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Abstract: In today's business environment, companies need to take responsibility for their actions and their impact on stakeholders. The 

company-society relationship must be reciprocal.In this report, we consider implementing innovations in SMEs doing business in Bulgaria, 

the performance of CSR in practice and whether there is an understanding of the relationship between them. The theory is illustrated by data 
from an empirical study of 300 companies by the report's author. 
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1. Introduction 

Generating and implementing innovation is imperative for any 

company that seeks to achieve a competitive advantage in the 
conditions of Industry 4.0. The concept of Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CRS) is companies' commitment to becoming equal 
participants in the community's public regimes as corporate citizens. 

The connection between innovation and CSR is expressed in the 
reciprocity of the company-society relationship. In the initiative to 

achieve competitive advantages while increasing their financial 
results, companies must also contribute to improving society's 

welfare and implementing innovations in CSR. 

2. Literature review 

The concept of innovation involves generating and introducing 

new combinations of resources to create and add value to and from 
the organization and invoke both the stakeholder's well-being and 

competitiveness [1,2]. Innovation can be found in a variety of forms 
(product, marketing, process, social), produced from different 

sources (closed and open innovation) and associated with other 
aspects of change (incremental, radical, destructive) [3,4]. 

Business organizations are vital to transition to sustainable 

strategies and policies to address society's socio-economic and 

environmental challenges. Mentioned is where CSR's connection 
with innovation opens, which provides opportunities to offer real 

solutions that strengthen both the value of the brand and social 
prosperity. 

Corporate social responsibility is also essential for increasing 

the competitiveness, sustainability and economic advantages of 
companies. Adopting CSR's concept, companies are much more 

successful in risk management, efficiency, and effectiveness in 
maintaining favourable relationships with stakeholders and human 

resource management. 

One of the most popular definitions of CSR is Carroll [5[, 

which defines a business's corporate social responsibility due to 
harmonious, lasting interactions of economic, legal, ethical, and 

philanthropic obligations. 

The concept of CSR is based on three dimensions - 
environmental protection, social and economic elements.  

In the modern research literature, two more have been added - 

the voluntary aspect and the stakeholders. 

 

Another researchers, Van Marrewijk  and Werre [6], understand 

CSR as an integrated process. Each organization must define its 
specific sustainable goals to be much easier to adapt to changes and 

challenges coming from the business environment. 

The CSR implementation by companies has a significant 
contribution to economic development [7] and reflects companies' 

commitment to responsible management of their actions. Numerous 

empirical studies have shown that firms that implement CSR 
initiatives perform better than their competitors [8,9,10]. 

Several authors conclude that companies that neglect CSR 

activities are less successful in innovation [11]. 

When companies are strategically committed to adopting and 
acting by CSR principles, they also have a significant opportunity to 

create value and increase competitive performance [12]. 

Therefore, CSR stimulates innovation by incorporating policies 

associated with the concept into their competitive strategies, ie. 
CSR investments are a source of opportunities, innovation and 

competitive advantage. CSR stimulates the generation and 
introduction of innovations for several main reasons. In the context 

of CSR initiatives, companies improve relationships with their 
customers [13,14]. They attract investment and help retain highly 

skilled employees, talents who can adequately support the 
optimization of innovation processes [15]. The conducted empirical 

research proves the positive impact of the created value for the 

stakeholders and the applied management strategies associated with 
innovations [16]. 

We can argue that at the corporate level, CSR increases 

competitiveness [17,18,19]  while helping to create shared value. 
[20]. 

From a theoretical perspective, the two-way connection 

between CSR and innovation is substantiated. The various aspects 
supporting the implementation of innovation processes are 

considered [21], and organizational performance [9].  The empirical 

evidence for the two concepts' relationship is still relatively limited 
[22]. 

The link between CSR and innovation is based on a reciprocal 

principle - by solving current social problems of communities, 
companies increase their overall competitive performance. In the 

context of the two-way nature of the CSR-innovation relationship, 
we can point out that it positives the corporate reputation and hence 

the overall performance, and on the other hand, helps to solve 

environmental and social problems. 

Therefore, the link between CSR and innovation needs to be 
further studied and refined to create a more comprehensive, relevant 

research framework to support the successful implementation of 
companies' actions in the context of sustainability.  

