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Abstract Family firms are ubiquitous and play a crucial
role across all world economies, but how they differ in the
disclosure of social and environmental actions from non-
family firms has been largely overlooked in the literature.
Advancing the discourse on corporate social responsibility
reporting, we examine how family influence on a business
organization affects CSR reporting. The arguments devel-
oped here draw on institutional theory, using a rich body of
empirical evidence gathered through a content analysis of
the CSR reports of 98 large- and medium-sized Italian
firms. The grounded theory analysis informs and contex-
tualizes several differences in the type and content of
corporate social responsibility reports of family and non-
family firms. Our findings show that in comparison to non-
family firms, family firms disseminate a greater variety of
CSR reports, are less compliant with CSR standards and
place emphasis on different CSR topics. We, thus, con-
tribute to the family business and corporate social
responsibility reporting literatures in several ways, offering
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implications for practice and outlining promising avenues
for future research.
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Introduction

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) reporting is defined as
the process of communicating the social and environmental
actions of organizations to particular interest groups within
society and to society at large (Campbell 2004; Gamerschlag
et al. 2011; Gray et al. 1987, 2001). The literature on CSR
reporting has greatly increased in the last few years alongside
the development of CSR practices on the assumption that this
implies that the company is accountable for its actions (Perrini
2005). Indeed, society generally attaches high importance to
organizations that are committed to reporting their socially
responsible principles and activities (Fisher et al. 2001).
Companies spend a great deal of effort and money on dis-
closing information on their social and environmental initia-
tives as this allows them to generate moral capital
(Gamerschlag et al. 2011). Moreover, there is a growing body
of evidence of firms leveraging on CSR reporting to nurture
their competitive advantage and overcome economic and
financial downturns (Hooghiemstra 2000).

Alongside the increasing number of companies that
report their social and environmental activities to the
public, the diversity of the type of CSR reports issued is
marked (Perrini 2005). In addition, social and environ-
mental reports are increasingly accompanied by third-party
assurance statements (Kolk and Perego 2008), often sup-
plemented with additional material on corporate websites.
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An increasing stream of the literature has investigated
how specific firm characteristics such as size (e.g. Morhardt
2010) or contextual factors such as media exposure (e.g.
Reverte 2009) affect firm CSR reporting behaviour. A
more limited number of studies also focus on investigating
how internal factors such as the appointment of a CEO
(Campbell 2000) or the presence of a social reporting
committee (Cowen et al. 1987) affect the level of CSR
reporting. However, the studies on internal determinants of
CSR reporting are few (Adams 2002; Prado-Lorenzo et al.
2009). Furthermore, no studies have investigated how a
particular type of internal factor, namely, family influence
on a business organization, affects CSR reporting (De
Massis et al. 2012).

This scarcity is surprising given the ubiquity of family
firms and their crucial role across all world economies (La
Porta et al. 1999; Schulze and Gedajlovic 2010; Villalonga
and Amit 2006). This is particularly true in Italy, where a
joint survey led by the Italian Association of Family
Enterprises (Aidaf) and Bank of Italy shows that family
businesses represent 94 % of the nation’s companies and
employ 98 % of the workforce in manufacturing compa-
nies (European Commission 2008). Some of the historical
and most well-known family firms in the world are Italian,
and Beretta (Ward and Lief 2005), Fiat (Tapies and Ton-
inato 2005) and Alessi (Verganti 2009) are just some
examples of famous family firms that actively disclose
CSR reports. Anderson and Reeb (2003) also show that a
third of S&P 500 firms are controlled by the founding
families. Hence, CSR reporting within this important sector
of the global economy warrants investigation, particularly
since there are conceptual reasons to believe that the pro-
cess of disclosing the social and environmental actions of
an organization differs in family and non-family firms.
Indeed, a vast body of empirical evidence points to the
distinctive nature of family firms in terms of other business
processes, for example, corporate governance (Randgy and
Goel 2003), internationalization (Piva et al. 2013), inno-
vation (De Massis et al. 2013a) and financing (Romano
et al. 2001). The importance of both economic and non-
economic goals in family firms depends on the presence of
the family involved in the business and characterizes their
behaviour (Kotlar and De Massis 2013). Indeed, family
firms enhance their sustainability by preserving their socio-
emotional wealth, meant as “the nonfinancial aspects of the
affective endowments of family owners” (Berrone et al.
2012, p. 2). This suggests that there may also be important
differences in the disclosure of social and environmental
actions that distinguish family and non-family firms.

In this article, we attempt to fill this gap in the literature,
advancing our understanding of how family influence on a
business organization may affect the type of CSR report
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and content disclosed. Specifically, we aim to address the
following research questions:

RQ1 How do family firms differ from non-family
enterprises in the type of CSR reports issued?

RQ2 How do family firms differ from non-family
enterprises in the topics communicated in similar types of
CSR reports?

The arguments of this paper draw on institutional theory
using a rich body of empirical evidence gathered through a
content analysis of the CSR reports of a sample of 98 large-
and medium-sized Italian firms. The grounded theory
analysis informs and contextualizes several differences
between family and non-family firms in their CSR report-
ing. Our findings show that family firms disseminate a
greater variety of CSR reports, are less compliant with CSR
standards and emphasize different topics in the content of
their CSR reports when compared to their non-family
counterparts.

The structure of the paper is as follows. The next section
provides the theoretical background of the research. The
third section illustrates the method employed in the
empirical analysis, the fourth section reports and discusses
the main findings of the empirical study, while the last
section concludes and outlines avenues for future research.

Theoretical Background
Institutional Theory and CSR Reporting

This study draws on institutional theory to examine CSR
reporting. Institutional theory, in turn, encompasses argu-
ments from both the stakeholder and the legitimacy per-
spectives, which provide interesting insights to
comprehensively present and discuss the topic under
investigation. The concept underlying institutional theory
is that firms are called on to respond to industry regulatory
and competitive norms and values (DiMaggio and Powell
1983; Scott 1995, 2001). From an institutional perspective,
the study scope is comparatively broad since CSR report-
ing is positioned within the responsibility systems in which
business, government, legal and social institutions operate
(Matten and Moon 2008). Firms are embedded in a wide
array of political, economic and social institutions that
affect their behaviours (e.g. Campbell 2007; Campbell
et al. 1991) and are driven by the need to respond to
environmental pressures. According to institutional theory,
the sources of external pressure are multiple, i.e. regulative,
normative and cognitive (Scott 1995). Regulative pressures
are the rules, laws and political structures that govern an
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industry; normative pressures include the norms and values
that organizations are expected to respect; cognitive pres-
sures refer to the social interactions between business and
community actors to develop a dominant strategic
approach and avoid uncertainty (Dibrell 2010; Di Maggio
and Powell 1983; Reay 2009). These institutional pressures
explain organizations as business entities operating in
coordination and with the support of other actors in their
field, interacting with their stakeholders and striving for
social acceptability and credibility, i.e. legitimacy, to sur-
vive in their context (Scott 2008). CSR reporting, thus,
reflects the evolution of firm governance systems to
respond to broader stakeholder concerns and institutional
requisites, evidencing their key priorities and accountabil-
ities (Young and Marais 2011). According to the stake-
holder perspective, CSR reporting is viewed as part of the
dialogue between the firm and its stakeholders, while CSR
is considered a relatively successful means of negotiating
relationships with stakeholders (Gray et al. 1995a). In
addition, firms are motivated to undertake socially
responsible initiatives and communicate these to achieve
high visibility and respond to the continuous monitoring of
their stakeholders and society (Chiu and Sharfman 2011).
CSR reporting is seen as a governance practice to inform
the firm’s stakeholders on ‘good’ practices (Clatworthy and
Jones 2001; Godfrey et al. 2003; Merkl-Davies and Bren-
nan 2007; Yuthas et al. 2004), which is closely linked to
achieving and maintaining a good reputation (e.g. Bebb-
ington et al. 2008; Fombrun et al. 2000; Young and Marais
2011). To build a solid reputation in the market and obtain
stakeholder trust, companies must show their commitment
to CSR by providing clear and verifiable data and infor-
mation (Perrini 2005), thus, developing their image and
identity, and achieving a competitive advantage (Hoog-
hiemstra 2000). Therefore, business entities need to legit-
imize their actions (Hooghiemstra 2000) as predicted by
arguments from the legitimacy perspective: an increase in
social disclosure “represents a strategy to alter the public’s
perception about the legitimacy of the organization” (De-
egan et al. 2000). Legitimacy is defined as the perception
that the actions of a firm are desirable in a socially accepted
system of norms, values and beliefs (Suchman 1995).
Hence, in line with Hooghiemstra (2000), CSR reporting
aims to provide information that legitimizes the company’s
behaviour by influencing stakeholder and society percep-
tions (e.g. Neu et al. 1998; O’Donovan 1997) in such a way
that it is considered a ‘good corporate citizen’ and its
actions justify its continued existence.

Along this stream of research, a relevant contribution for
our purpose is provided by Matten and Moon (2008), who
define corporate social responsibility as either ‘explicit’ or
‘implicit’. Explicit CSR generally consists of voluntary
programs and strategies that combine social and business

values. It is perceived as part of the firm’s social respon-
sibility and, therefore, constitutes proactive decision-mak-
ing. The initiatives in the explicit CSR category usually
respond to the willingness of the firm to dialogue with its
stakeholders, in line with a stakeholder perspective.
Implicit CSR instead refers to the company’s role within
institutions and its duty to address stakeholder issues and as
such is considered a reflexive reaction to the corporation’s
institutional environment (Porter and Kramer 2006).
Implicit CSR, thus, relates to the need to respond to
institutional pressures to which firms are exposed. Both
these dimensions are responses to the different institutional
pressures that organizations are subject to, and CSR
reporting is a useful tool to manage the need to commu-
nicate their behaviour.

