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Abstract

Both scholars and practitioners have paid little attention to the social innovation
issue at for-profit firm’s level. This is particularly true with reference to the role that
culture and cultural diversities may have in shaping firms’ orientation toward Corporate
Social Innovation (CSI). According to the underlined observation, this paper aims to fill
the existing research gap about the topic. Through an inductive approach, an extensive
literary review about the cultural drivers of innovation and Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR) has been carried to gain a wide understanding of CSI. Hofstede’s cultural model
has been, then, used to interpret the cultural insights of CSI in two geographical and
psychological distant countries, namely Italy and Iran. This cross-cultural comparison will
allow both academics and practitioners to recognize culture as key driver of firms’
propensity to adopt social innovative practices.
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Background
The concept of social innovation (SI) has been one of the most discussed in the field

of innovation for the last years (e.g., Ashta et al. 2014) and even getting stronger in the

discussion of social development (Rüede and Lurtz 2012). According to Mulgan

(2006), SI refers to innovative activities and services that are motivated by the goal of

meeting a social need and that are predominantly developed through organizations

whose primary purpose is social. SI refers to ideas, concepts, processes, and outcomes

that address social needs in new ways and, if truly successful, fundamentally change so-

cial, economic, or other relations (Hansson et al. 2014). For example, the introduction

of innovative approaches to help disable people, the emergence of online self-help

health groups, the use of distance learning systems to develop knowledge (Maggioni

and Del Giudice 2011; Del Giudice et al. 2013), as well the adoption of technology to

manage the food problems (Bonfanti et al. 2013) in underdeveloped countries and

environmental pollution are all examples of SI practices.

In addition to governments, educational institutions, associations (i.e., fair trade),

and user movements (i.e., Wikipedia, Linux), individual entrepreneurs and commercial

corporations (Krull 2008; Baccarani and Golinelli, 2013) may also develop SI.

Despite the increasing amount of literature about SI, scholars have paid little atten-

tion to the adoption of its practices at corporate level that means to the development

of Corporate Social Innovation (CSI) (Tham 2010). The term has been articulated by
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Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1999) for the first time. The author argued that firms should

use social issues as a learning laboratory for identifying unmet needs and developing

solutions. According to the given perspective, CSI may be defined as a way of finding

new products and services that meet not only the functional needs of consumers but

also their wider aspirations as citizens (Webb 2007).

CSI is hitherto under-explored research area because of problems about both its un-

derstanding and its management. On the one hand, understanding CSI requires exam-

ining the existing overlapping between the theoretical backgrounds usually used to

explain these concepts: firms’ innovation theories, on one side, and corporate social re-

sponsibility (CSR), on the other one. Adopting a socially responsible behavior means

that firms’ innovative actions are oriented toward socially valuable goals, thus CSI be-

longs to both SI and CSR framework. In other words, managing CSI demands to evalu-

ate both firms’ innovation activities and their social responsibility in an integrated

manner. Additionally, if firms’ innovation may be considered the output of a knowledge

management process (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Galunic and Rodan, 1998; Apanaso-

vich 2014), CSI may be interpreted as a way to manage firms’ knowledge in order to

get not only profits but also social goals. Its effectiveness depends on the firms’ ability

to manage both knowledge for innovation and their propensity to achieve social

benefits.

As widely highlighted in management literature, culture affects both firms’ innova-

tiveness and CSR (e.g., Kaasa and Vadi 2010). Since values and beliefs differently shape

firms’ innovative behavior, culture may enable the emergence of CSI. However, firms’

involvement in social innovative practices may differ according to the cultural values

that prevail in a given context. Taking into account these considerations, we aim to

investigate the role of culture and cultural diversities, in defining CSI.

The paper proceeds as follows. First, we highlight the linkage between culture,

innovation, and CSR by discussing that culture plays in defining firms’ innovative be-

havior as well as firms’ propensity to devote its actions to social aims. Next, we discuss

the concept of CSI and the use Hofstede’s cultural model to interpret the cultural in-

sights of CSI in two geographical and psychological different countries, namely Italy

and Iran. Conclusions , research limits and the undertaken research method are pro-

posed at the end.

