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ABSTRACT 
 
This research analyses small and medium enterprises directors' sensitivity to CSR, and more specifically 
to workplace wellbeing and risk management. We conducted a questionnaire survey of 1,800 directors of 
Belgian small and medium enterprises to determine their perceptions and actions regarding these two 
aspects. According to Beaupré et al. (2008), these notions can form part of socially responsible human 
resources management. The 220 directors who answered our survey feel that good relations with and 
between their employees, as well as clear objectives, contribute to workplace wellbeing. Although 85% of 
directors view employee wellbeing as an objective for their small and medium enterprise, just 68% assess 
occupational risks, the motivations being to comply with the regulatory framework but also to improve 
working conditions.  
 
JEL: M1, I3, L2 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

lthough large companies have been involved in CSR for several decades (CIDD, 2006, Martinet 
and Reynaud, 2004), small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are also striving to make achievements 
in social responsibility, which is continually gaining ground in this sector under the impetus of 

various national and European institutions (Oueghlissi, 2013, Berger-Douce, 2008). Accounting for 99.8% 
of businesses in Europe (Eurostat, 2015), SMEs are key participants in the economy. They play indeed a 
role in job creation, producing products and services for society, and economic growth (Hasle and Limborg, 
2006). SMEs are therefore a key field of research. In recent years, and particularly since 2006 (Louche and 
Michotte, 2011), the volume of research conducted into CSR in SMEs has continued to grow (Oueghlissi, 
2013, Berger-Douce, 2008, Paradas, 2008, 2006). Furthermore, the numerous social responsibility support 
tools offered to SMEs are evidence of the interest in sustainable development and highlight the benefits of 
adopting socially responsible strategies (Quairel and Auberger, 2005). Although CSR practices are not 
absent from the SME world, they are more intuitive than they are strategic or formal (Louche and Michotte, 
2011). They are also less investigated and structured than the largest companies' practices. SMEs can act 
as the driving force behind sustainable solutions and progress at various levels (social and environmental) 
(Forget, 2011). According to Wolff and Bosia (2014), SMEs' involvement in a socially responsible 
approach is not necessarily prompted by a desire to improve their reputation or brand image. Instead, it may 
be due to an intention to motivate or retain their personnel, or to ethical arguments (Jenkins, 2006). Both 
strategic and intrinsic (philanthropic) motivations could therefore lead SMEs to engage in CSR (Fitjar, 
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2011). Oueghlissi (2013) and Perrini et al (2007) also believe that SMEs, without even realising it, are 
usually involved in CSR initiatives. 
 
The distinguishing characteristics of SMEs' responsible engagement (compared with large companies) are 
primarily linked to internal management constraints: lack of time, lack of human and financial resources, 
lack of appropriate skills, poor communication, etc. As a result, small businesses engage in sustainable, 
informal practices (Battaglia et al, 2014, Oueghlissi, 2013, Russo and Tencati, 2009, Jenkins, 2006). 
Nevertheless, despite certain weaknesses, SMEs also have certain strengths that enable them to respond to 
sustainable development challenges. As such, Forget (2011) stresses their potential in terms of local job 
creation and proximity to their business environment and stakeholders. This geographical and interpersonal 
proximity (Torrès, 2000) therefore fosters strong local integration that encourages a CSR approach. In a 
quantitative study of 84 SMEs, Berger-Douce (2008) highlights the fact that local development is one of 
the major strategic concerns for 76.2% of these companies. Their small size also enables SMEs to leverage 
a greater ability to react and adapt to change (Oueghlissi, 2013, Berger-Douce, 2008). Several drivers can 
prompt SMEs to invest in CSR practices. They may engage in response to certain constraints imposed by 
their stakeholders or simply in response to their director's ethical convictions (Oueghlissi, 2013, Brodhag, 
2011). Our research will focus on SME directors and their sensitivity to the labour aspect of CSR. We 
investigate the perceptions that this can generate in relation to workplace wellbeing and risk management. 
These aspects can form part of socially responsible HR management. We also explore any initiatives 
implemented in these areas. The first part of this article will focus on reviewing the literature. We will then 
explore the methodology used. Lastly, we will present and discuss the results of our survey.  
 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
CSR Directors: A Key Participant in the CSR Approach  
 