Prior empirical research on CSR reporting has focused
on the documents that organizations disclose to commu-
nicate their efforts and commitment to CSR. Most studies
concentrate on the analysis of codes of ethics and investi-
gate the factors that affect CSR reporting and how these
effects are achieved (Béthoux et al. 2007; Singh 2006;
Singh et al. 2011; Wood 2000). This body of the literature
provides evidence on how firm size, industry type, profit-
ability, country and media exposure influence the level of
CSR reporting (e.g. Adams et al. 1998; Chen and Bouvain
2009; Deegan et al. 2000; Gray et al. 1995b; Guthrie and
Parker 1989; Hackston and Milne 1996; Jose and Lee
2007; Neu et al. 1998; Patten 1991, 1992; Reverte 2009;
Tagesson et al. 2009). Worth noting is that the level of CSR
disclosure increases with firm size (Morhardt 2010). The
country the organization reports in and the firm’s country
of origin are found to have a significant effect on the
characteristics of CSR disclosure. Indeed, companies based
in different countries have divergent perspectives on the
importance of being publically perceived as socially
responsible and the CSR issues that should be prioritized
and disclosed (Maignan and Ralston 2002). Empirical
studies on CSR reporting revolve around firm characteris-
tics and the contextual factors affecting the level of CSR
reporting. As affirmed by Adams (2002) and Prado-Lore-
nzo et al. (2009), the factors that potentially affect the
level, quality and quantity of CSR reporting can be
grouped into three categories: (i) corporate characteristics,
e.g. size and industry; (ii) contextual factors such as
country of origin, time, media or stakeholder pressure and
(iii) internal factors, e.g. CEO appointment or a social
reporting committee. Only a limited number of studies
focus on the third category. For instance, Campbell (2000)
identifies in his study that the level of CSR reporting
depends on changes in the company chairperson; Cowen
et al. (1987) show that a corporate social reporting com-
mittee is an antecedent of a high number of social reports.
Prado-Lorenzo et al. (2009) find that the ownership
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structure in general matters: the presence of stockholders
whose personal image and social reputation are strongly
associated with the evolution of the firm usually fosters the
development of CSR disclosure practices. To the contrary,
investors with reduced equity shares have limited interest
in CSR reporting. Based on these premises and the
potential impact of internal factors on CSR reporting, it is
rather surprising that no studies have yet been undertaken
to understand the role of family influence as an internal
factor that potentially affects firm decisions on the type of
CSR report to issue and its content. The next subsection
briefly reviews the literature on CSR in the family business
context, highlighting the distinctive traits of family firms.

Overview of the literature on CSR in family business
and distinctive traits of family firms

Scholars have only recently begun to study the issue of
corporate social responsibility in the family business con-
text (De Massis et al. 2012). Given the scarcity of studies
on family business CSR reporting, we provide an overview
of the findings of prior studies on CSR in family firms. This
brief literature review is useful to understand the state-of-
the-art of research on CSR in family firms and identify
their distinctive traits that can potentially affect their CSR
reporting behaviour.

A first category of studies involves empirical analyses
on samples exclusively composed of family firms. Deniz
and Sudrez (2005), through the analysis of a sample of 112
Spanish family firms, show the heterogeneity of CSR
behaviour in different types of family firms. The study
identifies the system of values that characterize social
interactions in family firms as important aspects affecting
their CSR orientation; indeed, values often characterize
relationships among family members and with external
stakeholders, rendering formal information almost unnec-
essary (e.g. Steier 2001). Moreover, the authors identify the
potential sources of heterogeneity of family firms, showing
that part of the sample has a narrow spectrum of CSR
behaviours due to lack of professionalism, while others
have a broad spectrum of CSR behaviours when the focus
is on reputation, long-term orientation and respect for tra-
dition. An informal approach to manage the relationships
with the stakeholders and a search for legitimization
emerge as distinctive traits of family firms that are attentive
to their image and reputation. Niehm et al. (2008), in a
study on 221 small and mostly rural family firms, show that
CSR orientation is beneficial to firm performance; they
emphasize the role of the values and attitudes of the
owning family on CSR behaviour, highlighting a relevant
link with the surrounding community and, thus, a propen-
sity to dialogue with the society’s constituents. A third
contribution by Uhlaner et al. (2004) focuses on the
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relationships between the family firm and its stakeholders
and, through in-depth interviews with 42 small and med-
ium-sized Dutch family firms, establishes that family
involvement in the business affects employee, customer
and supplier relationships. Overall, family business
research emphasizes that family firms are particularly
inclined to be legitimized in their action, increasing their
visibility and reputation with customers, suppliers and the
entire community (Dunn 1996). In this regard, Ding and
Wu (2013) find that younger firms among family firms are
not particularly concerned about their reputation and con-
sider the preservation of socio-emotional wealth (Gémez-
Mejia et al. 2007) to a lesser extent. Instead, when family
firms are more mature, consistent with a legitimacy per-
spective, they tend to behave more ethically to preserve
their reputation and improve their image since the main
aim of these family firm owners is intra-family succession
(e.g. Chua et al. 1999; De Massis et al. 2008).

A second category of studies consists of comparative
analyses on mixed samples of family and non-family firms.
Adams et al. (1996) investigate the ethical behaviour of
family versus non-family firms, but their results do not
show any significant differences between the two subs-
amples. They provide contrasting arguments to predict
different ethical behaviours of family versus non-family
firms. On one hand, there is emphasis on the typical long-
term orientation of family firms (e.g. Dyer 2003; Zellweger
2007), which is likely to result in more ethical behaviour
(Long and Mathews 2011). This is also a consequence of
the family-centred goals and values that characterize
family firms, which further contribute to influencing their
strategic decisions (Chrisman et al. 2012; Kotlar and De
Massis 2013). On the other hand, the frequently unfair
hiring strategies of family firms are acknowledged to be
associated with less ethical behaviour (Donckels and
Frohlich 1991). In this regard, family business research
shows family firms as less progressive than non-family
firms in terms of human resource issues such as employee
involvement or adequate staffing (Aldrich and Langton
1998; Colombo et al. 2014; de Kok et al. 2006; Reid and
Adams 2001). The authors, therefore, highlight how dif-
ferent family firms characteristics affect their business
ethics and, thus, their behaviour towards stakeholders.
A further study by Dyer and Whetten (2006) on a sample of
S&P 500 firms demonstrates that family and non-family
firms are not significantly different in relation to positive
initiatives towards employees, society and the environ-
ment. Nevertheless, family firms are found to be more
cautious in forestalling social concerns about potential
damage to society constituents, thus, proving to be atten-
tive to their reputation and to be legitimized in their local
community. Finally, Berrone et al. (2010) perform a lon-
gitudinal comparative study on 194 U.S. firms required to
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report their pollution emissions. They rest on the preser-
vation of socio-emotional wealth as the leading theoretical
argument to explain why family controlled firms are more
likely to respond to institutional pressures and are more
compliant with environmental standards than their non-
family counterparts. Highly related to the concept of socio-
emotional wealth (Berrone et al. 2012; Gémez-Mejia et al.
2001), which is a non-economic utility and complementary
to economic wealth (Gomez-Mejia et al. 2007), is the
conviction that family firm behaviour is simultaneously
driven by economic and non-economic goals (e.g. Kotlar
et al. 2013).

Overall, this brief overview of past research on CSR in
family firms highlights the need for a study on CSR
reporting in family versus non-family firms. To our best
knowledge, no study on this topic has been conducted to
date. What is more, as the stream of the literature on CSR
in family business has highlighted, institutional pressures,
the search for legitimization and the willingness to estab-
lish long-standing relationships with stakeholders drive the
socially responsible behaviour of family firms and may
also represent relevant interpretations for potential differ-
ences in their CSR reporting activity. Moreover, CSR
reporting is “the source of the major advances in our
understanding of CSR” (Gray et al. 1995a, p. 48), because
firms institutionalize CSR within the organization through
reporting (Reynolds and Yuthas 2008; Schultz and Weh-
meier 2010). Thus, a study on CSR reporting in family
firms would also allow to contribute to the family business
literature by extending, complementing and enriching our
current knowledge on CSR in family firms. In the next
section we present the method used in this study.

Method

Our aim is to build theory in the area of CSR reporting,
demonstrating and understanding the differences between
family and non-family firms in the disclosure of informa-
tion on their corporate social responsibility actions. We use
a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967) to
identify the factors that affect the type and content of CSR
reports disseminated by firms. Grounded theory uses an
inductive approach to generate theory for unexplored
research topics (Charmaz 2006; Hodkinson 2008; Locke
2001) and is based on an iterative process referred to as
‘double back steps’ where collected data are coded and
recoded following a comparative analysis (Glaser 1978).
More specifically, we use a content-analytic procedure
to collect relevant information. Content analysis is a
method of codifying written text into various groups or
categories based on selected criteria (Krippendorff 1969,
1980; Unerman 2000). To achieve this, we applied the

so-called ‘third party approach’ where the analysis is car-
ried out by someone who is neither the provider nor the
receiver of the report (Gamerschlag et al. 2011). Content
analysis is a highly utilized means of obtaining otherwise
unavailable information (e.g. Kabanoff et al. 1995) as it
tends to avoid recall biases typical of interviews (Barr et al.
1992) and because it generally affords greater reliability
and replicability (Potter and Levine-Donnerstein 1999).

Sampling criteria and context

We first focus on firms with a strong commitment to CSR
principles and actions. Having selected companies that
consider CSR a critical determinant of their competitive
advantage, the differences in the disclosure of information
on CSR actions due to the heterogeneity of the strategic
relevance assigned to CSR cannot be misinterpreted. We,
thus, started by drawing up a list of firms included in well-
known CSR networks. With the help of the Corporate
Responsibility Programme Manager of SCS Consulting, a
key consultancy in Italy in the CSR field, five main data
sources of potentially interesting firms were identified:
(i) Accountability Ratingl; (ii) CSR Manager Network?;
(iii) Sodalitas Foundation®; (iv) ImprontaEtica4 and
(v) National Report of Good practices on CSR.’

