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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the work is to examine the relation-
ship between Corporate Social Responsibility poli-
cies, and Human Resource Management, particularly 
focusing on Corporate Family Responsibility. How do 
CSR practices impact on employees, their work, and 
their family life?  How effective are these practices 
and how can they positively impact on the difficult 
“work-life balance”? With the aim to answer to these 
questions, the study combines the deductive and in-
ductive approach.  After presenting the theoretical 
framework, the second part of the paper analyzes 
the case of Elica Group, a large, multinational Ital-
ian family company that has been named one of the 
“best places to work” in the national and European 
contexts.  The points of reflection that emerge from 
this study are centered on the factors that induce the 
company to adopt such policies, and the factors that 
impact their effectiveness. The results reveal that a 
robust ethical foundation on the parts of the com-
pany’s founder and of its management, as well as 
their commitment to sharing values and objectives 
with the entire organization, are keys to Elica’s suc-
cess based on a holistic development (economic, so-
cial and environmental development).
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I. INTRODUCTION        

Corporate social responsibility  (CSR) can be defined as the extent to which firms integrate on 
a voluntary basis social and environmental concerns into their ongoing operations and interac-
tions with stakeholders (EU, 2002; EC, 2011). During the last decades companies have been facing 
growing pressures to address social and environmental issues and to take into account the confor-
mance to economic, social and ethical expectations from stakeholders.

Different theories attempt to explain CSR practices within a more systems-orientated view 
of the organization and society (stakeholder theory, legitimacy theory, and political economy 
theory) and many different ideas and concepts have been developed under the umbrella of CSR 
research, including corporate social performance (Carrol, 1979); corporate social  responsiveness 
(Ackerman, 1973); corporate citizenship (Waddock, 2004); corporate governance (Jones, 1980; 
Freeman & Evan, 1990); corporate accountability (Zadek et al., 1997; Gray et al., 1996); sustain-
ability and triple bottom line (Elkington, 1994), holistic development (Sorci, 2007) and corporate 
social entrepreneurship (Austin et al., 2006). “Each of these diverse efforts share the common aim: 
the attempt to broaden the obligations of firms to include more than financial considerations” 
(Freeman et al., 2010:  235). Such a broad theme, in the past decade has attracted the attention of 
researchers from diverse disciplines, as well as policy makers and economic operators (Garriga & 
Melé, 2004).

Different national and institutional environments impact on CSR whose domains include 
finance, principles of governance, formalization of the CSR policy, organizational structure of CSR, 
and dialogue with stakeholders (Young & Marais, 2012). 

Sustainable growth and larger and better employment are two challenges to confront for 
safeguarding the European model of society, which is based on equal opportunities, a high quality 
of life, social inclusion, social cohesion and a healthy environment. Enterprises - both large and 
globalized companies, as well as small and medium-sized companies - as the engine for economic 
growth, job creation and innovation, are considered key actors in delivering these objectives (EU 
Commission, 2006, 2010). Among the internal and external dimensions of CSR, two in particular 
address the firm’s employees. Along with ensuring workers’ safety and security of employment, 
emphasis is placed on human resources management policies, which have to be oriented towards: 
ensuring continual formation and instruction along the entire lifetime of employees; pursuing the 
best equilibrium between work, family, and free time; including employees in the company’s man-
agement and benefits; informing them of the company’s activities so as to stimulate their sense 
of belonging by fostering a shared set of values; enhancing personnel’s responsibility; applying the 
principles of equality in salaries and in the perspective of career for women; attracting and retain-
ing qualified workers; hiring the disabled, women, and people who are otherwise unemployed. 
The positive direct and indirect results of these practices are emphasized since they increase the 
effectiveness of human resource management (Hancock, 2005).

In the last decade, scholars started to developed these issues in the context of SMEs (small 
and medium-sized enterprises) and family business (Chrisman et al., 2003; Gallo, 2004; Deniz &  
Cabrera, 2005).  The empirical studies show that SMEs and family business tends to have a differ-
ent, more personal relationship with employees and clients when compared with the non – fam-
ily business (Wood, 1996). However,  very few studies addressed the issue of Corporate Family 
Responsibility (CFR) conceiving the family as a stakeholder (IESE, 2008; ISFOL, 2009; AIDP, 2010; 
Fondazione Vigorelli, 2012; Strandberg, 2009).