We can conclude that the implementation of innovations in the 

context of CSR leads to an increase in the overall organizational 

performance by responding to specific societal needs and current 
ones that require the implementation of innovations. 

The balance between the interests of the stakeholders and the 

company contributes to the generation of innovations. They search 
for answers to current public needs and anticipate the influences and 

emerging on the horizon of expectations and trends. The 
presumption of their sustainability includes their compliance with 

the principles set out in CSR. 

3. Empirical study – results and discussion 

For this study, we consider the relationship between innovation 
and the application of CSR principles in the context of Bulgarian 

companies. The sample was compiled based on the number of 

companies that implement innovations in the Republic of Bulgaria 
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according to NSI data. The surveyed companies' profile is as 
follows: the number of respondents - 300 companies, the owners or 

managers of the companies were interviewed according to a pre-
prepared survey with closed questions. The survey was conducted 

in the period March-April 2020, under the project “Innovation in 
business and education. Development of a conceptual 

communication model for innovations in a business-information 

organizational environment”. The size of companies is determined 
according to the European classification - micro enterprises - 159 

respondents, small - 92, medium - 32, large - 5. Twelve of the 
respondents did not answer to which group it belongs the company 

they run. From the demographic profile, we see that the respondents 
in the survey are mainly representatives of SMEs. The following 

areas of activity are presented - production, services, light and 
processing industry, machine building, energy, science and 

education, IT, construction, design, engineering.  

Fig. 1. In the last three years, has your company invested in/Has 
innovative products and services been developed in your company? 

 

Respondents whose companies have developed innovative 

products and services invest mainly in the purchase of modern 
computers and equipment, in internal research, in an external 

examination, in design. They also focus on conducting training 

related to increasing organisations' capacity to generate innovations, 
external study, and external knowledge.  

Companies that do not have developed innovative products and 

services invest mainly in purchasing computers and equipment. 
They also have a more significant percentage of those who do not 

have investments associated with innovation.  

 

Fig. 2. In the last three years, has your company invested in / Do you 
apply the concept of CSR in your company? 

 

Respondents in this study, who apply CSR principles in their 
work, invest mainly in purchasing computers, modern machines, 

internal research, external knowledge, external research, training, 
design. They support principally tangible assets - devices and 

computers, followed by intangibles - external R&D, internal R&D 
and acquisition of external knowledge. 

Fig. 3. Are there any innovative products and services developed in 

your company?  Do you have innovations related to Corporate Social 
Responsibility? 

 

Fig. 4. In the last three years, has your company invested in / Do you 
have inovations related to the concept of CSR? 

 

The innovations carried out by the respondent companies 
related to CSR are too few. This type of innovation is implemented 

by companies creating innovative products and services. 

4. Discussion 

As a result of empirical research, we can draw some basic 

conclusions. Companies operating in Bulgaria, which implement 
innovations, invest mainly in tangible resources - computers, 

modern equipment. There is also investment in intangible resources 
but to a lesser extent. This conclusion is in line with a previous 

study in which the author of this article participated [4].  

Firms that apply practices in line with CSR's concept invest 
more in acquiring resources to support innovation efforts. They also 

show a predominance of investments in intangible resources. 

A minimum number of respondents in the survey implement 

CSR innovations, even though they are oriented towards creating 
and introducing innovations in general.  

5. Conclusion 

The empirical study results clearly outline the trend of lack of 
innovation in CSR in Bulgarian business practice. 

A possible reason for this is the lack of knowledge about the 

concept’s essence and its opportunities to increase companies' 
overall competitive performance. Another reason could be the lack 

of a clear assessment of the extent to which the costs associated 

with implementing the CSR concept and compliance with its 
standards are financially justified. 

It is essential to find the factors that imply access to information 

about their nature, creating appropriate communication programs. It 
is also necessary to formulate a framework through which SMEs 

can help realize CSR-related innovation's natural effect on 
competitiveness and maintain reciprocal business-to-society 
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relationships. One of the results will be that the generation and 
introduction of CSR innovations will help positive companies' 

financial performance. 

Transparency and openness, which must be embedded in 
organizations' policies, are crucial for successfully 

implementing programs to promote CSR innovation's 
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