Directors play a central role in the decisions made within their company (Julien and Marchesnay, 1988). 
These decisions are heavily influenced by their personality, values and perception (Spence et al, 2007). 
According to Wolff and Bosia (2014), Louche and Michotte (2011) and Spence et al (2007), it is primarily 
these values, rather than an instrumental and strategic view of CSR, that lead an SME director to engage in 
a CSR approach. As such, "SME directors are more likely to develop ways of thinking about CSR which 
are more ethical than economic in nature" (Kechiche and Soparnot, 2012: 99). Depending on their ethical 
mindset, directors are more or less inclined to initiate this type of approach. As such, after reading work on 
CSR in SMEs, Mhissen Mhedhebi et al (2015: 5) note that "the entrepreneur is considered the linchpin in 
the firm's engagement and everything depends on their vision".  
 
Nevertheless, we cannot ignore the interactions between directors and their environment and the 
consequences of these interactions. Both the individuals that surround them and the surrounding 
organizational structure, as well as their professional networks, external resources (trainers, accountant, 
etc.), etc., could impact their perception and practices. Despite SME directors' engagement and their 
convictions about introducing an ethical approach, it is nevertheless difficult for them to implement this 
approach (Berger-Douce, 2008) either due to a lack of knowledge, unavailability, indifference or the 
absence of resource persons. However, Luetkenhorst (2004) shows that businesses that engage in a CSR 
approach make gains in terms of competitiveness, reputation, retention and relations with institutions.  
 
From CSR to Social Responsibility 
 
According to Saulquin (2004) and the French National Institute for Statistics and Economic Research 
(INSEE) (2012), depictions of CSR from companies are largely dominated by labour concerns. In the 
context of SMEs, several authors stress the predominance of personnel, and therefore the labour dimension, 
when it comes to addressing CSR. As such, Cornet and El Abboubi (in Imbs and Ramboarison Lalao, 2013) 
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stress that CSR in SMEs is liable to be characterised by involvement in local communities and the 
improvement of employee wellbeing or safety. Labelle and St-Pierre (2010) also point out that SME 
directors are highly sensitive to social objectives concerning their personnel. It appears that internal 
stakeholders, including personnel, are the main driving force behind CSR in SMEs (Louche and Michotte, 
2011). As such, employees and suppliers are understood to have replaced customers as SME directors' 
central concern in terms of CSR (Gendre-Aegerter, 2008).  
 
According to Hammann et al (2009), two reasons may explain why it is important for SMEs to develop 
socially responsible practices aimed at employees. Firstly, SME directors have a very close relationship 
with their employees and developing CSR practices aimed at them could generate benefits for the SME. 
Secondly, as a result of their socially responsible behavior, SMEs could have an advantage in terms of 
recruiting labour, particularly because staff are usually geographically close to them. In addition to the fact 
that an SME's personnel are one of its most influential partners and in addition to the benefits that can result 
from a CSR approach, INSEE (2012) provides another explanation for this high level of interest in the 
labour aspect of CSR in SMEs: it may also be due to the need for companies to meet certain legal obligations 
and the existence of various consultation bodies within companies (health, safety and working conditions 
committee etc.). As such, the relationship between a director and his/her personnel is thought to be at the 
heart of CSR issues. Given that, in SMEs, the director is usually responsible for HR management issues 
(Mahé de Boislandelle, 1988), it is clear just how important the director can be in circulating CSR within 
his/her company and instilling socially responsible HR practices.  
 
Workplace Wellbeing and Risk Management 
 
According to Danna and Griffin (in Delobbe et al, 2009), these two notions do not need to be approached 
separately in the sense that worker health and safety risk factors can be viewed as the background to 
workplace wellbeing. Furthermore, "the dynamic system of risk management is characterised by the fact 
that it plans prevention and the implementation of the wellbeing policy by aiming to control risks to worker 
wellbeing by detecting and analysing them and establishing concrete preventive measures" (Belgian 
General Directorate for Humanisation of Work, 2013: 9). Workplace wellbeing and risk management are 
thought to strengthen a socially responsible HR management approach that aims in particular to protect 
employees (Beaupré et al., 2008). Indeed, examining the links between HR management and CSR, Barthe 
and Belabbes (2016: 107) conclude that "responsible human resources management results in the 
implementation of tools and practices that foster maximum wellbeing for all employees by protecting them 
and fairly recognising their values". 
 