Stemming from this premises, the present work intends to address aspects of a firm’s 
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CSR-orientation that touch on its relationship with its employees (the main internal stakeholders 
group), identifying the instruments and the areas in which they are applied that impact both work 
and life, and to identify the factors (related to a company’s mission and governance) that render 
those instruments possible and efficacious. To this end, the motivations and values that induce 
the business’s leaders to adopt CSR policies towards its employees will be identified. 

The paper is divided in two main parts which methodologically follows the so called “ab-
ductive approach” which  combines the deductive and inductive models of proposition develop-
ment and theory construction. Its aim is to develop the concepts of CFR focusing on the issues 
of Human Resource Management –HRM, CSR employees and family CSR-oriented actions and 
to bridge the aforementioned gap in the literature and to contribute to open up a new line of 
research.

The first part (sections A) synthesizes the theoretical context in which the empirical analy-
sis is found and develops the theme of CSR and HRM and CFR. The second part (section B) analy-
ses the specific policies of CSR geared towards employees that has been successfully implemented 
by one large-scale Italian firm, Elica Group. This company has for years been distinguished for its 
best practices regarding work-family balance, which are the result of a value-based system and of a 
model of exemplary governance. Such “extreme case” helps develop reflections on the importance 
of embracing the cultural and anthropological roots of CSR. A discussion and concluding reflec-
tions follow (sections II). 

A. The theoretical framework

i. Corporate Social Responsibility, ethical orientation, and HR Management 

“CSR’ expresses more than simply the requirement that business should be conducted ethically – 
it refers to the notion of responsibility for the impact of corporate activity on the wider body of 
stakeholders, both internal and external stakeholders, and  both economic (employees, custom-
ers, banks, suppliers, competitors) and social stakeholders (family members, the physical environ-
ment, the government, trade and business association, etc.) and it is this attribution of responsibil-
ity that underpins the willingness of society to legitimate business” (Gray et al., 1996).

CSR “enters” into the company’s mission through the direct involvement of the owners/
managers, and is carried out through organizational processes and policies that are integrated 
with the corporate strategy, modifying corporate culture and corporate governance  - in a way 
that favors processes of “democratic stakeholding” and of humanistic management (Zamagni, 
1995; Argandoña, 1998) and the orientation towards the common good (Melé, 2002).  This orien-
tation could also consider the expectations of the family itself which is rarely considered by the 
companies’ policies as a stakeholder.

The centrality of values, of relationships, of the human element, are not issues extraneous 
to for-profit companies and is particularly significant in small and medium-sized enterprises and 
family businesses (Spence et al., 2004; Del Baldo, 2012). An integrated CSR culture (which is the 
result of an authentic orientation towards multi-dimensional objectives - economic, social, ethi-
cal and environmental – the so called orientation towards the holistic development (Sorci, 2007;  
Elkington, 1994) is possible and effective where external-led policies and actions used to support 
reputation and stakeholder engagement are matched by internal business strategies and decisions 
driven by social and environmental principles. 

The business’ holistic development is founded on a system of universal ethical values that 
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are often embedded in the local environment, which are actively practiced by the entrepreneurs, 
managers, and corporate stakeholders. Holistic development is by nature multi-dimensional, and 
can create shared value, contributing to the common good and to collective progress, starting 
with the local community of which these businesses are an integral part (Spence, 2000; Argan-
doña, 1998, 2008;  Zamagni, 2007). Following this perspective, people - inspirers of the holistic 
development – and relationships lie at the center of the company’s activities and strategies as 
well as the system of values shared among key actors, employees and other stakeholders (Sorci, 
2007; Melé, 2002, 2012;  Argandoña, 2003). The creation of lasting value for the corporate and en-
vironmental systems (the so-called “holistic success”) is the fruit of a virtuous cycle that produce 
phenomena of accumulation of resources, mostly of an intangible nature, such as trust, cohesion, 
and credibility. Along with the willingness to respect and valorize people, productive correctness, 
and transparency, one of the values inherent in a coherent model of holistic development is a pro-
found sense of responsibility towards the socio-economic and environmental context. “The wel-
fare growth of a territory is, in fact, in large measure the result of the ‘values’ that the businesses, of 
every type, are able to create. These values are intended not only in the economic sense (capital, 
profits, salaries, taxes, etc.), but also  in terms of competitive products, effective services, mate-
rial wellbeing, moral satisfaction, security for the future, cultural growth and social development 
(....); created not only to benefit themselves, but also to benefit all (stakeholders, shareholders and 
citizens)” (Vergara, 2007: 57).

