new challenges in the frame of crisis management and does not provide an answer regarding the concern for CSR in organizations in times of crisis. A crisis can most generally be defined as any event or period that may lead to an unstable and dangerous situation affecting an individual, group, or all of society [10,12].



This study addresses the above-outlined gaps in the literature and contributes cognitions about the operations of Slovenian companies at the beginning of the pandemic in the context of crisis management while also addressing the concern for CSR in companies. More precisely, our research focuses on the analysis of companies’ responses to the COVID-19 situation and on the impact of various companies’ measures on their international competitiveness, especially in terms of the application of the crisis management and CSR concept.



In order to comprehensively determine the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on selected areas of study, we conducted two surveys using the same questionnaire, one in March and the other in May 2020, among managers. We focused on Slovenian companies competing in international markets and how they cope with the aforementioned challenges.



This article contributes to the literature as well as the organizational practice in several ways. It highlights the discussion about the impact of COVID-19 on operations of Slovenian companies at the beginning of the pandemic in the context of crisis management while also addressing the concern for CSR in companies. Outlined cognitions provide new insights into the operation of companies in crisis, discussed through the lenses of crisis management and the concern for CSR in companies in times of crisis.



These results thus contribute to new theoretical and practical findings, especially on the role and importance of the concept of CSR in companies and also in other organizations in society. The aggregated results were submitted to the Government of the Republic of Slovenia and the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Slovenia. Partial results of the research were also published in the Slovenian media [26,27].



The paper is structured as follows. First, we present the theoretical background and research design followed by postulated research questions. Next, we outline methods and results. The final part of the paper includes a discussion of the results, theoretical and practical implications, and limitations and future research.




2. Theoretical Framework and Research Questions


In this section, we first outline the theoretical foundations of two main concepts considered in the research, namely crisis management and CSR. Next, we outline key characteristics of the approach taken in this research. This section is concluded with postulated research questions.



2.1. Crisis Management and COVID-19


Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is a contagious disease caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), which first appeared in Wuhan (China) in December 2019 and caused a global health pandemic in 2020 [7,10]. According to the definition of COVID-19 circumstances, it becomes clearly evident that COVID-19 may lead to a societal crisis and crises in companies, which have been known to occur in companies from their existence [28,29,30,31,32]. Managing global crises in a company as caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is a complex social and business issue that requires the coordination of various conceptual, strategic, and application concepts [33,34,35,36].



From the point of view of the individual, social development and the development of companies have been in constant conflict and in a constant crisis since the time of the first industrial revolution [37]. This is reflected in the constant emergence of ever new technological and social changes, which the individual often perceives as conflicting due to their limitations [38]. These are economic, technological, and wider social milestones that present new opportunities for individuals and for each company as well [37]. Virtually the entire economic history of the 20th and 21st centuries is in a constant transition from crisis to crisis [35,39]. This is reflected in the relationship between state regulation of the economic conditions of companies and in individuals’ lives in general [40]. This ever-present economic crisis relationship between the state and the individual in this period repeatedly encourages new social business models where the individual is both the one who co-creates these models and the one who experiences the effects of these ever-new social business models [41,42,43].



The crisis can be very generally defined as the state of a company when it is clear that the company only realizes the potential market opportunities offered by the ever-present macroeconomic and wider social instability [28,29,44]. Risk management and corporate governance, which can be highlighted as probably a key response to a pandemic crisis in society, are therefore reflected in the process of entrepreneurial learning about the causes and consequences of social crises to achieve business, group, and individual goals in the company [45]. Organizational restructuring, which represents a mode of managerial understanding and action in a crisis from the point of view of realizing a potential financial opportunity in the market, is also strongly dependent on this [29,46].



In terms of its potential to adapt to change, a company’s crisis is reflected in the relationship between stability and business development. The relationship between stability and business development is therefore reflected in their constant process of intertwining [47,48]. Therefore, the relationship between stability and business development as a form of a permanent process usually manifests itself as a crisis of the company as an institution. At the same time, this process represents the potential for the company to adapt to changes, which are usually measurable and are reflected in the competitiveness of operations [49,50,51].