Firm’s innovation attitude and social responsible orientation: how does culture matter?

Culture plays a very important role in both the innovation field and the ground of so-

cial responsibility. Focusing on innovation, many authors examined the linkage between

national culture (Hofstede 1980; Kaasa and Vadi 2010; Petrakis and Pantelis 2014) and

firms’ propensity to innovate, by mainly concentrating on the initiation stage of the

process that means on the creativity stage (e.g., Parjanen 2012). More frequently,

scholars investigate the role of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (power distance, indi-

vidualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, uncertainty avoidance, and

long-term orientation as the fifth dimension added to the original model) on national

innovation rates (e.g., Kaasa and Vadi 2010; Taylor and Wilson 2012). The analysis of

these studies allows us to point out the two following considerations: (a) each cultural

dimension differently affects the different stages of an innovation process (innovation
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creation and innovation transfer and diffusion), by shaping the way new knowledge is

created and then diffused, and (b) a general agreement seems to prevail in literature

about the positive relationship between individualism, masculinity, power distance,

long-term orientation, and firms’ propensity to create innovation.

The linkage between culture and CSR is widely discussed in the business ethics field

(e.g. Husted 2001; Robertson 2002). Within the referred research arena, many scholars

recognize that what is ethically right or wrong is culturally affected. But, what does

culture mean?

Culture may be considered as the set of driving rules and core beliefs that develop

in a society over time (Schein 1985) and these drive both individuals and firms’

choices. In line with this notion, and taking into account the mainstream literature

about the topic, culture and cultural diversities may affect the following: (a) the as-

sumption about what may be considered moral or not in different countries (Husted

and Allen 2008; Moores 2003); (b) firms’ propensity to adopt a CSR behavior; and (c)

firms’ practicing CSR (explicit vs implicit). Research in CSR has identified remarkable

differences between companies from different countries (Canestrino et al. 2012). For

example, Matten and Moon (2008) pointed out that US corporations usually explicitly

commit to CSR, whereas European business responsibility tends to be more implicit.

In coherence with our literary examination, we agree with the following three aspects:

(a) individualism positively relates to firms’ propensity to adhere and to adopt “explicit”

social responsible practices. The higher the individualism index is, the more corpo-

rates’ policies, programs, and strategy could devote to the stakeholders interests. The

lower individualism is, the higher is the adoption of “implicit” responsible practices;

(b) masculinity and power distance negatively relate to firms’ propensity to adhere

and to adopt social responsible practices. The higher masculinity (or power distance)

index is, the less corporates’ policies, programs, and strategy devote to the stake-

holders interests; and (c) uncertainty avoidance positively relates to firms’ propensity

to adhere and to adopt social responsible practices. The higher the uncertainty avoid-

ance is, the more corporates’ policies, programs, and strategy could devote to the

stakeholders interests.

Crossing the main findings of our theoretical investigation, we examine CSI in Italy

and Iran and highlight cultural differences for CSI between these two countries in the

next sections.

Understanding CSI: a comparison between Italy and Iran

Putting together the examined literary contributions, we define CSI as the introduction

of a new way, method, or system (innovation) to meet collective needs in a social respon-

sible manner. Our definition enlarges the previous notions of CSI by introducing the

need for a socially responsible orientation not only referring to the aimed goals but also

with respect to the way the goals (societal needs) are satisfied. Therefore, CSI requires

both a high firm’s propensity to innovate and a high CSR orientation. With reference to

both these aspects, Italy and Iran seem to contrast.

In the field of innovative activities, the Global Innovation Index (GII) provides rele-

vant data to compare the countries’ innovation dynamics at the global level. It ranks

the innovation performance of 143 countries and economies around the world, based

on 81 indicators.
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According the Global Innovation Index (2014), Italy scores for 45.65 and ranks for 31

within the global countries’ classification. Conversely, Iran locates at 120th position at

global level (Table 1).