The afore mentioned principles affect employees, who represent a key stakeholder for the 
development of any CSR strategy or program. Among CSR systems several authors include train-
ing programs for employees, building of a socially responsible culture among employees, support 
of CSR internal entrepreneurship, involvement of the employees in the construction/evaluation 
of the CSR communication (reporting) and in the audit/control of the enterprise (Morgan et al., 
2009). CSR initiatives and policies impact on the organizational context, shape employee percep-
tions, affect employee commitment and hence motivation (Collier & Esteban, 2007) which are 
fundamental, particularly when companies operate globally in multicultural contexts (as in the 
case presented in the second part of the paper).  

Notwithstanding the growth in the use of codes as a benchmark for employee behavior, 
frequently there appears to be a widening gap between a company’s stated values (mission state-
ments and codes of ethics) and principles and their relevance to organizational practice (Weaver 
et al., 1999). The  effective delivery of corporate social and environmental responsibility initiatives 
depends on employee responsiveness which, in turns, depends on motivation and commitment 
that influence the employee’s engagement pyramids (Melcrum, 2006; McElroy, 2001; Whitener, 
2001). 

The promotion of an ‘ethical culture’  - which  encompasses both culture and climate - de-
pends  on how ‘ethics’ is embedded in the organization  (Treviño et al., 1998; Clarke, 2004).  “Salient 
behaviors – awareness of ethical issues, commitment to the organization, integrity, willingness to 
communicate openly about problems, to seek advice and reduced unethical conduct, improved 
decision-taking generate employee behaviors” (Collier & Esteban, 2007: 26).

 Further, best practice CSR firms’ have programs and initiatives underway to support em-
ployees and their families learn about, and take action on, their social and environmental concerns 
at work, at home and in their communities (as in the following empirical case).

Bringing together several strands in the literature that bear on the question of the effec-
tiveness of CSR policies, researches emphasize two levels at which effectiveness is determined: 
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firstly, the range of organizational practices and procedures designed to create ‘an ethical culture’ 
across the organization; secondly,  the enthusiasm with which employees espouse the organiza-
tion’s attempts to counter the effects of ‘negative externalities’ by ensuring that their activities 
create social, environmental and economic capital (Collier & Esteban, 2007).

Moreover, successful CSR programs also depend on enlightened people management 
practices. Human Resource Management drive policy development and program implementation 
in HR areas (i.e. recruitment, training, communication) that directly support CSR values (Buckley 
et al., 2001; Weaver, 2004). HR function contribute to the establishment of effective CSR policies by 
delivering on the responsibilities that companies have to their employees as stakeholders (Mees & 
Bonham, 2004). Wellness, diversity management, work-life balance and flextime policies are CSR 
programs directly within the HR manager’s purview. Wellness programs can become a platform 
for engaging employees in discussions about “personal sustainability” and provide support for 
employees in the areas of stress management, spirituality at work, healthy lifestyles, etc. Employee 
volunteering programs can help build out the employee value proposition and employer brand 
while concurrently delivering on the firm’s CSR goals for community engagement and investment, 
as well the development of an unpaid leave program for employees aimed to pursue personal 
projects aligned with company values. All these programs require management support, role-
modeling and ongoing communications – which, if in place become further vehicles to fostering 
employee awareness of, and engagement in, the firm’s CSR approach (CBSR, 2003; CIPD, 2002; 
Grant, 2008; Koos, 2012). Personnel policies and practices is a way to bring ethical values into 
everyday routine (Melé, 2009).