Second, we followed recommendations to sample
broadly in order to generate novel and theoretically
grounded insights (Glaser and Strauss 1967) and focused
our study on large- and medium-sized enterprises. This
choice was dictated by the evidence that large- and med-
ium-sized companies have considerably more stakeholders
demanding information than small- and micro-sized firms,
and are also acknowledged as having a greater impact on
society (Young and Marais 2011). By excluding small- and
micro-sized firms, we also reduced the risk of unobserved
heterogeneity due to marked differences in the size of
family and non-family firms. Indeed, larger firms are
acknowledged to have a number of traits that foster CSR

! Accountability Rating is a tool for measuring the extent to which
companies have built responsible practices into the way they manage
the business and their impact on the economies, societies and
environments they operate in.

2 The CSR Manager Network is a support network for CSR
managers, a role that is gaining more and more relevance within
firms due to the growing attention towards sustainability themes.

* Sodalitas Foundation was born in 1995 to build a bridge between
companies and non-profit organisations and is constituted by people
and enterprises driven by their commitment to social responsibility.

4 ImprontaEtica is an Italian non-profit organisation to develop a
Corporate Social Responsibility culture. It was founded in 2001 by
several companies located in the Emilia-Romagna Region—espe-
cially cooperatives—which were already active in CSR.

> This report was provided in 2005 by the Italian Ministry for Labour
and Social Policies.
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communication and reporting (Baumann-Pauly et al.
2013).

Finally, we clustered the firms to gain insight into the
differences in CSR reporting between family and non-
family firms. Consistent with several previous studies (e.g.
De Massis et al. 2013b; Westhead et al. 2001), we adopted
two definitional criteria to identify family firms: self-
identification as a family firm and family involvement in
ownership and management. We examined the corporate
websites to establish whether the firms self-identified
themselves as a family business. Thereafter, we assessed
the ownership structure and management composition on
AIDA, the Bureau van Dijk database, which includes
financial, demographic and commercial information on
Italian firms. We identified familial relations among
shareholders from their family name(s) (e.g. De Massis
et al. 2013c, d, in press; Gomez-Mejia et al. 2001) and
operationally considered a company as a family firm when
at least two members with the same family name owned at
least 10 % of equity shares. In addition, we verified whe-
ther at least one member of the same family, as identified
by the family name, had a role in the firm’s top manage-
ment team. This criterion accounts for the firm’s ability to
behave as a family firm. The adoption of the aforemen-
tioned criteria enabled considering both family willingness
and family ability to influence firm behaviour, which are
acknowledged as two necessary conditions for family firms
to behave differently from non-family firms (De Massis
et al. 2014b).

Data

CSR reporting can take many forms but most commonly
refers to the dissemination of information reported in either
annual reports and accounts packages (including both
voluntary and mandatory information) or stand-alone
reports, which are usually, but not always, voluntary
(Bebbington et al. 2008). To classify a document as a CSR
report, we referred to the Global Reporting Initiative (2000;
2006) guidelines which define a corporate social respon-
sibility report as an organizational document that provides
information on the economic, environmental, social and
governance actions of a firm. We, therefore, considered the
documents through which organizations communicate their
principles of conduct, their relationships with stakeholders
and their actions towards the surrounding society and
environment. We collected information and documents on
CSR directly from their corporate websites (Esrock and
Leichty 1998; Maignan and Ralston 2002; Morhardt 2010),
which is consistent with the fact that corporations
increasingly turn to the Internet to communicate their
principles and to disseminate information to a much wider
public (Snider et al. 2003).
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To define the set of documents to be considered in the
content analysis, we first performed a pilot study on four
Italian firms listed in the 2011 Global Fortune 500 ranking
that fulfilled the following criteria: headquarters in Italy,
large size, inclusion in at least one of the five aforemen-
tioned CSR networks and belonging to four different
industries. This preliminary research phase led us to
identifying the following types of CSR reports: (i) Social
(or Sustainability) Report, defined as a report of economic,
environmental and social actions; (ii) Code of Ethics, a
written set of guidelines issued by an organization to its
workers and management to help them conduct their
actions; (iii) Code of Conduct, the document that defines
the platform of the acceptable set of behaviours within the
company whose main objective is to promote a higher
standard of practices within the organization; (iv) Stake-
holder Map, a document that formalizes stakeholder
engagement in the organization and graphically shows the
groups involved in public dialogue with the company; and
(v) Environmental Report, which provides information on
the impact of an organization’s business activities on the
environment. Only one firm in the pilot sample issued a
Stakeholder Map or Environmental Report, whereas all
four firms disseminated CSR-related topics within the other
three types of CSR reports. To ensure comparability in the
content analysis, Sustainability Reports, Codes of Ethics,
Codes of Conduct® as well as the sections of corporate
websites dedicated to disclosing CSR actions were con-
sidered. In addition, we found that some of the firms in the
pilot study had established corporate foundations to
undertake socially responsible and philanthropic activities.
We, thus, decided to also account for the presence of a
corporate foundation as a further proxy of the firm’s
commitment to disclosing its socially responsible initia-
tives. Corporate foundations not only play an increasingly
important role in supporting firms in their social mission
but also have been gaining increasing attention from aca-
demic research (Lungeanu and Ward 2012).

Data Analysis

Before starting the content analysis, the two authors inde-
pendently conducted an in-depth analysis of the CSR
reports issued by each of the four pilot study firms in order
to develop the coding scheme.” We used thematic content
analysis to categorize the content of CSR reports, which is

6 In the vast majority of cases, the Code of Conduct is included in the
Code of Ethics. In the few cases where the Code of Conduct was a
stand-alone report, we reported the findings of our analysis in the
‘Code of Conduct’ category to enable comparing the empirical
results.

7 This analysis was conducted on twelve CSR documents issued by
the four pilot study firms.
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a technique whereby categories for analysis are identified
in a predetermined coding scheme (e.g. Phillips 1994;
Short and Palmer 2003). Content analysis can be broken
down by word, clause, sentence, paragraph or page to
assess the meaning of a document (Weber 1985). Using
each CSR report or dedicated website section as a unit of
analysis, the two authors analysed these clause by clause to
capture multiple codes embedded within a single sentence.
We identified keywords and topics (henceforth codes)
related to CSR to enable creating an objective categoriza-
tion for the content of each report. Since we followed a
multiple coder procedure (Barr et al. 1992), we assessed its
reliability through the evaluation of the interrater agree-
ment, which was 90 % on completion of our pilot study.
The authors then independently analysed the different
reports issued by the firms that fulfilled the sampling cri-
teria defined in the previous section. Each clause was
placed into one of the categories as previously identified
according to the topic; for example, the clause “Honesty,
sincerity in relationships and the wisdom of farmers were
the principles that inspired the establishment and growth of
what is now a modern, concrete and courageous entrepre-
neurial reality: our Box Marche” (cf. Box Marche’s Social
Report, p. 11) refers to the code ‘Honesty, fairness,
integrity, respect’ which is included in the ‘Values and
general interests’ topic of our categorization. However,
once the coding process began, any passages where a coder
had doubts (which only occurred in less than 10 % of
instances) were discussed between the two authors, until
agreement was reached on the appropriate code (dis-
agreement resolution in four cases required additional
coding from a research assistant who read the report and
assigned the coding). In sum, the content-analytic proce-
dure was performed by adapting the seminal content ana-
lysis methodology of Neuendorf (2002) following four
stages: (i) we inductively generated first-order codes from
reading the pilot study cases, integrating them with insights
from existing theoretical perspectives and empirical stud-
ies, adding codes when new facts or factors emerged in the
reports (Tsui-Auch 2004); (ii) when codes were named,
and categories were constructed, we reviewed the data for
the other companies in the sample to see which, if any,
fitted each category. At times, the data did not fit well into
a category, which led to either abandoning or revising the
category (Pratt et al. 2006). The final list of codes served as
organizing devices to recode the documentary data; (iii)
based on the final interpretive results, we conducted within-
case analysis and cross-case analysis on the entire sample
(Eisenhardt 1989): the within-case analysis enabled
familiarization with each case as a stand-alone entity prior
to any generalization, while the cross-case analysis enabled
comparing and contrasting cases; (iv) the fine-tuning of
codes and categories during the analysis continued until

saturation; we abandoned or modified tentative hypotheses
and iterated between data and theoretical perspectives,
until a stage of theoretical saturation was reached (Eisen-
hardt 1989; Glaser and Strauss 1967; Pratt et al. 2006).
Although guidelines to determine non-probabilistic sample
sizes are virtually nonexistent (Guest et al. 2006), we ended
when no new information or themes were observed in the
data, which resulted in a sample of 24 family firms and 74
non-family enterprises. This sample is representative of the
Italian population, where family firms account for around
25 % of large firms according to the statistics provided by
AIdAF (Italian Family Firms Association) and by the
Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies in its
national document on good CSR practices.®

The final sample includes 51 out of 98 companies listed
on the Italian Stock Exchange (seven are family firms), 75
firms are large sized (14 are family firms), and according to
the first-digit US SIC code, 33 companies (21 are family
firms) operate in the manufacturing industry. Within the
non-manufacturing industry, firms operate in the con-
struction, finance, services, transport and utilities indus-
tries. Detailed information on the distribution of family and
non-family firms is reported in Table 1.