2.2. COVID-19 Crisis and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)


At the outbreak of the pandemic in March 2020, the concept of CSR provided a theoretical and applied conceptual framework that considered the broad aspect of finding fundamental responses to the social aspects of crisis action in business operations. In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is only possible to talk about the new social and business situation when the crisis has already arisen because it occurred practically immediately [28,29,30,51,52]. However, at the beginning of the crisis, it makes sense to explore some influential aspects of interdependence between CSR and crisis management that should prevent or greatly minimize the negative effects of the crisis, as some authors point out [33,34]. Crisis as a social phenomenon is also interesting for company development and the business of companies after the crisis when the effects of the crisis are minimized. The relationship between the concept of CSR and crisis management is therefore a process in which the effects of their interdependence are co-formed over a longer period of time. To sum up, their interdependence is represented by social and entrepreneurial life as a whole [33,35,36,53].



CSR can most generally be defined as the simultaneous striving for achieving economic, social, and natural-related goals in organizations [28,54]. From a corporate viewpoint, the literature defines CSR as a form of international private business self-regulation that aims to contribute to societal goals of a philanthropic, activist, or charitable nature by engaging in or supporting volunteering or ethically-oriented practices [33,55]. In that context, CSR is generally understood as a strategic initiative that contributes to a corporation’s reputation [56,57]. With the implementation of CSR, companies go beyond compliance with regulatory requirements and engage in “actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm and that which is required by law” [51,58].



It is therefore not surprising that CSR and crisis management are closely linked in modern life [55]. However, some researchers in this field also find that few companies use the interdependence between CSR and crisis management as an approach to preventing business crises. CSR is often seen as an approach that helps to reduce the effects of the crisis; however, companies use the concept of CSR more to restore the company’s reputation in the market and in the social environment rather than to reduce risks of business in crisis periods [43,54,59].



We can also find different views of researchers on the relationship between CSR and crisis management. These are mostly findings that companies can primarily reduce the negative effects of the crisis if they get involved in CSR initiatives before the crisis occurs [59,60,61]. This could therefore be a basic decision of companies that the crisis is an integral part of business, and as such, it is also economically justified to be considered in the development of company management, even during normal business conditions. In such a case, corporate CSR is recognized as an appropriate concept for learning about management development and action in the event of a business crisis [62]. These cognitions stem from the debate about the traditional trade-off between focusing on economic survival and improving CSR.



The economic effects of a company during the pandemic period are based on a changed definition of the necessary operating costs. In fact, compliance with the CSR concept is associated with new costs that burden the business economics of the company [41,42,63]. It is for this reason that business owners and management in crisis situations of business often accept new decisions about the acceptable interval of return on capital and the related business performance [32,64,65]. Ownership decisions on the above always also mean an agreement on what additional costs are an investment for the company and what costs only reduce the return on capital. It is from the point of view of the application of the CSR concept in companies that such a decision is critically important as it is a decision on whether the additional costs associated with the introduction of the CSR concept are justified or not [48,66,67].



Some researchers also find that consideration of the interdependence between CSR and crisis management can help companies avoid crisis situations in business even before the actual business crisis has begun [63]. This is a kind of concept of an early warning of potential crisis situations and, of course, the concept of constant preparedness for the emergence of crisis situations in business [64,65]. It seems that, especially in the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic, this aspect of the certain dormant condition of company management is extremely important and is reflected in the shortest possible business and socially justified response to the newly created business conditions. It can be seen as a management system for the early warning of business crisis conditions or the ability of management to activate some previously developed business scenarios in the event of a crisis, from which it can quickly adapt to new business conditions. In companies where such an early warning management system is included in business decisions, this supports the company’s compliance management with an emphasis on encouraging the communication of emerging problems and conflicts [68,69].