The study by Pezé (2010) shows that improving employee wellbeing is a concern for SME directors, whose 
main driver is not so much stress management per se as achieving a more general state of wellbeing, or at 
least satisfaction, in the workplace. This focus is not simply a declaration of good intention; it is supported 
by concrete actions involving the achievement of "good" working environments. Meanwhile, Gendre-
Aegerter (2008) observes that SME directors feel very responsible for their employees in terms of 
workplace safety and health issues, as well as in terms of staff motivation, satisfaction and low turnover. 
Furthermore, Coëdel et al (2015) and Kechiche and Soparnot (2012) add that a hands-on management style, 
involving dialogue between director and employees, could lead to a more effective consideration of their 
wellbeing. It is clear that in terms of wellbeing, SMEs, far more so than large companies, can count on 
close relationships that could contribute to wellbeing by fostering the circulation of information, the 
creation of a specific working environment, the clarification of each person's roles, etc. which all lay the 
foundations for workplace wellbeing (Delobbe et al, 2009). 
 
As far as workplace risk management is concerned, this is the company director's legal responsibility. In 
Belgium, it was the subject of the act of 4 August 1996 concerning employee wellbeing during the conduct 
of their work. In 2014, this was supplemented by new legislation introducing the notion of workplace 
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psychosocial risks (including stress and burnout) and emphasising the necessary prevention of these risks. 
These regulations refer to "the probability that one or several worker(s) suffer psychological damage, 
which may also be accompanied by physical damage" (Lo Giudice, 2014: 42) following exposure to a work 
situation that includes a hazard.  
 
According to the Belgian General Directorate for Humanisation of Work (2013), five categories of factors 
on which employers can have an impact may also cause a work situation deemed hazardous: the 
organization of work (the company's policies, working procedures, employee independence, etc.), working 
conditions (training opportunities, ability to reorganise working time, salary, etc.), working life conditions 
(physical demands, exposure to noise, lighting, etc.), the content of work (workload, information about the 
task to perform, involvement in decisions, etc.) and interpersonal relations at work (quality of relationships, 
management style, work atmosphere, etc.). As such, employers are obliged to identify risks that are liable 
to emerge in their business, to analyse them and to establish an appropriate action plan. Although this 
analysis does not appear to pose problems for employers, it seems that transitioning from the analysis phase 
to developing an action plan is more problematic for companies that do not necessarily know which actions 
to develop or that lack resources.  
 
As such, a study conducted by Hansez in 2006 (in Lo Giudice, 2014) found that one company in two has 
not drawn up an action plan. In France, INRS (2011), the French National Safety and Research Institute for 
occupational accident prevention, conducted a survey of 1,000 directors of (very) small businesses and 
found that 19% of these directors consider psychosocial risks to be the most significant risks in terms of 
workplace health and safety. On this subject, directors of very small businesses tend to consider stress to 
be the most significant risk. Nevertheless, the study observed that the theme of workplace health and safety 
is not the number one concern of all of the directors surveyed, who are more concerned about commercial 
and financial matters. According to Flohimont (in Lo Giudice, 2014), the new Belgian legislation aims to 
go further than complying with legal obligations by making workplace wellbeing and the consideration of 
psychosocial risks a genuine company development plan. This framework ties in with the fundamental 
meaning of socially responsible approaches. It highlights the possibility that legal constraints can represent 
a real opportunity for SME directors to invest in CSR.  
 
In terms of standard industry practice, it would be beneficial to seek to gain a better understanding of SME 
directors' sensitivity to workplace wellbeing and risk management. With this in mind, the structure of our 
questioning will involve two parts. The first part will examine the notion of workplace wellbeing, while the 
second part will draw a connection between workplace wellbeing and risk management. We feel that this 
analysis is original in several respects: to our knowledge, it has not yet been conducted in the Belgian 
context. Furthermore, it has the merit of not only examining the practices put in place by SME directors, 
but also investigating their perceptions of workplace wellbeing and risk management in their establishment. 
 