The findings of the content analysis were then subjected
to statistical inference. In order to answer our research
questions, the content categories were used as the object of
the statistical analysis, and we performed Chi squared tests
between the groups of family and non-family firms; we
also controlled for size, listing and industry in order to
verify whether these variables affect the findings of the
study. The Chi squared test allows assessing whether
paired observations on two groups of firms are independent
of each other, e.g. if family and non-family firms differ in
reporting frequency. The choice of this statistical procedure
was dictated by the type of data collected that consist of the
observations of occurrences of codes within the CSR
reports (Abraham and Moitra 2001; Llena et al. 2007).

In the following section, we illustrate and discuss the
results of our analysis and show that family firms differ
from non-family firms in the type and content of CSR
reports issued.

Results and Discussion

In this section, we show the findings of our analysis of CSR
reporting in Italian firms. First, we offer insights into the
types of CSR reports disseminated, providing figures on the

8 Tt is worth noting that the proportion of family firms in our sample
is higher than family firms in the samples of previous comparative
studies on family versus non-family firms (e.g. Cooper et al. 2005;
Denison et al. 2004; Dyer and Whetten 2006; Mroczkowski and
Tanewski 2007; Tsai et al. 2006).
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Table 1 Distribution of the no. of sample firms (N = 98) by firm category and CSR document issued

Firm categories CSR document type

No. of firms Sustainability Code of CSR website Other CSR Owned
report ethics section documents® foundations

Family 24 24 24 23 15 12

Listed 7 7 7 6

Non-listed 17 17 17 17 10

Large-sized 14 14 14 13 9 8

Medium-sized 10 10 10 10

Manufacturing 21 21 21 21 14 11

Non-manufacturing 3 3 3 2 1 1
Non-family 74 74 72 64 27 35

Listed 44 44 43 41 20 27

Non-listed 30 30 29 23 7 8

Large-sized 61 61 61 59 25 32

Medium-sized 13 13 11 5

Manufacturing 12 12 11 12 3

Non-manufacturing 62 62 61 53 24 27
Total 98 98 96 87 42 47

? Environmental report, sustainability policies, sustainability indicators and other ad hoc CSR reports

diffusion of different types of CSR reports, the establish-
ment of foundations dedicated to corporate social respon-
sibility as well as compliance with CSR standards. We
specifically focus on the differences that emerged between
family and non-family firms. Thereafter, we offer insights
into the variety of topics that emerged from the content
analysis of the CSR reports and provide statistical infer-
ence to identify significant differences in the reported
topics between family and non-family firms, with addi-
tional controls for size, listing and industry.

Types of CSR Reports

Diffusion of CSR Reports and Establishment
of Foundations

Table 1 reports the main figures relating to the diffusion of
the types of CSR reports and establishment of foundations
among the sampled firms.

All 98 companies issued a sustainability report, whereas
96 firms (98 %) published a code of ethics and 87 firms
(89 %) provided a dedicated CSR section on their websites.
We also considered the presence of other CSR documents,
i.e. environmental reports, sustainability policies and CSR
indicator reports. We found that 13 (13 %) of the 98 firms
in the sample produced an environmental report; 19 (19 %)
disclosed their sustainability policies with dedicated doc-
uments and 4 (5 %) purposefully created ad hoc reports to
communicate their CSR performance. Several firms dis-
seminated additional types of CSR reports such as (i) work-
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life balance principles (SACE), (ii) charter of equal
opportunities (BPM), (iii) quality culture report (De Cec-
co), (iv) other reports based on corporate case studies on
social issues (Saipem), (v) environmental policies charac-
terizing the firm’s actions (Box Marche), (vi) documents
dedicated to human care (Loccioni) and (vii) charter of
services provided (Came Cancelli Automatici).

With regard to the distinction between family and non-
family firms, the former were found to place more
emphasis on creating a section dedicated to disclosing CSR
information on their corporate websites. Indeed, as shown
in Table 1, 23 out of 24 family firms (96 %) and 64 out of
74 non-family firms (86 %) have a CSR website section.
Family firms are also more likely to establish foundations
(50 % of family firms vs. 42 % of non-family firms have
established a foundation). Finally, beyond the code of
ethics and sustainability report, family firms are more
inclined to publish supplementary CSR documents such as
environmental reports as it is clear when considering that
15 out of 24 family firms (63 %) provided additional CSR
reports, which is higher than the proportion of ‘other CSR
documents’ issued by their non-family counterparts (37 %,
reported by 27 out of 74 non-family enterprises).

This higher propensity of family firms to disclose CSR
information through a dedicated section on their websites,
to communicate the establishment of foundations and to
disseminate a wider range of CSR reports can be inter-
preted in light of the greater importance that family firms
attach to the actions that affect their reputation and that
foster dialogue with their external stakeholders. These
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types of reporting activities refer to ‘explicit’ CSR, i.e. the
set of CSR programs and strategies that firms undertake on
a voluntary basis to enhance their external reputation of
engaging in social responsibility. Since the company name
often includes the name of family members, and their
wealth is tied to their firms, family members are more
likely to invest in CSR initiatives that can be easily dis-
seminated and used to build a good reputation in the eyes
of their external stakeholders (Dyer and Whetten 2006;
Whetten and Mackey 2005; Wiklund 2006). This is also
consistent with studies showing that family firms tend to
promote their visibility and family reputation within their
social environment (Dunn 1996) since they are well known
within their communities (Block and Wagner 2010).

Strong pressure is felt by family firms from local com-
munities that, even informally, prompt them to generate
and disclose documents to dialogue with and meet the
expectations of stakeholders (Uhlaner et al. 2004); family
firms are, thus, legitimized to operate in their market. This
‘explicit’” CSR reporting is considered an activity that
affects society’s perception of the firm (Deegan et al. 2000;
Hooghiemstra 2000). Hence, we propose:

P1 Family firms are more likely than non-family firms to
proactively and voluntarily provide a wider range of stand-
alone CSR reports, to disclose CSR information through a
dedicated website section and to communicate the estab-
lishment of foundations since these ‘explicit’” CSR reporting
initiatives enable them to meet the informal expectations of
proximate external stakeholders, reflecting the typically
higher attention they pay to promoting their visibility and
family reputation, and, thus, increase their legitimacy in
society.

Finally, we can consider that family firms are usually
characterized by a longer tenure of chairpersons (Jorissen
et al. 2005); therefore, a more continuous engagement in
communicating the CSR actions is expected since changes
in chairpersonship may change engagement in CSR
reporting (Campbell 2000).

It is, however, interesting to investigate how distribu-
tional differences along specific dimensions such as indus-
try, firm size and listing status may affect our results. This
can be done by controlling for these dimensions when
comparing family and non-family firms. For example,
focusing only on the manufacturing industry, family firms
are found to disclose code of ethics and additional CSR
documents in a higher proportion than non-family firms
(respectively, 100 % of family firms versus 92 % of non-
family firms as regards code of ethics, and 24 % of family
firms versus 6 % of non-family firms as regards other CSR
documents), whereas there are no marked differences
between family and non-family firms as regards the

publication of a sustainability report and a website section
dedicated to CSR. Similar findings can be found if we focus
on the two subsamples of large-sized firms and listed com-
panies. On a different level of analysis, it is also interesting
to show, for each of the dimensions introduced as control
variables in the study, the results emerging from compari-
sons within the family and non-family firm subsamples. The
number of listed non-family companies disclosing CSR
information through various types of reports is higher than
that of non-listed non-family firms. This can be explained by
considering that listed companies are usually under the lens
of multiple stakeholders, especially dominant shareholders
(Mroczkowski and Tanewski 2007) and financial analysts
(Boubaker and Labégorre 2008). Conversely, in case of
family firms, the previous prediction is reversed with a high
number of non-listed companies providing additional CSR
reports and establishing a foundation. This can be explained
by considering that the ownership and governance structures
of non-listed family firms are generally composed of a
higher number of family members than those of listed family
firms (Boubaker and Labégorre 2008). Accordingly, a non-
listed family firm tends to be more willing and able to
establish its own foundation, which usually takes the name
of the founder and is directly managed by a family board
(Lungeanu and Ward 2012). Likewise, large-sized firms in
both the family and non-family subsamples are more likely
to publish additional reports than medium-sized firms since
larger firms manage a more extensive range of activities and
have more resources to invest in communication (Baumann-
Pauly et al. 2013; Young and Marais 2011). Finally, with
regard to industry clusters, firms in the manufacturing
industry are more inclined to disclose information through a
dedicated CSR section of their website and to establish
foundations with respect to firms in non-manufacturing
industries since firms that operate in the manufacturing
industry are usually subject to greater industrial and envi-
ronmental pressure especially in terms of their pollution
activities (Chen and Bouvain 2009).

Compliance with CSR Standards

From the analysis of firm compliance with international
CSR standards emerged that 26 (27 %) out of 98 firms
followed International Labour Standards as defined by the
International Labour Organization (ILO), 13 (13 %)
declared their adherence to the World Business Council for
Sustainable Development (WBCSD), and to the World
Resources Institute (WRI), 38 (39 %) followed Global
Compact principles, while 39 (40 %) took part in the
Carbon Disclosure Project. We found that 61 (62 %) out of
98 firms declared following the Global Reporting Initiative
(GRI) guidelines.
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Table 2 Distribution of the no. of sample firms compliant with CSR standards by firm category and CSR standard

Firm categories CSR standard type

ILO Global compact WRI and WBCSD GRI Carbon disclosure
Family 3 5 2 9 4
Listed 3 4 2 4 4
Non-listed 0 1 0 5 0
Large-sized 3 5 2 7 4
Medium-sized 0 0 0 2 0
Manufacturing 3 4 2 7 4
Non-manufacturing 0 1 0 2 0
Non-family 23 33 11 52 35
Listed 16 27 11 35 34
Non-listed 7 6 0 17 1
Large-sized 20 31 11 47 34
Medium-sized 3 2 0 5
Manufacturing 4 6 4 10 4
Non-manufacturing 19 27 7 42 31
Total® 26 38 13 61 39

* The totals do not coincide with the sample size (N = 98) because only the no. of firms compliant with each CSR standard type were considered

With regard to the comparison between family and non-
family firms, the former show a lower propensity towards
compliance with CSR standards than the latter. As the
figures in Table 2 suggest, only three out of 24 (12 %)
family firms followed International Labour Standards,
while 23 out of 74 (31 %) non-family firms complied with
this type of standard. Similarly, 21 % of family firms vs.
45 % of non-family firms followed Global Compact prin-
ciples. A lower percentage of family firms (8 %) declared
their adherence to WBCSD and WRI than their non-family
counterparts (15 %). In terms of GRI guidelines, family
firms (38 %) were found to follow these less than non-
family firms (70 %). Finally, only 17 % of family firms
stated participating in the Carbon Disclosure Project, while
47 % of non-family firms declared this within their reports.