Finally, leadership has a crucial role in shaping ethical organizational culture through lead-
ers’ moral behavior, corporate mission, vision and values, evaluation processes and monitoring, 
ethical training programs, applying ethical values to decision making and in intra-organization 
procedures and structures. Ethical leadership requires personal attributes (honesty, ability to listen 
allowing others autonomy of choice, openness, willingness to consult and to learn) and manifests 
itself in a series of executive behaviors (i.e. gaining a real understanding of the culture; building 
ethics and values into ‘hearts and minds’ by means of ethics training programs;  building ethi-
cal achievement into performance evaluation, creating channels of communication between the 
company and stakeholder groups) (Treviño & Brown, 2004). A fundamental element for the ef-
fectiveness of ethical commitments and the development of internal and external trust lies in a 
strong  ‘steer’ from the top (Collier & Esteban, 2007).

ii. CSR and Corporate Family Responsibility

The theme of CFR is not particularly developed in the managerial, entrepreneurial and economic 
literature and has emerged only recently after the affirmation of CSR theories. This topic crosses 
diverse disciplines and diverse points of view (economic, sociological, ethical, organizational, legis-
lation, and anthropological) and is significant on both the theoretical and practical levels, because 
the need to balance work and family must be responded to with concrete instruments and poli-
cies aimed at improving the relationship between quality and satisfaction in both work and life.

More generally, there exists a gap that only recently economic researchers have begun to 
address - the consideration of people not only as economic operators but in their integrity, that is, 
as immersed in the rich fabric of interpersonal relations, and the consideration that such relations 
are the fundamental object of analysis for understanding the logics of operating and developing a 
business (Faldetta, 2008). Considering the family as a stakeholder of the firm means stressing the 
advantages that come to the firm from employees’ assets inserted in cohesive social contexts, to 
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the highest level of solidarity and social control, and can guarantee a stable social fabric that is 
economically and culturally rich (Hochschild, 1997).

From the theoretical point of view, different  models describe and interpret the relation-
ships between work and family (Zedeck & Mosier, 1990).

According to the spillover theory, there exists a type of correlation of cause and effect between 
work and family: that which a person lives in his work is reversed in his private life. 

Compensation theory argues that people search in one of two places (work or life), and 
that which they cannot find in one they find in the other; segmentation theory considers the two 
environments as separate and without reciprocal influences: the family is the site of affects and 
relationships; work is the site of payments and capital. Nevertheless, according to the instrumen-
tal theory, one environment should be the instrument for obtaining results in the other. Finally, 
conflict theory argues that the search for satisfaction in one of the two environments can only be 
achieved by sacrificing the other. 

In searching for a perspective that can reconcile work with private life and familial respon-
sibility, that is, work with responsibility towards one’s family (Werbel & Walter, 2002), the diffusion 
of CSR policies and practices therefore becomes important for effective work-family balance poli-
cies. The demand for such policies – which can be classified in diverse ways (Ponzellini & Tempia, 
2003) is rising, especially for flexible hours, part-time work, understanding and trust (towards col-
leagues), flexibility in emergencies and paid or unpaid leaves of absences (Kodz et al., 2002; Yeandle 
et al., 2002).

The need for balance, which is associated with a higher quality of life (Greenhaus, 2003), is 
rendered even more acute in recent years, which have been associated with an increase in female 
employment and address such factors as the family’s life cycle (Waismel-Manor et al., 2002) and 
the job’s characteristics which require an equilibrium between work and family responsibilities. 
At the same time, businesses have become more understanding in recognizing that the effective 
implementation of such practices requires a change in culture, values, and behaviors (Bond et al., 
2002). 

However, there are still many obstacles which are linked to the fear of carrying out these 
policies on the perspective of career and payoffs, to the dominant culture in the different work en-
vironment and to the lack of support from the management. And on the concept of the efficacy of 
these policies there is no connection between points of view of employees and employers due to 
a trade-off between what is requested and needed by employees, and a company’s diffuse cultural 
orientation (Desrochers et al., 2004).

Few quantitative studies are focused on the correlation between the needs for these poli-
cies and the improvement of firm performance (Greenblatt, 2002; Glass & Finley, 2002). More 
often the focus is on equal opportunity policies more so than those of responsibility towards the 
family. In particular, the results of some studies reveal that, on the one hand, there seems to be 
a link between formal instruments, such as the availability of benefits to support family needs,  
with informal organizational factors, such as the organizational culture, the support of the man-
agement and the amount of autonomy that employees enjoy (Allen, 2001; Anderson et al., 2002; 
Behson, 2002, 2005).On the other hand, indexes measuring the personnel’s morale, commitment, 
production, absenteeism, and turnaround, demonstrate that there exist economic benefits that 
derive from the implementation of work-family balance instruments. Among the benefits one 
can enumerate (Bevan et al., 1999): the increase in: assistance for illness (Rode et al., 2002); in em-
ployees’ pay and productivity; in the length of employment (loyalty); and in the effectiveness of 
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personnel selection and hiring procedures. 