DATA AND METHODOLOGY 
 
Our exploratory study is based on a quantitative analysis of data collected via a questionnaire sent to 
directors of Belgian SMEs. The sample of companies to which we sent this questionnaire was created using 
Belfirst, a Belgian database that represents the economic fabric of Belgian and Luxembourg companies. 
The company profile defined to create the sample was primarily based on the staff headcount criterion. As 
such, the small and medium-sized enterprises chosen for the sample meet the staff headcount criterion of 
the European definition, namely fewer than 250 employees (recommendation 2003/361/EC of 6 May 2003, 
in effect since 1 January 2005). Note that we did not exclude micro-enterprises from our survey (fewer than 
nine employees), which account for 93% of companies in the European Union (Russo and Tencati, 2009). 
This sets us apart from various studies on CSR in SMEs, which excluded this type of company due to their 
low staff headcount (Johnson, 2015, Russo and Tencati, 2009, Jenkins, 2006). As such, our sample is 
comprised of 1,800 SMEs in the Belgian region of Wallonia. 
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The questionnaire we sent to the SMEs contained multiple-choice questions and questions using five-point 
Likert scales. It was distributed in paper format in 2015 (along with a pre-stamped envelope for returning 
the questionnaire). It also contained a link so that directors wishing to do so could complete the survey in 
electronic format. We received a total of 220 usable questionnaires (12.22% response rate). The analysis of 
the results is based on a descriptive statistical analysis conducted using the SPSS software. 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The results enabled us to gain a better understanding of SME directors' sensitivity to their staff's wellbeing 
and to risk management, and to ascertain their practices in these areas.  
 
Workplace Wellbeing 
 
To gain a better understanding of the notion of wellbeing, we felt it was useful to examine how the directors 
in our sample view this notion. We asked them to look at a series of items and indicate the main elements 
that they felt characterise workplace wellbeing (multiple choices were possible). Figure 1 shows that for 
the majority of directors (at least 180 respondents out of 220), workplace wellbeing is mainly defined by 
good relations between staff and the company's director. Other elements (at least 101 respondents out of 
220) such as, firstly, staff autonomy and, secondly, clear instructions and objectives also characterise 
workplace wellbeing, according to the directors. 
 
The fact that good relations between a director and their staff are considered, by over 80% of our 
respondents (183 out of 220) as a factor that contributes to workplace wellbeing is in line with the findings 
of Coëdel et al (2015) and Galabova and McKie (2013). Indeed, the latter believe that a hands-on 
management style involving dialogue between director and employees can help to factor in staff wellbeing. 
However, it might seem paradoxical that although many directors draw a connection between the good 
relations they may have with their staff and wellbeing, far fewer believe that their availability contributes 
to wellbeing. It is also worth noting that clear objectives and instructions are considered by Pezé (2010) to 
be a primary prevention action that helps to develop a "good" working environment. Galabova and McKie 
(2013) believe that placing importance on the content of work and making it interesting, or paying attention 
to workload could be a way to prevent monotony at work and compensate for the lack of career prospects 
in SMEs. 
 
Figure 1: Definition of Workplace Wellbeing (N=220) 

 
This figure shows the main elements that characterise workplace wellbeing for the directors (based on a series of items and with multiple choices 
possible). 
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We then investigated directors' sensitivity to the question of wellbeing, in the specific context of SMEs. We 
asked them to say whether or not they agreed with a series of statements to assess their sensitivity relative 
to the size of the company (SME versus large company). The first two items in Table 1 indicate that the 
majority of directors do not seem to associate sources of stress and workplace wellbeing with the size of a 
company. These results appear to be in line with the observations of Pezé (2010), who observed that SME 
directors do not consider stress to be one of their main concerns and say that their staff experience little 
negative stress, although this does not mean they are not sensitive to how their employees feel. Conversely, 
over 64% of respondents (third item) seem to think that a smaller sized company makes it easier for staff 
to blossom. 
 