Thus, regardless of the higher number of types of CSR
reports issued by firms with family influence (Proposition 1),
family firms are found to be less compliant with CSR stan-
dards. Although the dissemination of a wide range of CSR
reports is relevant to family firms to dialogue with their
stakeholders and to meet their specific expectations, compli-
ance with CSR standards does not seem to be as important as it
is for non-family businesses. This finding can be understood
when considering the meaning of compliance with CSR
standards. Compliance with CSR standards entails conform-
ing to external norms and rules; reporting this kind of infor-
mation, therefore, merely implies demonstrating corporate
efforts towards that which constitutes ‘implicit’ CSR, i.e. the
firm role within institutions, consisting of all requirements that
the companies must passively satisfy (Matten and Moon
2008). Family firms are acknowledged to be less dependent on
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their institutional context (Dunn 1996; Jaggi et al. 2009) and
are less subject to regulatory and normative pressures (Dyer
and Whetten 2006), which may explain why on average they
devote less attention than non-family firms to complying with
CSR standards. Moreover, compliance with CSR standards
requires formalizing business practices and a high level of
bureaucracy. However, family firms are acknowledged as
business organizations whose agents tend to be exempt from
bureaucratic constraints and strictly formalized business
practices that limit managerial authority and inhibit ownership
priorities and firm autonomy (Carney 2005; Massis et al.
2013). In view of the foregoing, we propose:

P2 Family firms are less compliant with CSR standards
than non-family firms since these ‘implicit’ CSR reporting
initiatives, which entail passively satisfying requirements
to be considered compliant with institutional norms and
rules, contrast with their more autonomous nature and
lower dependency on the institutional context.

Also in this case, we controlled for specific dimensions
such as industry, firm size and listing status in order to
investigate how distributional differences along these
dimensions may affect our results. Analyses on the subs-
amples identified by isolating manufacturing, non-manu-
facturing, listed, non-listed, large, and medium-sized firms
lead to results that are consistent with those found in the
main analysis. Listed firms show higher levels of compli-
ance with CSR standards in both family and non-family
firms, and the difference with respect to non-listed firms is
particularly evident for ILO, Global Compact principles
and Carbon Disclosure Project. This can be understood by
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considering that publicly traded companies are more eager
to emphasize their CSR commitment and have more duties
towards their shareholders (Singhvi and Desai 1971). Firm
size is positively related to the propensity to comply with
international standards, which can be understood by con-
sidering that medium-sized enterprises compared to large-
sized firms are less subject to pressure from stakeholders
and the media in terms of aligning with universally rec-
ognized standards (Young and Marais 2011).

Content of CSR Reports

The contents of CSR reports are shown and discussed in this
section. In particular, we show the topics that emerged from
our content analysis drawing on some exemplar quotes
extracted from the analysed reports. We then discuss each
CSR topic in detail in light of the statistical tests performed
to assess the significance of the differences identified
between family and non-family firms, and to control for the
size, industry and listing variables. Table 3 provides some
illustrative examples of the CSR topics disclosed by the
sample firms as emerged from our content analysis.

The method adopted provides a wealth of information as
well as details on the CSR topics including the aim of firms
to manage the trade-off between serving their own needs,
those of their public of interest and obligations to human-
kind. This is consistent with Snider et al.’s (2003) results of
the analysis of the CSR sections of the websites of large
corporations.

Table 4 provides a synoptic view of the occurrences of
the content of CSR reports and the results of the statistical
tests, enabling a straightforward comparison and analysis.

A discussion on the content of CSR reports for each
single topic identified in the content analysis is offered
hereafter.

Values and General Interests

The topic ‘Values and general interests’ refers to what is
considered good, important, useful and desirable; this topic
includes concepts such as honesty, fairness, integrity, respect,
gender equality, support for cultural and sporting activities.

The results of the Chi squared test show a significant
difference between family and non-family firms. Non-family
firms were found to more frequently communicate issues
related to this topic. This can be explained by considering
that family firms typically state and share their values
informally, predominantly within the firm, as they are gen-
erally acknowledged to be protective of their value systems
(Dunn 1996; Miller et al. 2008). In terms of attitudes
towards their institutional context, family firms are usually
less inclined to publicize the cultural elements that

characterize their behaviour (Le Breton-Miller and Miller
2006). This is consistent with the tendency of family firms to
preserve their socio-emotional wealth (Berrone et al. 2012;
Gomez-Mejia et al. 2007, 2011), which is more salient in the
presence of highly emphatic family members (Goel et al.
2012). Moreover, the family council is often the privileged
locus to communicate the values within the firm (Carlock
and Ward 2001; Davis and Harveston 1998), and this may
explain why family firms are less likely to make this type of
communication public. Values are considered part of the
family legacy that is internally developed and transmitted.

Listed non-family firms disclosed a significantly higher
amount of information than non-listed non-family firms in
relation to values and general interests, whereas Chi
squared tests for listed versus non-listed firms resulted in a
non-significant difference between listed and non-listed
family firms. This evidence further highlights the signifi-
cant role of family involvement in the level of disclosure of
information related to family culture. The controls for size
showed that, in both family and non-family firms, large-
sized firms are more concerned about communicating CSR
values and interests than medium-sized companies. With
regard to industries, neither family nor non-family firms are
significantly affected by the industry variable in the level of
information disclosed on this topic.

Shareholders

The codes here are shareholder value creation, consider-
ation of their points of view, attention to their interests,
equal treatment of different shareholder categories, and
clearness and honesty in communications.

Family and non-family firm CSR reports were found to
significantly differ with respect to this topic; specifically,
non-family firms disclosed more information on this topic.
This can be explained by considering the high relevance of
shareholder claims in non-family firms; in particular, non-
family businesses aim at maximizing return on equity for
shareholders as their primary goal. Conversely, family firm
owners are generally concerned with the pursuit of non-
economic goals (Chrisman et al. 2012; Kotlar and De
Massis 2013), and shareholders may, thus, be less relevant
than in the case of non-family firms. Put differently, the
existence of family-centred non-economic goals as a con-
sequence of the interplay between the family and business
systems (Zellweger et al. 2012), renders shareholders less
relevant to family firms when compared to non-family
firms, and this is reflected in a lower emphasis on dis-
closing topics related to shareholders in their CSR reports.

In non-family firms, we found that listed firms were
more concerned about reporting on this topic than non-
listed firms, and the same result emerged from the Chi
squared test between large- and medium-sized firms, in
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Table 3 Evidence of the content analysis by CSR topic

Topic Subtopic

Tllustrative examples®

Values and general
interests

Honesty, fairness, integrity, respect

Sustainability as an area of strategic investment
or as a means of growth

Environmental and
green issues

Environmental respect and impact reduction

Pollution emission reduction

Processes and Recoverable and recyclable products/materials/

products/services tools
Internal audit
General Value creation to satisfy stakeholders/
stakeholder Dialogue/Engagement
management
issues
Penalties for internal/external violation of
business ethics and rules
Shareholders Value creation

“Our approach to banking is based on personal honesty and fairness;
we manage our professional relationships with impartiality,
independent judgment and respect for the rules; we undertake to fulfil
all our commitments with a sense of responsibility.” (Social
Responsibility Report, BPM Group, 2010)

“In Autostrade per I'Italia, social and environmental responsibility is a
strategic and deeply rooted value at all levels of the organization and
is communicated to all entities with which the company carries out its
business.” (Sustainability Report, Autostrade per 1’Italia, 2010)

“Ansaldo STS involves its entire staff in the reduction and control of
the environmental impact resulting from its business through the
definition of well-defined targets and responsibilities. By doing so,
Ansaldo STS aims at being recognized as one of the leading
companies in terms of environmental preservation and protection.”
(Environmental Policy on www.ansaldo-sts.com, Ansaldo STS,
2011)

“Environmental objectives can be achieved through the
implementation of a regulatory framework set by different European
Union Directives that specifically envisages a reduction in
greenhouse gas emissions, a bidding system for the purchase of
“emission permits”, whose proceeds will go towards funding
measures aimed at reducing emissions and adjusting to climate
change.” (Sustainability Report, Erg, 2010)

“We concentrate efforts on sustainable packaging and seek to increase
the cultural element that leads to recycling; we have progressively
eliminated non eco-compatible components and we privilege the use
of uniform packaging materials that are easier to recycle.”
(Sustainability report, Barilla, 2008)

“Internal Audit within BNL BNP Paribas is an independent, objective
assurance and consultancy activity designed to add value and
improve the organization’s operations. Internal Audit helps the
organization accomplish its objectives by bringing a systematic,
disciplined approach to evaluating and improving the effectiveness of
risk management, control and governance processes. The scope of
intervention of Internal Audit encompasses all the activities of BNP
Paribas and the risks to which it may be exposed.” (Code of Ethics,
BNL BNP Paribas, 2009)

“Constant dialogue and engagement with Fiat Group stakeholders are
supported by a valid mapping process and monitoring of changes in
their interests over time.” (Sustainability section, http://www .fiatspa.
com, 2010)