Moreover, such a management system for the early warning of business crisis conditions in terms of links between the company and its social environment establishes a proactive approach to CSR [31,41,70]. This includes various stakeholders in the political system in such a business model, including representatives of government institutions, educational institutions, political parties, trade unions, and influential NGOs [71,72,73]. Such a wide range of communication between different stakeholders can lead to a better understanding of the perception of business crisis situations. These can potentially provide more competitive solutions to crisis management, considering several influential aspects of the topic under consideration [74,75,76].



It is particularly important to recognize that the emergence of a crisis can be an exceptional opportunity for a company to establish the conditions for the lasting presence of changing business practices [77,78]. It is, of course, a kind of consensual agreement between business owners and management that it is necessary to include corporate social responsibility in the company’s business processes.




2.3. Research Questions


In line with our research aims, we have identified gaps in the literature and outlined the starting points in the above sections. Based on the above-outlined cognitions, we postulated the following research questions:



Research question 1: How do COVID-19 circumstances influence organizational international competitiveness and their operation under COVID-19 circumstances?



In the first research question, we were interested in the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in the first months of the crisis. Our research considered only the time dynamics of the adoption of measures by the Government of the Republic of Slovenia to manage the crisis pandemic situation of business operations.



Research question 2: How do COVID-19 circumstances influence crisis management in organizations?



In our research, we were also interested in whether the measures of the Government of the Republic of Slovenia in the first period of the COVID-19 pandemic affected the content of crisis management measures in companies in terms of ensuring their international competitiveness. Thus, with this research question, we were interested in how the transition to crisis business management took place in Slovenian companies in the first months of the pandemic.



Research question 3: How do COVID-19 circumstances influence concern for CSR in companies?



In the third research question, we were interested in examining the impact of COVID-19 circumstances and crisis management on the concern for CSR in companies as there might be some fluctuation in the concern for CSR in organizations because the crisis emphasized a focus on economic results, while other goals—namely social and natural related goals, under the umbrella of CSR—may be pushed into the background.





3. Methods


In March 2020, when the pandemic intensively interfered in everyday social and business life, we decided to investigate this extremely rare phenomenon of global social and economic crisis at the level of Slovenian companies.



Data and sampling—The data for this survey were obtained through a field survey of managers in Slovenian companies. We conducted the survey in two waves. In order to comprehensively determine the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on selected areas of study, we conducted two surveys using the same questionnaire, one in March and the other in May 2020 [18,26,27]. With such an approach, we were able to see the changes in the first months of the COVID-19 epidemics because March was the time of lockdown while May was when the lockdown was suspended. With this, we were able to capture and assess the effect of changes due to the COVID-19.



The samples for both repetitions of the survey were convenient as the respondents were selected based on personal linkages and connections of the authors of this paper [26,27]. We used personal linkages to obtain the responses as in times of crises or similar events that put a lot of pressure on management and organizations and survived. The efficiency of sending surveys and/or inviting participants based on random sampling is low. One contact per organization was invited to participate in the survey. All invited contacts were managers, with the dominance of top managers. We collected 618 answers in the first repetition and 486 answers in the second repetition. For both waves of the survey, we contacted the same pool of respondents as they were personal contacts. With that, we ensured that the probability that some answered in the first and second waves was very high.



All contacted respondents were working in middle and large enterprises. We focused on those two groups of companies as small and micro-companies often do not have broadly elaborated and set policies regarding CSR. Thus, the inclusion of those companies may substantially change the obtained cognitions as the organizational size importantly determines CSR policy in organizations [17,79].



Both surveys were carried out with the support of the Government of the Republic of Slovenia, and according to the provisions of the research contract, we can only report some aggregate findings (for details see [18]).



Basic characteristics of survey participants in both repetitions of the survey are outlined in Table 1.



Instrument used—The questions were formulated based on the practical, consulting, and research experiences of the authors, which reflect the main theoretical cognitions in the relevant literature. The instrument used consisted of 62 questions regarding the impact of COVID-19 on business performance, while five questions could be directly linked to the topic of this paper, i.e., CSR and crisis management in COVID-19 circumstances. Accordingly, for this paper, we took into consideration those five questions. All selected questions were closed questions where respondents could choose one answer from a pool of possible answers. The questions were developed by the authors with the aim to capture the most important aspects of companies’ workings and behaviors that can be affected by COVID-19. The survey questions were formulated based on theoretical assumptions as well as on more than 30 years of experience of the authors with consulting work in companies.