Table 1: Director's Sensitivity to the Issue of Wellbeing in the Specific Context of Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises (SME Versus Large Company) (N= 220) 
 

  Strongly Disagree/ 
Disagree 

Neutral Agree/ 
Strongly Agree 

There are bigger sources of stress in SMEs than in large companies 105 53 60 

Large companies are more attentive to staff wellbeing than SMEs 127 51 41 

It is easier for staff to blossom in SMEs 25 54 141 

SMEs foster a connection between people 8 19 189 

The director's availability fosters staff wellbeing 9 36 175 

This table shows if the directors agree or not (from strongly disagree to strongly agree) with a series of statements to assess their sensitivity relative 
to the size of the company (SME versus large company). The results are presented in three columns for a better visibility. 
 
In table 1 we also examined the notion of proximity, which is one of the major specific characteristics of 
SMEs. This highlighted two findings (fourth and fifth items). Firstly, over 87% of respondents think that 
small companies foster proximity. Secondly, over 79% of respondents believe that by being close to their 
staff they foster their wellbeing. This supports the finding that good relations between staff and directors, 
highlighted in figure 1, are considered by our respondents to be a contributing factor to workplace 
wellbeing. However, this result might seem paradoxical given that just 32% of the directors surveyed 
associated their availability for staff with their wellbeing. We then asked the study's respondents how their 
sensitivity to workplace wellbeing translates into concrete actions within the company (multiple choices 
were possible). Figure 2 shows that 63% of respondents have implemented a working time management 
system (organization of working hours) that is liable to foster employee wellbeing (Dex and Scheibl, 2001). 
Over 31% of the respondents have also introduced activities outside working hours (teambuilding, meals, 
etc.), developed communication within the company and put in place systems that enable their employees 
to participate in decision-making. According to Delobbe et al (2009), these factors are liable to contribute 
to staff wellbeing. Some of them (staff events, work-life balance) also correspond to socially responsible 
practices identified by Jenkins (2006) in the UK. According to Perrini et al (2007), these CSR practices call 
for employee involvement at various levels of an SME. 
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Figure 2: Actions in Favor of Staff (N=220) 

 
This figure shows how the sensitivity to workplace wellbeing of SME directors translates into concrete actions within the company (based on a 
series of items and with multiple choices possible). 
 
Lastly, we wanted to investigate the sensitivity and willingness of directors in terms of corporate social 
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wellbeing", we asked the directors to position themselves on a five-point Likert scale (from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree). Over 67% responded positively. Secondly, using this same scale, we assessed 
a statement that considers workplace wellbeing to be a central concern for a company: "my staff's wellbeing 
is an objective for the company". As such, 85% of the directors consider wellbeing to be a company 
objective. These two statements will be analysed in greater depth in the following section (alongside risk 
management). 
 
Workplace Risk Assessment and Management 
 
We asked the directors whether they had conducted an assessment within their company of the risks to 
which their staff are exposed. 68% (147 out of 219) answered 'yes', while 32% answered 'no' (72 out of 
219). Note that risk management is a legal obligation for Belgian employers. By failing to meet this legal 
obligation, these 32% of respondents could match the profile of eco-defensive companies (Gondran, 2001, 
in Callot, 2014), which tend to ignore this issue and not comply with the law. The following Tables 2 and 
3 aim to compare director sensitivity to wellbeing and the implementation of a risk assessment practice. 
 
Table 2: Risk Assessment * "a Company Must Be Socially Responsible to Ensure Staff Wellbeing" (N=216) 
 

 A Company Must Be Socially Responsible to Ensure Wellbeing Total 
 Strongly Disagree/Disagree Neutral Agree/Strongly Agree  
Risk assessment No 2 16 51 69 

Yes 8 43 96 147 
Total 10 59 147 216 

This table compares director sensitivity to workplace wellbeing and the implementation of a risk assessment practice. It shows if the directors agree 
or not (from strongly disagree to strongly agree) with the item “A company must be socially responsible to ensure wellbeing” depending on if the 
enterprise sets up a risk assessment practice. The results are presented in three columns for a better visibility. 
 