“Violations of principles and norms of the present Code of Ethics
damage loyalty relationships between the Company and its managers,
employees, customers, suppliers, partners, consultants and all
stakeholders. The company promptly and firmly prosecutes violations
by means of appropriate disciplinary actions.” (Code of Ethics,
Holcim, 2008)

“One of the Generali Group’s priorities is ensuring its shareholders
obtain the most from their investment. Even in a difficult market
characterized by a reduction in insurance premium revenue, it was
able to meet their expectations. The Group continues to pursue the
long-term objective of sustainable business development, in order to
ensure investors receive a reasonable return even in a negative market
trend.” (Sustainability report, Generali, 2010)
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Table 3 continued

Topic Subtopic

Tllustrative examples®

No discrimination in selection, hiring and
training (equal opportunities)

Employees

Conciliation between professional life and
leisure time

Professional growth support and planning/
Meritocracy and enhancement of personal
skills

Philanthropy Projects for local community social and

economic development

Customers Communication with customers

Build customer loyalty

Suppliers Supplier evaluation based on their CSR
commitment (human rights, health, safety,

environment)

Supplier training and development/Supplier
involvement in CSR activities

“Our employees represent over 104 nationalities, which means we
offer an inclusive workplace, built around respect for individuals and
the appreciation of diversity in all its forms. At Alcatel-Lucent, we
believe that commitment to diversity, tolerance and equal opportunity
is an investment in our employees and in our growth.” (Code of
Ethics, Alcatel Lucent, 2009)

“During their working life, many people need to be absent from work
for periods that vary from short to long-term. The reasons are many:
maternity, needing to care for a relative, illness, etc. The aim of the
‘Per Mano’ project is to provide employees who desire it the
possibility of staying in touch with their office, being kept up to date
on events, innovations and changes. And this is done through IT
support and the presence of a tutor.”(Social report, Intesa San Paolo,
2010)

“Our culture challenges, fosters and develops staff at every phase of
their career. We encourage our people to reach their full potential, so
all employees have access to a wide range of professional
development programs.” (Corporate social responsibility section,
www.randstad.it, 2010)

“Year after year, Auchan is involved with the communities around
stores by making them recognized players in social life. By creating
jobs, competition and a meeting place open to the community, the
stores are much more than shops. The actions taken are intended to
revive the social bond by involving local customers, commercial
partners and associations.” (Social Report, Auchan Group, 2010)

“Our commitment has led us to focus on perceived quality through
activating a system designed to assess customer requirements via
customer satisfaction surveys, the analysis of complaints, relations
with consumer associations and operational feedback.” (Social
Report, Poste Italiane, 2010)

“Vodafone’s reputation depends on earning the trust of our customers.
Their loyalty is vital to the long-term success of our business. This
section covers a range of issues that we believe play an important part
in maintaining customer trust.” (Sustainability section, www.
vodafone.com, 2011)

“Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) verification activities in
respect of suppliers and sub-suppliers. The evaluation of suppliers
was carried out using a weighted check list consisting of over one
hundred questions, the use of which allowed verified suppliers to be
classified into four progressive bands, from poor to excellent.
Questions covered ten priority areas: child labour, forced labour,
health and safety, freedom of association, discrimination, disciplinary
procedures, working hours, pay, environment and ethics.”
(Sustainability report, Telecom, 2010)

“As part of our efforts to strengthen the performance of our supply
chain, we developed a Supplier Sustainability Development Program
in 2010, which aims to develop suppliers into strategic business
partners who share our commitment to sustainability. The program is
based on monitoring and auditing suppliers, along with training
suppliers and ABB personnel, and is supported by a dedicated
sustainability expert within the Supply Chain Management function.”
(Sustainability Report, ABB, 2010)

? The quotations in the table were translated from Italian

favour of the former. Conversely, in family firms, listing
and size are not significant variables in explaining the
disclosure of topics related to shareholders. Finally, in both

family and non-family firms, companies operating in
manufacturing and non-manufacturing industries did not
significantly differ in the disclosure of these codes.
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Employees

Good working conditions, the involvement of employees in
business strategies, sharing business culture, safety, train-
ing and skills development, non-discrimination and sym-
metrical treatment of human resources are just some of the
codes considered essential in the relationship with
employees.

Family firms were found to disseminate less information
on these types of issues than their non-family counterparts.
Family firms build their relationships with employees
based on normative commitment rather than on financial
performance motivations (Stavrou et al. 2007). Employees
are considered as valuable assets rooted in the family
resource endowment, so that family firms are aware of their
importance and, therefore, do not sacrifice them for short-
term returns (Donckels and Frohlich 1991; Miller and Le
Breton-Miller 2007). In addition, employees are often
considered as part of the family (Uhlaner et al. 2004; Ward
1988) rather than as external parties to be involved in
communication exchanges. This is consistent with the
family business embeddedness perspective (Khanin et al.
2012), which foresees a high degree of alignment between
the values and objectives of employees and those of the
family firm (Tagiuri and Davis 1996). Put differently,
family firms tend to develop highly intertwined relation-
ships with their employees to the point of overshadowing
any issues on employee-related topics. To the contrary,
non-family firms are incentivized to develop full sections
in their CSR reports on these topics. Employees are con-
sidered important stakeholders whom non-family firms are
inclined to protect and maintain constant dialogue with to
communicate the objectivity and fairness of critical aspects
such as the working place, health and safety, training and
careers, to provide some examples.

Listed and non-listed family firms do not significantly
differ in the disclosure of this topic, while for non-family
firms listing on the capital, market plays a significant role in
predicting the tendency to disclose information on issues
related to the management of employees. Large-sized firms
are more attentive to employees since these firms are
generally under the lens of institutions and the media
(Young and Marais 2011). Industry does not appear to affect
the statistical results that emerged from the study on this
topic.

Customers

The codes related to the ‘Customers’ topic include aspects
such as satisfying customer expectations, creating customer
loyalty, customer involvement in corporate social respon-
sibility activities and objectives, ethical advertising and fair
prices. Here the Chi squared test revealed a significant
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difference between family and non-family firms, as shown
in Table 4. Consistent with prior literature (Gray et al.
1987), customers are one of the most important stakeholder
categories and the non-family firms in our sample tended to
be more inclined to disclosing information on customer-
related CSR issues. This evidence can be explained by
considering the differences between family and non-family
firms in their logic to approaching customers. Contrary to
non-family firms, which have a propensity to dialogue with
their customers in order to meet institutional pressures and
gain legitimacy in the market, family firms tend to build
personal and informal relationships with their customers
(Brokaw 1992; G6émez-Mejia et al. 2001; Lyman 1991;
Uhlaner et al. 2004). Positive customer perceptions of
family ownership and relationship-based business interac-
tions with customers create stakeholder efficiencies (Aro-
noff and Ward 1995; Dyer and Mortensen 2005). Family
firm customers are, therefore, less exposed to formal
communication flows. This provides some rationale for
why family firms may have less interest in communicating
issues in relation to their customer relationships, thus,
explaining the scarcity of information on this topic in the
reports analysed.

In non-family firms, we found that listed and large firms
were more concerned about reporting on this topic than
their non-listed and medium-sized counterparts. Con-
versely, in family firms, listing and size do not affect the
disclosure of customer related topics. Finally, in both
family and non-family firms, companies operating in
manufacturing and non-manufacturing industries did not
significantly differ in the disclosure of these codes.

In view of the foregoing, we propose the following:

P3 The CSR reports disseminated by family firms are
less focused on topics related to ‘Values and general
issues’, ‘Shareholders’, ‘Employees’, and ‘Customers’
since family firms tend to informally convey their values
within the firm and protect themselves against information
leaks on their value system, are driven by both economic
and non-economic goals in assessing their relationships
with shareholders, consider employees as part of the
family system rather than as external parties to be
involved in communication exchanges, and build informal
relationships with customers that are, therefore, less sub-
ject to formal communication flows.

Environmental and Green Issues

This topic relates to concerns for environmental conser-
vation and improving the state of the natural environment
including issues such as responsible use of energy and
material resources, reduction of pollution emissions, green
and sustainable research, design and innovation.
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The results of the Chi squared test show a significant
difference between family and non-family firms. Family
firms were found to disclose more information on green
issues than non-family firms as the environment is a key
stakeholder in this type of business organization with
strong family influence on pursuing proactive environ-
mental strategies (Sharma and Sharma 2011). This is
consistent with existing evidence showing that family
firms react more to environmental pressures since the
concern for environmental issues offers rewards in terms
of non-economic goals through which they increase their
socio-emotional wealth (Berrone et al. 2010). Moreover,
family firms tend to pay particular attention to main-
taining firm reputation since the family name is strongly
associated with the firm name, and to avoiding poten-
tially negative outcomes arising from the loss of repu-
tation in relation to the business and the family (Dunn
1996; Godfrey 2005). The higher emphasis given by
family firms to communicating environmental issues can
also be interpreted by considering that family firms are
more likely to institute environmentally friendly policies
than non-family firms since natural environment policies
are more positively associated with innovation and
greater financial performance (Craig and Dibrell 2006).
This finding is also in line with our previous results on
the types of CSR reports issued whereby family firms
disclose a higher number of additional documents than
non-family firms especially with regard to the
environment.