Research design—Two repetitions of the survey enabled us to capture the effect of COVID–19 circumstances on various aspects of companies’ workings and behaviors. Thus, we considered the first conduction of the survey in March as representing the circumstances before COVID–19 while the repetition of May was able to capture the effect of COVID-19 pandemics. For all selected questions from the survey, we reported frequencies, and we also reported mean values as each question was measured on an interval scale covering both extremes in each question.



The main purpose of this survey was to capture the effect of COVID-19 on companies’ workings and behaviors. We used elements of descriptive statistics, namely mean values and frequencies.




4. Results


We outline the results in the next paragraphs, which enables us to discuss the impact of COVID-19 circumstances on issues related to the crisis management and CSR of companies.



The results in Table 2 show that at the beginning of the pandemic in March 2020, more than 8% of Slovenian companies were among the leaders in terms of international competitiveness. At the same time, these companies operated practically independently of the influences adopted by the Government of the Republic of Slovenia. However, as early as May 2020, the percentage of these companies fell to 1.7%.



The other results in Table 2 also show that companies that were at least internationally competitive and above-average competitive in March 2020 were losing their competitive advantage in international markets. At the same time, these companies were also partly dependent on government measures. The situation is exactly the opposite with companies that were internationally uncompetitive or below average in March. Already in May, the percentage of such companies significantly increased. The percentage of non-competitive companies increased from 2.8% in March to 11.8% in May.



At the same time, these companies were dependent on government measures. This process is even more intense for companies that were below-average competitive in March and at the same time significantly dependent on government measures. In March, this was 5.1% of such companies, and 25.1% in May.



The results in Table 3 show that, in March 2020, the amount of communication between companies and the Government of the Republic of Slovenia from the point of view of organizational changes in companies, which also included the concept of CSR and crisis management, was insignificant for 53.9% of companies. However, as early as May, the percentage of such companies fell to 11.2%. The results also show that, in March, only 2.8% of companies significantly linked their decisions on organizational changes related to the concept of CSR and crisis management to the impact of communication with the Slovenian government. In May, there were 17.4% of such companies. Moreover, if we look more broadly at these data, we see that in March about 32% of companies from time to time significantly or regularly associated their organizational changes, which were also based on the concept of CSR and crisis management, with the impact of communication with the Slovenian government. In May, there were already more than 76% of such companies.



The results in Table 4 show that the growth trend in the number of companies that also incorporated the principles of CSR into the development of crisis management increased from just over 30% in March 2020 to almost 49% in May 2020. On the other hand, the number of companies that did not develop crisis management also linked to the concept of CSR decreased from almost 20% in March to just over 8% in May. It is also interesting to note the number of companies that considered how to act in a crisis in a pandemic during this period. The percentage of companies thinking in this direction partially increased from just over 21% to 24%. However, the percentage of companies that did not link the development of crisis operations with the concept of CSR also decreased significantly from just over 28% to almost 19%.



The results from Table 5 show how management in companies deals with the connection between the international competitiveness of the company’s operations by considering the principles of CSR and crisis management. If in March 2020 there were more than 25% of companies in which management claimed that there was a strong and even decisive connection between the above, in May 2020 there were already more than 46% of such companies. It is also interesting that, from March to May, the percentage of companies in which management claimed that international competitiveness is not related or only partially related to compliance with the principles of CSR and crisis management sharply fell. In March 2020, there were more than 50% of such companies, and in May 2020 only a good 32% of them.