  

37

4

99

80

22

70

29

9

139

0 50 100 150

No, I am not implementing other actions

Free time for volunteer activities

Activities outside working hours

Development of communication within the company

Adjustment of workstations to decisions made

Systems fostering involvement in decisions

Telework

Employee support services

Management of working hours



I. Alphonse et al | GJBR ♦ Vol. 12 ♦ No. 1 ♦ 2018 
 

86 
 

Table 3: Risk Assessment * "My Staff's Wellbeing Is an Objective for The Company" (N=218) 
 

 My Staff's Wellbeing is an Objective for the Company Total 
 Strongly Disagree/Disagree Neutral Agree/Strongly Agree  
Risk assessment No 2 8 61 71 

Yes 6 16 125 147 
Total 8 24 186 218 

This table compares director sensitivity to workplace wellbeing and the implementation of a risk assessment practice. It shows if the directors agree 
or not (from strongly disagree to strongly agree) with the item “My staff's wellbeing is an objective for the company” depending on if the enterprise 
sets up a risk assessment practice. The results are presented in three columns for a better visibility. 
 
Several observations can be gleaned from table 2. Although 147 respondents seem aware of the importance 
of being socially responsible to foster staff wellbeing, just 96 of them (64%) assess risks within their 
company. Conversely, some directors (8 respondents) who do not appear to be sensitive to social 
responsibility implement risk assessment practices. We can draw the same observations as in table 3. 
Although 186 respondents consider workplace wellbeing to be an objective for the company, 61 
respondents do not assess risks. The observations gleaned from the cross-tabulations 2 and 3 are striking. 
It would therefore be beneficial to gain a better understanding of the reasons behind the introduction or 
otherwise of risk assessment within companies. 
 
As such, we wanted to determine why some of our respondents (73 out of 220) did not assess risks. Figure 
3 shows that the main reasons are: the directors feel it is unimportant (29 out of 71), a lack of time (21 out 
of 71) and a lack of available tools (13 out of 71). These results do not tally with the observations of 
Kechiche and Soparnot (2012) or Jenkins (2006), who say that the financial or practical materials for 
implementing a CSR approach are limited. Consequently, although many of our directors (just over 85%) 
view staff wellbeing as an objective for the company, this does not necessarily translate into the 
consideration of workplace risks. According to Martin and Guarnieri (2008), this could be due to the fact 
that directors believe that occupational risks are primarily linked to employee behavior and carelessness, 
and therefore do not fall within their remit. These two authors refer to a study conducted by Eakin in 1992, 
noting that directors who believe that their company does not pose any specific workplace risk (notably 
connected to health and safety) have not yet experienced serious problems in these areas. 
 
Conversely, those that have had more negative experiences took the issue of workplace risks more seriously. 
Fitjar (2011) also agrees with this finding, observing that a lack of staff specifically dedicated to CSR and 
a lack of time can lead to SMEs responding more reactively than proactively to CSR issues. Connections 
can also be drawn with the findings of Hasle and Limborg (2006), who reveal an interesting paradox that 
we can connect with the information provided by SME directors concerning wellbeing: according to these 
authors, small businesses usually have the best psychosocial workplace environment, characterised by close 
relations and stemming from the director's values. However, these companies also encounter the most 
workplace risks and have the most difficulty controlling these risks. Could the importance that directors in 
the sample place on good relations with and between their staff cause them to play down the management 
of workplace risks? Note that the factors mentioned by our respondents match the hurdles identified by 
Louche and Michotte (2011) and Fitjar (2011) in implementing a responsible approach within SMEs and 
tally with the results of a study conducted by the INRS (2011) into occupational risks in SMEs. 
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Figure 3: Reasons for the Non-Assessment of Risks (N=71) 

 
This figure shows the main reasons for the non-assessment of risks within companies (based on a series of items and with multiple choices possible). 
 
Furthermore, the study also shows that in the case of companies that have assessed risks (147 out of 220 
respondents), a variety of reasons, at different levels of importance, motivated their choice. Figure 4 shows 
which factors were prioritised (1 representing the highest-priority factors, 5 the lowest-priority and 0 the 
non-priority) by SME directors to encourage them to implement a risk management policy. The main 
motivation prioritised in risk assessment is compliance with the regulatory framework (cited 94 times as 
priority 1). This is followed in turn, as priority 1, by improving working conditions (cited 89 times), 
professional hazards (cited 58 times), increasing business effectiveness (cited 22 times) and reducing taxes 
and contributions (cited 3 times). We can see that the items that are not at all considered to a factor in 
encouraging risk assessment concern the ability to increase business effectiveness or reduce taxes. 
 