The application of such initiatives implies several important benefits at an organizational 
level (AIDP, 2010): minor resistance to change on the part of human resources; creativity and 
individual contribution to the process of innovation; - attractiveness (in terms of employer brand-
ing) and reduction of turnover; reduction of costs and increase in the productivity of employees 
thanks to the promotion of a culture of performance; reduction of reintegration time after a long 
absence (such as maternity leave). Effective policies concerning the work-family balance are linked 
to higher quality and satisfaction of people both in their work and in their private life (Kapitàny 
et al., 2005).

Other studies that have gathered information on the employers reveal that family policies 
have significant effects on their needs (Dex et al., 2001), though not always positive and there-
fore of limited success. The studies centered on economic performance only examine the results 
of work-family balance initiatives and not the policies themselves (Gray, 2001). The relationship 
between economic performance and work-family balance policies is certainly not clear, nor easily 
analyzable; nor can the opportunity to implement such policies able to be determined only by 
economic reasoning (Butler et al., 2004). The usefulness and advantages can be evaluated only in 
the long term and are therefore difficult to measure only from the economic-financial point of 
view.

The case is different for companies that wish to assume the responsibility of providing for 
the well-being of its employees based on ethical motivations, and thus do not consider these poli-
cies merely as investments to evaluate only through cost/benefit analysis. This helps affirm that 
such policies posit a supportive corporate culture, one that can understand and meet the needs 
and expectations of its carriers of interests and can recognize the centrality of the human element. 
Such a corporate culture finds fertile ground in companies that propose social responsibility at 
the center of their strategic design and which consider human capital, trust, and reciprocal loyalty 
(Roehling et al., 2001) as drivers of social and economic value. In other words, it founds its frame-
work in the orientation towards the holistic development, a concept discussed in the following 
section. 

Researches on the conflict between work and family in different industrialized countries 
are limited, and there are few comparative studies developed with respect to the specific politi-
cal, normative, economic, social, and cultural contexts that characterizes each country (Hofstede, 
1980). The available data reveal similar situations among different countries (including the EU, 
U.K. and United States) and highlight the need for greater flexibility in the workplace, especially 
regarding women (Reynolds, 2004).

The policies adopted by various states are diverse: the United States favors research and 
development of instruments on the market; in Japan policies for the family has registered a no-
table development in recent years. In France, paid maternity leave was legislated as early as 1913 
(Fagan, 2003; OECD, 2002-2005; Todd, 2004). In Australia, satisfaction regarding the work-family 
balance decreases at the same rate as the amount of hours per work increases. 

In 2008 IFREI research (International Family Responsible Employer Index) held by IESE Busi-
ness School (Spain), introduced a new on-line system which allows public or private companies to 
make an assessment as to what favors a balance between work and family (AIDP,  2010; EURISKO, 
2009; EU, 2010). A model was proposed which defined four levels of organization regarding the 
corporate and social model: “Systematically enriching corporations” are those characterized by a 
responsible family culture: “Discretionally enriching corporations” are those in which some bal-
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ance policies and practices are present; “Discretionally polluting” companies are those in which 
some policies exist but are rarely applied; finally “Systematically polluting” companies are those in 
which responsible family policies are absent. 

In 2009 the Italian Ministry of Equal Opportunity began adjustments to the IFREI in Italy, 
including specific Italian cultural realities. The research, which involved 216 businesses (SMEs and 
large enterprises) highlighted how most of these companies fall into the “discretionally polluting” 
category and only 2% fall within the category of top “systematically enriching” companies. In 2010 
data confirmed the delay compared to other countries: the European average of enriching com-
panies is 39%,  in America 34%, Asia 55% and in Africa 62%.

There are other cases of CFR practices in Italy at a regional and local level (Tuscany, Veneto 
and Piemonte) which have been developed under the General Directorate for Social Welfare and 
Family Policies. The early involvement has started with the Green Paper on reconciliation of fam-
ily and work life, issued by the regional government on November 2010. One such example is the 
Region of Lombardy, which has placed the issue of reconciliation between family and work at the 
centre of its policy agenda. Lombardy Region (2011) formulates the White Paper as a Roadmap 
for reconciliation of family and work life. Change is to be promoted at both the cultural and orga-
nizational levels by focusing efforts in two main directions: considering the “reconciliation value 
chain” in its entirety: family mainstreaming and multi-level governance; and further the intercon-
nection of people, ideas and resources: networks and pluralistic governance, implemented in all 
12 Provinces of Lombardy. 