The results from Table 6 are also interesting in showing the dynamics of the transition of the companies’ operations to crisis management considering the principles of CSR. In March 2020, more than 21% of companies planned to implement this transition within one month. In May 2020, there were already more than 30% of companies that had also planned that the implementation of this transition would take one month. If we look at the data more widely, we can see that, already in March 2020, a good 65% of companies planned this transition within a period of three months at the latest. Furthermore, in May 2020, there were already a good 71% of companies that also planned this transition within a period of three months at the latest. At the same time, however, this can be traced to the declining trend of companies that were just designing new forms of business. In March 2020, there were more than 17% of such companies, and in May 2020, only a good 10%. It is also interesting to note that there was a declining trend of companies planning this transition in a period of 3 to 5 months. In March 2020, there were more than 17% of such companies, and in May 2020, more than 12%.




5. Discussion


In the discussion, we highlight some dilemmas related to the presented results of our research through the lenses of postulated research questions, which emphasize the impact of COVID-19 circumstances on companies’ international competitiveness, crisis management, and CSR.



Based on the obtained results, it becomes evident that our cognitions are surprising. Namely, they point to the importance of connections between the international competitiveness of Slovenian companies, the effects of the CSR concept and crisis management, and the impact of communication between companies and the political system of Slovenia. The results show that this interdependence intensified markedly at the onset of the pandemic in March 2020, and only progressed until May of this year. This is beyond a classical understanding of the role of CSR in crisis, wherein typically a concern for CSR is not at the forefront of interest during a crisis. Both surveys were carried out with the financial support of the Government of the Republic of Slovenia, and according to the provisions of the research funding contract, we can only report some aggregate findings [29,32].



Looking for the reasons behind such results, which in the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic highlight a strong and growing interdependence between the international competitiveness of Slovenian companies, the effects of the CSR concept and crisis management and communication between companies and the Government of the Republic of Slovenia emerge. The reason may stem from the increased communication between companies and the Slovenian political system during the COVID-19 crisis. The amount of communication between companies and the Slovenian political system was significantly lower before the pandemic than it was at the beginning and in the first months of the crisis. Communication between Slovenian companies and the Slovenian political system is certainly crucial for the application effects of the CSR concept. The appearance of the global crisis in Slovenian companies also encouraged a change in the entrepreneurial mindset, which can be assumed based on our results. The mentality began to emerge that, in addition to the predominantly business effects, the relations between the company and the Slovenian social or political system are also more important for a company. Finally, these findings also send a clear message about the important lever for the applicability of the CSR concept, which, at least in the case of our research companies, is based on the changing way of thinking and evaluating the relationship between company and society as a whole [77,78].



In such changed and global crisis conditions of business operations, such as those that COVID-19 has brought, the evaluation of the effects of business concepts also changes, which are mainly based on ensuring the highest possible economics of business operations. Based on the results of our research, we can indisputably claim that with the onset of the pandemic in Slovenian companies, there was a process of redefining the effects of companies’ business economics on their international competitiveness. We may argue that in the global business crisis, the concept of CSR in connection with crisis management has gained a significantly more important role than it had before the pandemic [79,80,81]. This realization is also important for the further development of the CSR concept.



The time dynamics of the introduction of business changes in the first months of the pandemic also enable the conclusion that in most of the companies that participated in the research, the principles of CSR and crisis management were also significantly considered in their operations. This means that, especially in those companies that were already developing crisis management for business in the period before the pandemic, the transition from the so-called normal business conditions to crisis situations was extremely fast. However, this is not only about the speed of companies adapting to the global crisis but it is also about the changed evaluation of business concepts used by companies.



This stems from the fact that the concept of CSR in connection with crisis management is certainly an important factor in ensuring the international competitiveness of business. As we recognized a strong interdependence between Slovenian companies and the Slovenian political system, we may argue that the global crisis is a strong driver of a changing attitude towards the importance of the concept of CSR at the entrepreneurial and social level.