Italy and Iran significantly differ in their innovative performance at global level, con-

firming an innovative divide between the two countries. The innovation divide between

the two countries reduces with reference to the income group classification. This sug-

gests us to consider the national income as a moderating factor in the influence that

cultural diversities have on local innovative behavior.

A national index does not exist for the evaluation of CSR. The most suitable tool to com-

pare firms’ social orientation in a wider context is, therefore, the Global Entrepreneurship

Monitor (GEM) that documents the prevalence of social entrepreneurship (SE) in a given

population. In this regard, the management literature does not provide uniform definition

or understanding of SE (e.g., Bacq and Janssen 2011). For example, SE includes activities of

individuals and groups (social entrepreneurs) who identify gaps in the social system as an

opportunity to serve groups who are marginalized in different ways and aims to address

these needs in entrepreneurial ways (Hansson et al. 2014). In this sense, SE and SI are

interrelated but not interchangeable concepts. GEM uses a broad definition of SE, the

last one interpreted as entrepreneurial activity with a social orientation and that in-

volves an organization of individual (Mair and Martí 2006; Zahra et al. 2009). Social

activity includes the following categories of players: (1) traditional NGO (explicit so-

cial purpose—not self-sustaining—not innovative); (2) not for profit SE (explicit social

purpose—not self-sustaining—innovative); (3) hybrid SE (overlapping social and eco-

nomic purposes—self-sustaining); and (4) for profit SE (explicit economic purpose—-

socially committed self-sustaining).

As showed in Table 2, both Italy and Iran rates for strictly defined SE are below the

average for—respectively—Western Europe and Middle and North Africa (MENA). But

while Italy is about 30 % far from its average, Iran diverges only for about 8 %. This

suggests that Iran performs better than Italy within its own geographical area. The

underlined gap reduces when we refer to the broadly defined SE (that includes NGOs

and for profit SE). In the Table 2, while “strictly defined” includes only not-for-profit

SE, and hybrid SE (both economic and socially oriented) as parts of the spectrum,

“broadly defined” includes all the five categories.

Obviously, the data need to be justified within each national context. This is because

social enterprises can take numerous forms, are engaged in multiple spheres of activity,

and because legal structures vary from country to country. For example, in Italy, social

enterprises are constrained by a non-distribution clause—that is, all income has to be

reinvested in the enterprise. In Iran, the Government’s absolute monopoly in the econ-

omy is one of the most important factors that prevent the provision of necessary re-

quirements for the implementation of social entrepreneurship. Legally, most of the

Table 1 Global innovation index—Italy versus Iran

Country Score (0–100) Rank Income Rank Region Rank

Italy 45.65 31 High Income 30 Europe 20

Iran 26.14 120 Upper middle income 35 Central and Southern Asia 6

Source: our adaptation by Global Innovation Report 2014
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rules on social efforts are obsolete or not up-to-date. Politically, social issues are ma-

jorly viewed from the political and security points of view. This could hamper the effect

of non-governmental organizations and pose problems for the engagement of SE

(Razavi et al. 2014).

SE may also cover a wide range of organizations from cooperatives to public service

providers, from community/voluntary associations to “work insertion” organizations,

and from companies limited by guarantee, thus posing huge attention in the interpret-

ation of the available data. According to this, using the cultural lens to interpret SE al-

lows us to contextualize data, as well as to give a punctual picture of SE that prevail in

a given country.

Interpreting the diversities in CSI between Italy and Iran: a cultural perspective

A first cultural comparison between Italy and Iran bases on the diversities in Hofstede’s

rankings, as it is showed in the Table 3. The scale for each dimension runs from 0 to

100 with 50 as a midlevel. The rule of thumb is that if a score is under 50, the culture

scores relatively low on that scale, and if any score is over 50, the culture scores high

on that scale. In the case of IDV—the low side (under 50), is considered “Collectivist”

and above 50 considered “Individualist”. A country with a score of 43 would be collect-

ivist but less collectivist than someone with 28 who is moving down toward the 0 mark

(Hofstede et al. 2010).