As to the control variables, listed and large-sized non-
family firms disclose environmental and green issues more
than, respectively, non-listed and medium-sized counter-
parts. This can be explained by considering that listed and
large firms are monitored to a greater extent by public
opinion which is very sensitive to environmental issues
(Reverte 2009). Moreover, firms in the manufacturing
industry significantly differ in the amount of environmental
codes disclosed with respect to those operating in non-
manufacturing industries. The manufacturing industry has
the greatest impact on the environment, and the firms in
this industry are, therefore, more active in communicating
how they deal with environmental concerns. In family
firms, no significant difference emerged between listed and
non-listed firms, large- and medium-sized firms, companies
in manufacturing and non-manufacturing industries.
Finally, a more fine-grained comparison between family
and non-family firms highlights that, within the subsample
of listed firms, family firms on average disclose less
information on environmental issues than their non-family
counterparts. This difference can be explained by consid-
ering that the family firms in this subsample are charac-
terized by dilution of family ownership, and this weakens
the effect of family influence on the business and hence
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deteriorates the drivers that would lead family firms to
disclose more than non-family ones on this topic.

Philanthropy

Within this CSR topic, the codes include respect for local
communities, their rights and specific customs, engaging in
projects for the quality of local community life, engaging
in projects for the social and economical development of
the local community, donations, charity and sponsorships
to support the social initiatives of local communities,
attention to changes in the surrounding civic environment
and efforts to make the local community aware of firm
commitment to CSR.

The Chi squared test shows that family firms disclosed
significantly more information than non-family firms on
this topic. This result can be interpreted by considering that
family firms are characterized by family altruism (Karra
et al. 2006; Schulze et al. 2003), which leads them to
engage more in philanthropic activities targeted at their
local communities in order to be recognized as good cor-
porate citizens (Dyer and Whetten 2006; Uhlaner et al.
2004). This evidence may also be explained by considering
the higher long-term orientation of family firms (Zellweger
2007; Zellweger et al. 2012b), which induces them to
create stable and long-lasting relationships with the com-
munities in which they operate and to maintain a positive
image (Miller and Le Breton-Miller 2005). This is con-
sistent with the existing literature depicting family firms as
more embedded in social relationships with the local
community than their non-family counterparts (Aldrich and
Cliff 2003; Le Breton-Miller and Miller 2009; Steier et al.
2009; Veliyath and Ramaswamy 2000), so that they are
very attentive to their neighbours’ expectations.

In family firms, non-listed organizations were found to
disclose more information on their philanthropic actions
than listed firms. This evidence can be explained by con-
sidering that the equity share owned by the owning family
in non-listed firms is generally higher (Anderson and Reeb
2003) so that attention to reputation and image within the
local community is intensified in order to be legitimized in
their activities. Listed and large-sized non-family firms
disclose more information on philanthropy than, respec-
tively, their non-listed and medium-sized counterparts,
while companies in non-manufacturing industries are
slightly more inclined to disclose information on this topic.
A more fine-grained analysis within individual subsamples
of firms provides additional insights for the overall results
that we obtained. First, considering only firms working in
the manufacturing industry, we find a higher rate of family
firms disclosing information on philanthropy than non-
family firms. The difference is, however, marginal, and this
means that in the manufacturing industry, the propensity of
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non-family firms to report on philanthropic issues is more
aligned to the propensity of family firms. This can be
explained, for example, by considering that the production
facilities of manufacturing firms are usually perceived
negatively by the surrounding community, and engaging in
philanthropic activities and communicating these actions is
a commonly used expedient to mitigate this negative per-
ception and strengthen their image in front of society,
regardless of the family status. Second, a focus on the
subsample of listed firms shows that family firms on
average disclose less information on philanthropy than
non-family firms. As already mentioned, listed firms are
subject to the detailed scrutiny of consumers, associations,
the equity market and the environment. When we consider,
within the group of listed firms, family businesses, we
cannot ignore that being listed weakens some of the
determinants of their higher propensity to report on phi-
lanthropy. Specifically, family firms are spurred to pursue
short-term payoffs to the detriment of their long-term ori-
entation, and family altruism is more difficult to be exer-
cised due to the fact that the family dominant coalition has
a lower managerial discretion, because it is more con-
strained to respond to the demands of institutional actors,
and family ownership is less concentrated than in the case
of non-listed firms. Thus, the overall higher propensity of
family firms to disclose more on philanthropy than non-
family firms does not hold when we focus on the sub-
sample of listed firms.
In view of the foregoing, we formally state:

P4 The CSR reports disseminated by family firms are
more focused on topics related to ‘Environmental and green
issues’ and ‘Philanthropy’ since family firms are particularly
concerned about environmental pressures to protect their
socio-emotional wealth and are more likely to establish
environmentally friendly policies given that they have a
long-term orientation and a higher degree of altruism, and
are more embedded in social relationships with the local
context.

Processes and Products/Services

This topic is related to production efficiency, quality
guarantees and improvements, waste reduction, recovering
and recycling materials, product safety, sustainability-ori-
ented planning and sustainable supply chains.

Family and non-family firms were not found to signifi-
cantly differ in the disclosure of CSR issues on processes,
products or services, even if the former publish a relatively
higher proportion of issues associated with this CSR topic.
The lack of significant differences may be due to the rec-
ognized standardization in corporate practice in terms of
communicating issues related to production and service

supply (Mueller et al. 2009), which must respond to well-
defined practices regardless of whether there is a family
influencing firm behaviour.

In non-family firms, we found that listed companies placed
more emphasis on disclosing this CSR topic than non-listed
firms as well as a strong significant difference between large-
and medium-sized companies in the degree of completeness
of information on this CSR topic, which increased with firm
size. This is reasonable if we consider that the complexity of
firm processes and the supply chain increases with firm size.
The Chi squared test resulted in a significant predominance of
codes related to this topic in firms in the manufacturing
industry; this is again reasonable when we consider the tra-
ditionally greater attention paid by manufacturing firms to the
efficiency and quality of their supply chain.

General Stakeholder Management Issues

This topic includes all issues related to satisfying stake-
holder claims, stakeholder dialogue, stakeholder involve-
ment in decision-making and stakeholder management
reliability.

The Chi squared test showed that family and non-family
firms do not significantly differ with regard to communicat-
ing general issues on stakeholder management. In analysing
the types of CSR reports, we found that family firms provided
a wider variety of CSR reports to meet their stakeholder
expectations. When focusing on the content of these reports,
all sampled firms discussed the general issues on stakeholder
management in a very similar way. This is probably due to
the fact that stakeholder management refers to the high level
and very general principles that each firm engaged in socially
responsible actions, regardless of family influence, must
declare. In non-family firms, we found that listed and large-
sized firms are more concerned about reporting on this topic
than their non-listed and medium-sized counterparts. To the
contrary, in family firms, listing and size are not significant
variables in explaining the disclosure of topics related to
general stakeholder management issues. Finally, in both
family and non-family firms, companies operating in man-
ufacturing and non-manufacturing industries did not signifi-
cantly differ in the disclosure of these codes.

Suppliers

The codes related to this topic deal with the assessment of
supplier engagement in CSR, whether suppliers reduce
waste in provisions, open communications, loyalty, fair
contracts and equal opportunities in the relationship
between the firm and its suppliers.

Family and non-family firms were not found to signifi-
cantly differ in the Chi squared test results. What emerged
from the content analysis is that, regardless of family

@ Springer



528

G. Campopiano, A. De Massis

influence on the firm, high emphasis is placed on com-
municating principles such as respect and achievement of
the requirements that suppliers must fulfil. Indeed, all firms
engaged in corporate social responsibility disclosed a large
amount of information on supplier respect of CSR princi-
ples and their engagement therein.

In family firms, the Chi squared tests showed no signif-
icant difference between listed and non-listed companies,
whereas medium-sized firms were found to disclose more
information on suppliers than large firms. This evidence can
be explained by considering that medium-sized family firms
are more likely to deal with local suppliers who through
their proximity become long-term partners and are engaged
in a constant dialogue with the firm (e.g. Uhlaner et al.
2004). Conversely, suppliers of larger family firms are not
necessarily located in the same community, are more dis-
persed and, therefore, tend to have less constant dialogue
with the firm. In terms of industry, family firms in the
manufacturing industry declared more information related to
suppliers, while no significant differences between organi-
zations in manufacturing and non-manufacturing industries
were found in non-family firms. Listing and size, instead,
were found to significantly predict the extent of disclosure of
this topic in non-family firms, suggesting that listed and
large firms declare more information than, respectively, non-
listed and medium-sized firms.

Hence, we state:

PS5 The CSR reports disseminated by family and non-
family firms do not significantly differ in topics related to
‘Processes and products/services’, ‘General issues on
stakeholder management’, and ‘Suppliers’ since the issues
associated with these topics are expected and required by the
social and institutional context, and all firms, regardless of
family influence, are incentivized to pay attention to these in
their CSR reports.