Our findings expose a substantial change in the attitude of the companies that participated in the research regarding the importance of the positive effects of the CSR concept in connection with crisis management. We may argue that this is a process that deals with the current reality of entrepreneurship in Slovenia in a changing way. At the entrepreneurial level, this certainly means a new evaluation of the impact of various business concepts and their effects on short-term and long-term business results. The concept of CSR is so broadly defined in every business environment that even the crisis situation in which Slovenian companies still operate is only a partial aspect of dealing with the topic. Nevertheless, we can say that the concept of CSR in Slovenian society has a greater validity and influence. Our research has shown that in the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, the concept of CSR had the effect of limiting the effects of the crisis to ensure the international competitiveness of companies’ operations. This realization is also important for the further development of the CSR concept in Slovenian companies [80,82].



For the development of the CSR concept, it is also important to realize that it is sensible to consider the so-called normal business conditions at the same time as a potential crisis [77,81]. The results of our research show that the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic caused a total shock at the social and entrepreneurial levels. The least painful, however, was the total shock amortized by the companies that were prepared for the crisis even before it appeared. The results of the research also show that most of these companies have developed and/or already had developed and introduced into business practice the concepts of CSR and crisis management. This is in line with previous findings of the development of the CSR concept in Slovenian companies [83,84].



The COVID-19 pandemic has re-ignited the entrepreneurial dilemma and at the same time the belief that it is necessary to change existing and prevailing business models from the point of view of economic criteria of companies based on international competitiveness [78,82]. We have already witnessed such attitudes in Slovenia in the great financial and economic crisis in 2008 and later [77,83]. Even then, as with the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 and beyond, there was the entrepreneurial position on the need to move from a purely narrow entrepreneurial approach to profit to a broader concept of long-term entrepreneurial profit involving more stakeholders at the level of society. Regarding the research of this topic, which highlights the interdependence between crisis operations of companies in terms of the role of the CSR concept in this, there are a number of sources relating to the period of the global financial crisis in 2008 and later [77,79,83].



The findings from this research on the global financial crisis in 2008 and the crisis operations of companies from the perspective of the CSR concept [17,82] can also be linked to the findings of our research on the conditions of crisis operations of Slovenian companies in March and May 2020 from the perspective of the CSR concept and crisis management. The results of our research show that the Slovenian economy and Slovenian society as a whole reacted in a similar manner to the companies at the beginning of the 2020 pandemic at the onset of the 2008 financial crisis. It is sensible to connect the narrow entrepreneurial treatment of the effects of capital in some way with the involvement of stakeholders in the wider social environment [78,84].



This can also mean that, by expanding the treatment of the capital effects of doing business to the wider social environment, additional costs are indisputably incurred for companies. Additionally, it is in this segment that the strategic dilemma of business owners and management arises as to whether and when these additional costs of involving a wide range of stakeholders at the company level are also business-justified. At least in the case of Slovenian companies that participated in our research, we can say that this dilemma was present at the beginning of the pandemic in March 2020, and as the results of our research show, it was accepted as business-justified in most companies.



The above-outlined findings also trigger a dilemma regarding whether the findings of our research can be understood in a more absolute sense as a new stage of development of the concept of CSR in connection with crisis management. However, in answering this question, we must remain neutral. Although the fact that the results of our research in principle allow such a conclusion, within the literature dealing with this area, which we also cited in our article, the result is inconsistent. The links between the concept of CSR used by companies and costs, profits, international competitiveness, and long-term or strategic survival of companies are not satisfactorily clear. It is worth mentioning that in many of the sources cited here, quite unsatisfactory evidence can be found of the positive effect of CSR in companies on long-term business performance. This is especially true in terms of a clear and reasoned impact on financial performance. However, at the same time, these sources do not sufficiently explore the area that would measurably link the concept of CSR with the benefit for business owners given the fact that the cost aspect of CSR in companies remains unsatisfactorily researched.



To sum up, we can conclude that if companies want to learn from crisis management cases, such as those provoked by the COVID-19 pandemic, a thorough analysis of the situation and a critical assessment of the effects of business operations are needed. These are aspects of the concrete relationship between CSR and crisis management that are often very difficult to identify without in-depth research as they usually represent a kind of silent component of modern business competitiveness [58]. The changing business operations of companies during the crisis in the connection between the concept of CSR and crisis management is, therefore, a long-lasting process. As a rule, it is a process that develops for a much longer time than, for example, the process of just changing the organizational structure of the company, which almost, as a rule, follows any influential crisis business conditions [44,59].