The cross-cultural comparison between Italy and Iran shows that significant diver-

sities exist between the two countries with reference to individualism, masculinity,

and long-term orientation. In particular, at a score of 76, Italy is an individualistic

Table 2 Rates of social entrepreneurship by types and countries

Country Traditional
NGO

Not-for-
profit SE

Economically
oriented hybrid SE

Socially
oriented
hybrid SE

For-profit
SE

Strictly
defined SE

Broadly
defined SE

Italy 0.27 0.55 1,32 0.45 0.69 2.32 3.28

Average for
Western Europe

0.27 1.11 1,01 1.19 1.01 3.31 4.58

Percentage on
the average

100 49.5 130 37.8 68 70 71.6

Iran 0.06 0.45 1,25 0.17 0.62 1.87 2.55

Average for MENA 0.14 0.76 0,76 0.51 0.80 2.03 2.97

Percentage on
the average

43 59.2 164 33.3 77.5 92.1 85.8

Source: our adaptation by Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (2009) Adult Population Survey
Bold data symbolizes the average for Western Europe and Iran

Table 3 Hofstede’s model: a comparison between Italy and Iran

Cultural dimensions Italy Iran

Individualism (IND) 76 41

Power distance (PD) 50 58

Masculinity (MAS) 70 43

Uncertainty avoidance (UA) 75 59

Long-term orientation (LO) 61 14

Source: our adaptation by Hofstede et al. (2010)
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and “me”-centered culture. Conversely, Iran, with a score of 41, is considered a col-

lectivistic society. This is manifested in a close long-term commitment to the member

“group,” be that a family, extended family, or extended relationships. At 70, Italy is a

masculine society—highly successful—oriented, and driven. Children are taught from

an early age that competition is good and to be a winner is important in one’s life. As

the working environment is the place where every Italian can reach his/her success,

competition among colleagues for making a career can be very strong. Iran scores 43

on this dimension and is thus considered a relatively feminine society. In feminine

countries, the focus is on “working in order to live,” managers strive for consensus;

people value equality, solidarity, and quality in their working lives. Conflicts are re-

solved by compromise and negotiation. Incentives such as free time and flexibility are

favored. Femininity culturally justifies the arising of a more social entrepreneurial

orientation, as it has been discussed above.

The mentioned differences could justify the diversities in both the propensity to

innovate and the orientation to social responsible practices that characterize the se-

lected countries. It does not mean that knowing the cultural dimensions that

characterize a given context allows us to predict local CSR, firms’ innovative behavior,

and lastly, CSI. There is no quick fix to understand CSI. But the cultural dimensions let

us to predict a little better what is likely to happen. And they become more useful as

we go from the specific case to the trend, average, or expectation. Since IND positively

relates to firms’ propensity to innovate, as well as to their attitude to adopt “explicit”

social responsible practices, one, for example, would expect that CSI arises in individu-

alistic context more easily than in collectivistic ones or that feminine societies (like

Iran) devote to social aims more than masculine ones (like Italy), thus affecting the way

firms develop their own initiatives.

From a cultural perspective, for example, Iran shows high levels of power distance,

collectivism, femininity and uncertainty avoidance, and low levels of long-term orienta-

tion. As data display, Iran characterizes also for low levels of innovation and high levels

of social entrepreneurship. In addition, empirical evidences reveal the involvement of

both firms and NGO in social-oriented activities, which means in SE. Because of the

high collectivism, the group’s interest prevails over the individual one at societal level;

femininity plays, therefore, a very important role in fostering local solidarity.

Central to the understanding of Iranian SE is also the strong influence of Islam on all

aspects of socio-economic life. In Arabic countries, Islam is much more than a religion;

it is a way of life, and in many countries, it still has a greater importance than the offi-

cial law. That is the Islamic moral law, even if not applied by government, still influ-

ences people’s way of life (Cone 2003).

According to the taqwā paradigm (Dusuki 2008), each individual is claimed to make

any deliberate effort to achieve the objectives of Shari’ah in the ways prescribed by

Shari’ah itself. As a consequence, people become voluntarily committed to reach the

central goals of human welfare or falah. Furthermore, it plays a unifying role, binding

the community together and building the ground for equality, solidarity, and freedom.