Figure 4: Reasons for the Assessment of Risks (N=147) 

 
This figure shows the main reasons, at different levels of importance, for the assessment of risks within companies. It shows which factors were 
prioritised (1 representing the highest-priority factors, 5 the lowest-priority and 0 the non-priority) by SME directors to encourage them to 
implement a risk management policy. 
 
Lastly, we asked the respondents how they implement this risk management. Figure 5 shows us that the 
risk management implementation methods identified by SME directors are to raise staff awareness of risks 
(77% of directors), improve working conditions (62% of directors) and provide risk management training 
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(45% of directors). These results partially tally with the trends observed by the INRS (2011) in terms of 
risk prevention in SMEs.  
 
Figure 5: Risk Management Implementation Methods (N=145) 

 
This figure shows the risk management implementation methods identified by SME directors (based on a series of items and with multiple choices 
possible). 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Our research examined SME directors' sensitivity to the labour aspect of CSR. We examined two themes 
that can form part of a socially responsible approach: workplace wellbeing and risk management. These 
aspects can form part of socially responsible HR management. We also explore any initiatives implemented 
in these areas. To achieve this, we made an exploratory study based on a quantitative analysis of data 
collected via a questionnaire sent to 1,800 directors of Belgian SMEs (Wallonia region). This survey allows 
us to gather their insights into these two themes and find out about the actions developed on this subject. 
To our knowledge, our study is the first Belgian study to examine the perceptions and actions that SME 
directors can develop in the field of CSR and more specifically workplace wellbeing and risk management. 
Furthermore, although these topics appear to have been the subject of research in large companies, they 
seem to have received less coverage in the context of SMEs.  
 
Many of 220 respondents of the study believe that good relations with staff contribute to workplace 
wellbeing. This sentiment is confirmed by the recognition of the role that a close relationship between 
directors and staff plays in creating this workplace wellbeing. What's more, 85% of our respondents view 
the latter as an objective for their company. In terms of actions aimed at their personnel, over 50% of our 
respondents mentioned systems that allow personnel to organise their working hours. We also observed 
that although workplace wellbeing is an objective for the vast majority of our directors, just 68% of them 
assess workplace risks, even though this is a legal requirement stated in legislation on employee wellbeing. 
This is even more paradoxical given that a lack of importance is the primary motivation for directors who 
say they do not conduct this risk assessment. Meanwhile, directors who do conduct this assessment attribute 
it to the legal obligations they are required to meet, as well as, to a relatively similar extent, their desire to 
improve working conditions. Could this desire prompt a director to initiate a socially responsible approach?  
 
We are aware of certain limitations of our research: we can wonder about the representativeness of our 
respondents sample (12.22% response rate). Moreover, we cannot rule out the respondents are probably 
more sensitive to CSR and workplace wellbeing issues. Nonetheless, in terms of managerial involvement, 
our study highlights a significant proximity effect in how SME directors define workplace wellbeing. 
Although the majority of SME directors surveyed said that this is an objective, the fact remains that much 
progress needs to be made on risk management and assessment. This raises some questions: do SME 
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directors not draw a connection between workplace risk management and wellbeing? Could the lack of 
importance placed on workplace risks be attributed to the fact that directors feel that the small size of their 
organization and their proximity to employees shield them from potential workplace risks?  
 
These questions could indicate that work needs to be carried out on educating directors in workplace risk 
management and the resulting effects. They can also be further investigated in our upcoming research, 
notably by creating segmentations, like Russo and Tencati (2009), based on the size of companies that 
respond to our survey. Jenkins (2006) also called for research that, more than differences in terms of size 
and sector, highlights the labour prospects resulting from different forms of SME depending on whether 
they belong to a family, their type of growth, etc. Given that we have data on how our SMEs perceive their 
HR management, we hope to be able to contribute, in our upcoming research, to developing knowledge that 
better reflects the diversity of SMEs.  
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