6. Implications


This study has the following implications. In terms of the theoretical implications due to the results of our research, we can outline the following. The most important cognition is that CSR concept usage increased in the crisis circumstance as well as being used within crisis management. Another theoretical contribution can stem from the cognition that the crisis enhanced the relations between government and companies, and also in the context of CSR and crisis management usage. These are just some tentative theoretical contributions, which provide an important outlet for further research as well as for more empirical verification.



In terms of the practical implications for companies, these could be the following. There are several of these tips intended for Slovenian business practice. If we consider the results of our research from the initial period of the COVID-19 pandemic, we can conclude that the concept of CSR in interdependence with crisis management has had a positive impact on ensuring the international competitiveness of most of those companies. This same impact can be seen in most of those companies that have been able to adapt quickly to the newly emerging business crisis.



The question for corporate management, however, is whether this impact of CSR on business competitiveness at the beginning of the crisis can be linked to threats that the company could enter less manageable business conditions or whether it is a new management opportunity to introduce meaningful business changes in impact assessment in various management concepts used by Slovenian companies.



The concept of CSR in connection with crisis management has gained a significantly more important role than it had before the pandemic [79,80]. This implies that managers need to re-think their policies and strategies for CSR implementation in organizations, and additionally in times when crisis circumstances are not present.



In essence, it is also possible that during a pandemic crisis, management can accept the impact of the CSR concept on economic results as a useful innovation and possibly as a changed strategic decision, and during a period of crisis, understand how to adopt different management concepts—in our case, especially the concept of CSR—as potentially influential in ensuring the desired financial effects of operations. This is certainly related to the need to redefine the necessary and fewer or unnecessary operating costs caused by management concepts. Moreover, the concept of CSR in Slovenian business practice certainly has a cost aspect, which is of interest to management and business owners. All of the above is intended to maintain and develop international market positions. Is this a threat or opportunity for Slovenian companies?



Research Limitations and Future Research Directions


This study has some limitations. First, it involved convenience sampling, wherein respondents were selected based on the authors’ personal networks. This was the most logical way to proceed because the readiness of organizations and their employees to participate in the surveying was low due to the workload of remote working and COVID-19-related situations. Second, due to the preliminary nature of the study and early stages of data processing, we outlined only some basic statistics, namely mean values and frequencies. Third, a minor limitation may be the focus on respondents in organizations in a small post-transition economy, namely Slovenia, which may affect the possibility of generalizing the results to other countries. Fourth, we focused on Slovenian companies competing at international markets and how they cope with the aforementioned challenges, leaving out of focus companies operating mainly in domestic markets. Finally, it should be emphasized that the main purpose of our research on the impact of COVID-19 on companies’ workings and behaviors, as well as of this manuscript, was to grasp the actual impact of COVID-19 on the operation and behavior of companies through the aspect of business practice, mainly due to our involvement in the operation of companies in the last 30 years primarily through consulting work. Therefore, the emphasis in this paper was mainly on the practical aspect and practical experience of authors, which are adequately supported by theoretical findings.



In terms of future research directions, the survey should be repeated to capture the possible lag-effect of the COVID-19 impact on organizations as well as the situation in current times when the pandemic situation is still present. Due to the very general and narrow approach to examining the CSR concept in the period of crisis operations of Slovenian companies in terms of economic effects, repeated research would be needed. It is also a fact that in the following research, it would be even more goal-oriented to develop the content of the CSR research model from the point of view of the economic effects of business and the role of other Slovenian social institutions in this. It would also be worthwhile to refine the methodology so that it could be more concretely comparable in content with some international research on this topic. The fact is that repeated research on the concept of CSR in the Slovenian economy would highlight only the Slovenian aspect of it. However, as we have already pointed out in the text, due to the substantive breadth of the concept of CSR, it is almost certain that the theoretical knowledge of this topic would have only a limited value. Nevertheless, the theoretical findings of our research cannot be ignored. We indicated the starting point for the continuation of this research with our work. Finally, a survey sample should be expanded to other countries, also including organizations with a domestic focus, and move beyond convenient sampling.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample.
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March 2020 (N = 618)