Unfortunately, in spite of the underlined considerations, we cannot say anything else

about the existing linkage between culture and CSR mainly because of the established

relationship between and among the different cultural dimensions as well as between

each of them and firms’ behavior.
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Results and Discussion
As already underlined, we have supported the idea that CSI is affected by culture.

Since no CSI rankings exist at global level, the GII and GEM ranks have been used to

picture the differences between Italy and Iran, as regards to their innovative and social

responsible orientation.

Italy performs better than Iran in innovation, but compared to Italy, Iran shows a

higher level of SE, within the MENA. Without neglecting the relevance that many other

dimensions—economical, political, and cultural environments (Razavi et al.

2014)—have on the development of firms’ social and innovative attitude, the mentioned

diversities have been examined in the field of cultural studies. According to Hofstede’s

model, Iran and Italy significantly differ in the following cultural dimensions: (a) indi-

vidualism: relatively high for Italy and low for Iran and (b) masculinity: relatively high

for Italy and low for Iran.

The underlined cultural divide may be—even partially—responsible for firms’ attitude

toward innovation, SE, and the adoption of CSI, at least. Obviously, there is no quick

fix to understand CSI. But the cultural dimensions let us to predict a little better what

is likely to happen. Since individualism positively relates to firms’ propensity to

innovate, as well as to their attitude to adopt “explicit” social responsible practices, one,

for example, could expect that CSI arises in individualistic context more easily than in

collectivistic ones. Similar considerations could be developed referring to femininity,

since feminine societies (like Iran) devote to social aims more than masculine ones (like

Italy). Depending on the above, individualistic and feminine contexts would provide the

best background for the emergence of CSI.

Despite this, we cannot say anything else, mainly because the relationship that estab-

lish between and among the different cultural dimensions, as well as between each of

them and firms’ propensity to innovate and to devote to social practices.

Conclusions
This paper provides new insights in the field of CSI by adopting a cultural perspective.

The concept of CSI has been examined taking into account the two literary fields to

which it belongs to, namely innovation and CSR. Within the reviewed literature,

scholars agree on the existing linkage between firms' innovative behaviour and culture

on one hand, as well as between the adoption of social responsible practices and the

values that prevail in a given context, on the other hand. In spite of our research re-

sults, however, many challenges also derive from the effect that cultural norms have on

the definition of SE and CSI. Cross-country comparisons of SE and CSI often become

difficult “because everyone speaks from their own regionally defined version of the con-

cepts” (Kerlin 2009); in developing countries, every economic activity seems to have a

social component, while in other countries like the USA, social and business enter-

prises are generally seen as different kinds of organizations.

Additionally, the driving forces behind social innovations are manifold. Companies

and organizations from all industries (Palacios-Marqués et al. 2015; Trequattrini et al.

2015; Soto-Acosta et al. 2010, 2015; Meroño-Cerdan and Soto-Acosta 2005) and from

different cultural contexts may engage social innovative practices for several reasons.

Their behavior may be affected by many factors as well as culture—notably national
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wealth, history, personalities, and even coincidences. The above considerations, there-

fore, mirror the main limits of our paper.

Our research represents only a little step in the exploration of a wide and often mis-

understood concept. We recognize that many questions are still unanswered. What

does it happen, for example, when high levels of individualism and masculinity cross?

How does power distance—or even uncertainty avoidance—influence CSI? Despite its

inner limits, our paper contributes to the literature improving about CSI by developing

a more comprehensive knowledge and culturally based perspective.

Methods
Our paper is based on an inductive approach. An extensive literary review about the

cultural drivers that lie under the adoption of innovation and corporate social responsi-

bility has been carried to gain a wide understanding of CSI. The examined literary con-

tributions have been then crossed with the available data about the country innovation

dynamics, on one side, and the rates of social entrepreneurship by countires, on the

other side, in order to compare firms'attitude toward SI in two different countires,

namely, Italy and Iran. Hofstede'cultural model has been, finally, used to interpet the

cultural insights of CSI in the two selected countries.
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