Conclusions, Implications and Limitations

Considering the ubiquity of family firms and their crucial
role across all world economies as well as the importance
of disclosing social and environmental actions for the
competitive advantage of any firm, this article has shed
new light on the important yet overlooked topic of CSR
reporting in family versus non-family firms. Drawing on
institutional theory and on a rich body of empirical evi-
dence gathered through a content analysis of the CSR
reports of 98 large- and medium-sized Italian firms, this
study has evinced several differences between family and
non-family firms in CSR report type and content disclosed.
First, family firms were found to disseminate a wider range
of CSR reports than non-family firms since these ‘explicit’
CSR reporting initiatives enable them to meet the informal
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expectations of proximate external stakeholders (Wiklund
2006). This finding provides further insights on the higher
likelihood of family firms to disclose information on
‘explicit” CSR with respect to their non-family counter-
parts and adds to prior non-significant results found by
Dyer and Whetten (2006). Explicit CSR reporting initia-
tives reflect the typically higher attention paid by family
firms to enhancing their visibility and family reputation
(Block and Wagner 2010) and increasing their legitimacy
in society (Hooghiemstra 2000). Family firms can, thus,
enhance the image of both the family and the business and
are legitimized in their actions, which enable them to
pursue their long-term sustainability goals (Chrisman et al.
2003; Long and Mathews 2011). Family firms are charac-
terized by unique traits due to the interplay of two insti-
tutionalized entities, the family and the business, extending
the set of organizational goals and generating a number of
changes in the nature and scope of the relationship between
the organization and its stakeholders (Mitchell et al. 2011).
Second, family firms were found to be less compliant with
CSR standards than non-family firms. This has been
interpreted by considering that these ‘implicit’ CSR
reporting initiatives, which entail passively satisfying
requirements in order to be labelled as compliant with
institutional norms and rules (Matten and Moon 2008),
contrast with the more autonomous nature of family firms
and their lower dependence on the institutional context
(Dunn 1996; Jaggi et al. 2009). Third, as concerns the
content of CSR reports, our findings show that family and
non-family firms place emphasis on different CSR topics.
On one hand, although family firms are commonly
acknowledged to devote particular attention in their
everyday operations and business life to topics such as
‘Values and general interests’, ‘Shareholders’, ‘Employ-
ees’, and ‘Customers’, (e.g. et al. 2004), they report less
information on these than their non-family counterparts.
This evidence has been explained by considering that
family firms tend to informally convey their values within
the firm and to protect themselves against information
leaks on their value system (Dunn 1996). They are driven
by both economic and non-economic goals in assessing
their relationships with shareholders (Chrisman et al. 2012;
Kotlar and De Massis 2013), consider employees as part of
the family system (Ward 1988) rather than as external
parties to be involved in communication exchanges, build
informal relationships with customers (Gomez-Mejia et al.
2001) and are, therefore, less subject to formal communi-
cation flows. On the other hand, family firms appear to
disclose more information than non-family firms on topics
related to ‘Environmental and green issues’ and ‘Philan-
thropy’. This evidence has been interpreted by considering
that family firms are particularly concerned about envi-
ronmental pressures in order to protect their socio-
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emotional wealth (Sharma and Sharma 2011) and are more
likely to establish environmentally friendly policies (Craig
and Dibrell 2006). This suggests that family influence has a
role in linking institutional pressures and firm response,
which is driven by a set of ‘socially worthy’ non-economic
preferences (Berrone et al. 2010) towards a continuous
search for legitimacy in its institutional context. Moreover,
family firms are characterized by a long-term orientation
(Miller and Le Breton-Miller 2007; Zellweger 2007), a
higher degree of altruism (Schulze et al. 2003; Karra et al.
2006), and are more embedded in social relationships with
the local context (Miller and Le Breton-Miller 2006),
providing a rationale for the greater emphasis on
‘Philanthropy’.

The results of our study have strong implications for
academics, practitioners and policy makers. First, our
findings could benefit both family business and CSR
scholars. Family business scholars have only recently
begun to investigate the socially responsible behaviour of
family firms (De Massis et al. 2012). This study provides
evidence on the CSR actions conveyed in social reports
that firms are called on to disclose; as such, our findings
advance our understanding of the strategic aspects of social
responsibility that are prioritized by family firms, and pave
the way for further studies on the important issue of pri-
oritizing stakeholder claims in family firms (Kotlar and De
Massis 2013). CSR scholars could benefit from theoreti-
cally and empirically considering how family influence on
a business organization could affect CSR reporting. As
such, our study extends the dialogue on CSR reporting by
pointing to the degree and type of family involvement as a
new category of internal factors affecting the level, quality
and quantity of CSR reporting. For instance, the perspec-
tives thus far adopted to predict the CSR reporting
dynamics of the relationship between the firm and its
stakeholders do not consider whether willingness and
ability to disseminate CSR actions differ between family
and non-family firms. Our analysis identifies several the-
oretical reasons suggesting that the ‘family’ variable would
be a relevant moderator of the relationship between a firm’s
willingness or ability to embrace CSR reporting, the types
of CSR reports issued and the topics therein. The
involvement of family stakeholders in the organization is a
unique feature of family firms (Zellweger and Nason
2008), and our study shows that this factor is likely to play
an important role in explaining their distinctive CSR
reporting processes. However, our findings show that
family firms are on average more willing to disclose CSR
reports but less compliant with CSR standards. This con-
trasting evidence highlights the complexity and heteroge-
neity of family firms in dealing with the disclosure of social
issues. Thus, our findings are consistent with prior studies
providing arguments for the Janus-face of family firm

behaviour and suggesting that family firms are extremely
heterogeneous as regards CSR (Adams et al. 1996; Deniz
and Suarez 2005; Dyer and Whetten 2006) and raise
important questions, e.g. concerning whether family firms
are better or worse corporate citizens than non-family
firms. Understanding the relationship between CSR
reporting and the firm’s propensity to act responsibly as a
‘corporate citizen’, and how family involvement moderates
this relationship, is an area ripe for future research.
Moreover, our study further adds to the debate on
accounting ethics (Gunz and McCutcheon 1998), providing
useful indications on topics and issues that academics
should include in their accounting courses. Second, the
findings of our study would also be useful to family firm
managers and consultants in the area of corporate social
responsibility reporting, who are encouraged to not assume
that the good practices proposed by corporate social
responsibility, corporate accounting and reporting hand-
books are universally applicable. They should carefully
consider how family influence on the organization could
affect the effectiveness of these good practices and how
these should be revised to best suit the firm’s distinctive
characteristics. Finally, this research could be a suitable
background policy document for policy makers. Corporate
social responsibility actions are the focus of increasing
attention in the design of public policies and family firms,
given their ubiquity (Astrachan and Shanker 2003;
Anderson and Reeb 2003), are critical in the development
of economies across the world (Villalonga and Amit 2006;
La Porta et al. 1999). In this regard, the results of our
research are especially useful as they provide suggestions
on how to build a system of supporting initiatives for CSR
reporting that fits the idiosyncratic characteristics of family
firms. For example, the findings of our study could provide
support for policy makers in decisions on the type of CSR
reports to be included in mandatory disclosure. Policy
makers are also invited to develop adequate incentive
systems to foster CSR reporting as a competitive lever in
the current business context, with the twofold benefit for
family firms to achieve, through CSR reporting, both a
superior competitive advantage, and a legitimization of
their status as good corporate citizens in their community
(Hooghiemstra 2000), reinforcing in this way their image
and reputation.

Like all studies, our work has some limitations, which,
however, provide opportunities for future research. First,
our final sample includes large- and medium-sized enter-
prises, while a study on small- and micro-sized enterprises
would be useful to understand how the typical features
associated with smaller firm size (e.g. differences in
resource availability or in institutional constraints) could
affect our findings. Second, we only collected information
disclosed through corporate websites although CSR
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information is generally also disseminated through other
communication channels such as newspapers and other
media; these alternative channels could be considered in
future research to establish whether our predictions hold.
Third, our analysis is based on data gathered from sec-
ondary sources, which may have a low level of accuracy,
especially with regard to the family involvement measures.
A survey would be useful to obtain more precise and
complete information on each company. Ideally, such
studies would be large-scale in order to provide further
statistical tests of our results. Fourth, this study is cross-
sectional and does not permit a causation analysis; longi-
tudinal studies would ensure capturing the cause-effect and
temporal relationships between the type of CSR report and
content disclosed and their antecedents. Moreover, firm
behaviour may change as the firm ages and goes through
different generations of family control (De Massis et al.
2014a). Likewise, changes in chairpersonship may vary
engagement in CSR reporting (Campbell 2000). However,
we did not collect information on the generation in control
or on the occurrence of generational transitions in the
family firms in our sample. We hope that future scholars
will conduct longitudinal studies aiming to investigate the
roles played by different stages of the family firm life cycle
and by the succession event on CSR reporting. Fifth, our
sample is drawn from one country (Italy), and we
encourage scholars to add evidence on CSR reporting in
family versus non-family firms from other countries to
ensure the relationships found are not linked to Italian
institutional or cultural variables. For instance, CSR
reporting may be specifically bound to cultural contin-
gencies. Important differences across natural cultures, for
example, social collectivism versus individualism (Earley
1989) and perceptions of social distance (Akerlof 1997),
may inform institutional perspectives on how the effect of
family influence on CSR reporting could vary in firms from
different regions. Moreover, each country is characterized
by its own set of regulatory norms and constraints that the
firms have to be aware of and accomplish in order to avoid
sanctions (e.g. regulatory policies to ensure fair practices,
workplace safety, respect of the environment, product
quality). We, therefore, encourage others to conduct cross-
country comparative studies in order to shed new light on
the effect of national regulations on the type and content of
CSR reports disclosed.

In addition to studies that investigate the implications of
our work for the family business and CSR literature or that
overcome our study’s limitations by extending the scope of
inquiry in terms of sampling frames, variables or research
methods, further research directions emanate from our
findings. Better social performance is associated with an
increase in the level and quality of CSR reporting (Ullman
1985), while family involvement in ownership and
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governance has been found to affect the firm’s social per-
formance (Bingham et al. 2011). Exploring how the type of
CSR report and content disclosed affect social and eco-
nomic performance and how this relationship is moderated
by family influence constitutes a promising avenue for
future research. Specifically, it would be interesting to
establish whether the changes in the type of CSR report and
content disclosed by family versus non-family firms reflect
and explain their social and economic performance trends.
Future academic work in this direction would complement
the contributions of our study by offering new insights into
the entire chain of causality between family influence, CSR
reporting and firm social and economic performance.
Moreover, our study is focused on CSR reporting, which
refers to the process of disclosing the social and environ-
mental actions of organizations to particular interest
groups. Although such disclosure is certainly related to
CSR actions, our research does not consider the effects of
family influence on the firm CSR actions. Investigating the
relationship between the way firms disclose their CSR
actions and the socially responsible actions they undertake
constitutes another avenue for future research.

It is our hope that this study will inspire future work in
this new field at the intersection of CSR reporting and family
business, with a strong impact on both academic theory and
management practice. We have offered some initial insights
into a very complex topic and would, therefore, strongly
encourage others to continue this line of inquiry.
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