	
May 2020 (N = 486)






	
Gender

	

	

	

	




	
Male

	
389

	
62.9%

	
355

	
73.0%




	
Female

	
229

	
37.1%

	
131

	
27.0%




	
Working experiences

	

	

	

	




	
Up to 2 years

	
37

	
6.0%

	
28

	
5.8%




	
2 to 4 years

	
25

	
4.0%

	
28

	
5.8%




	
4 to 6 years

	
55

	
8.9%

	
35

	
7.2%




	
6 to 8 years

	
48

	
7.8%

	
39

	
8.0%




	
8 to 10 years

	
67

	
10.8%

	
28

	
5.8%




	
10 to 15 years

	
98

	
15.9%

	
74

	
15.2%




	
15 to 20 years

	
116

	
18.8%

	
146

	
30.0%




	
More than 20 years

	
172

	
27.8%

	
108

	
22.2%








N = the number of managers.
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Table 2. International competitiveness of organizations at the beginning of a pandemic and the percentage of companies operating independently of measures given by the Government of the Republic of Slovenia.
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	March 2020 (N = 618)
	May 2020 (N = 486)





	Mean value
	3.3
	2.7



	Frequencies
	
	



	We were/are uncompetitive, regularly influenced by governmental measures
	2.8%
	11.8%



	We were/are below average competitive, significantly influenced by governmental measures
	5.1%
	25.1%



	We were/are on average competitive, influenced by some governmental measures
	57.4%
	47.5%



	We were/are above average competitive, hardly influenced by governmental measures
	26.6%
	13.9%







N = the number of managers.













[image: Table] 





Table 3. The amount of communication between Slovenian companies and the Slovenian government about organizational changes in companies also running concepts of CSR and crisis management.
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	March 2020 (N = 618)
	May 2020 (N = 486)





	Mean value
	2.0
	3.3



	Frequencies
	
	



	We do not communicate
	53.9%
	11.2%



	We hardly communicate
	14.2%
	12.3%



	We communicate from time to time
	13.8%
	23.8%



	We communicate significantly
	15.3%
	35.3%



	We communicate regularly
	2.8%
	17.4%







N = the number of managers.
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Table 4. Development of the company’s crisis business while using the principles of CSR.
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	March 2020 (N = 618)
	May 2020 (N = 486)





	Mean value
	2.7
	3.6



	Frequencies
	
	



	We will not develop it
	19.8%
	8.3%



	We think about it
	21.5%
	24.1%



	We will start developing it
	28.4%
	18.8%



	It is already developed but not yet used
	12.3%
	21.2%



	We already use it
	18.0%
	27.6%







N = the number of managers.













[image: Table] 





Table 5. Connection between international competitiveness of the company and use of CSR principles and crisis management.
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	March 2020 (N = 618)
	May 2020 (N = 486)





	Mean value
	2.6
	3.2



	Frequencies
	
	



	Not related
	21.7%
	12.4%



	It is partly related
	28.5%
	20.2%



	It is moderately related
	24.6%
	21.1%



	It is strongly related
	19.7%
	29.4%



	It is decisively related
	5.5%
	16.9%







N = the number of managers.
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Table 6. Dynamics of the transition of the company in crisis using CSR principles and crisis management since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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	March 2020 (N = 618)
	May 2020 (N = 486)





	Mean value
	2.1
	3.5



	Frequencies
	
	



	We do not know when, we are just designing new business models
	17.2%
	10.4%



	We are planning in the period from 3 to 5 months
	17.5%
	12.4%



	We are planning for a period of up to 3 months
	28.4%
	26.5%



	We are planning for a period of up to 2 months
	15.6%
	20.1%



	We are planning for a period of up to 1 months
	21.3%
	30.6%







N = the number of managers.
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