B. The case of Elica: a family friendly company 

i. Methodology

The following empirical study is qualitative in nature and has been undertaken through the case 
study method (Yin, 2003). The development of a case study  represents a ‘‘strategy of research that 
is concentrated on the comprehension of the dynamics that characterize specific contexts’’ (Eisen-
hardt, 1989: 532). Qualitative research utilizes the “theoretical sampling” model, privileging the 
relevance of the case rather than its representativeness (Flick, 2009). Recently scholars have called 
for a return to in-depth methods  (Gartner, 2007; Naumes & Naumes, 2006) considering them 
important on the scientific level to generate theoretical propositions  (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 
2007) - that can be tested through quantitative research. The case-study methods and qualitative 
approaches are largely concerned with the context of studies on CSR, to meet both intellectual 
goals as well as normative ones - that is, to suggest possible actions that give voice, even though 
the narrative approach (Bebbington et al., 2009), to successful experiences. 

The Elica Group was selected for three main reasons. First and foremost, it is among the top-
rated companies in Italy and Europe for its CSR practices and for the attention given to its work-
place environment, and has received numerous awards to this effect.

Second, it is part of a field of over 200 businesses in the Marches region that have been rated 
“excellent” in terms of quantitative and qualitative performance (monitored for over 30 years). It 
took 5th place among the 10 best Marchegian firms. Elica is, furthermore, one of only a few large-
scale Italian firms. In 2005 only 3,215 large-sized firms were present in the Italian economy, i.e. 0.1% 
of all firms (Calcagnini & Favaretto, 2011).

Third, Elica falls within a sample of Marchegian businesses that have been previously examined 
in an explorative study, selected for their  explicit orientation towards sustainability and CSR that 
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combines high levels of social and intangible capital linked to specific qualities of the region’s cul-
ture in which it is a part (Del Baldo, 2010). The Marches region is famous for its diffuse entrepre-
neurial and rural fabric and for the presence of relevant industrial district.  Celebrated in the work 
of Fuà and Zacchia (1983) and known as “Third Italy”, it is characterized for a high degree of socio-
economic and environmental development and for the present of a remarkable level of preserved 
social cohesion (Putnam, 1993). Different national study that analyzed the geography of sustain-
ability in Italian provinces in economic, social, and environmental terms, found the Marches in the 
top level, with points of excellence for social cohesion and with superior value on all three fronts 
(Unioncamere, 2003, 2007, 2010).

The research - which  was conducted between May 2011 and May 2012 - is based on the tri-
angulation of sources (semi-structured questionnaires, direct interviews, documentary analysis, 
focus groups, participant observation) and was carried out in two phases. In the first phase, a 
questionnaire was mailed out to the highest levels of the firm (Chairman), members of the Board 
of  Directors (Chief Executive Officer, Executive Director, Independent Director) and those re-
sponsible for key functions (Chief Financial Officer; Sales Director;  Chief of Human Resources; 
Investor Relations Manager), in addition to four employees (2 office workers and 2 factory work-
ers). This was followed by interviews (which lasted on average an hour; recorded, transcribed and 
evaluated) with a total of 12 people during 6 site visits.

Participant observation was chosen as research strategy (Corbetta, 2003) which allowed to 
enter in a direct manner and for a relatively long period in the company and to establish personal 
relationships and interactions with its members, rendering possible to understand through a pro-
cess of identification, their motives, goals, values, and behaviors.

For over a year, in fact, it was possible to attend different meetings, open days and other events 
(i.e. workshops and conventions) addressed to Elica’s employees, alongside the Chief of Human 
Resources and his collaborators during the course of their activities, and to observe the physical 
context, social context, the formal and informal interactions.

Furthermore the focus groups technique (Barbour, 2007; Puchta & Potter, 2004; Morgan, 1988; 
Merton, 1987), used in combination with other methods (semi-structured questionnaires, direct 
interviews, documentary analysis and direct observation), has been useful for generating hypoth-
eses based on informants’ insights, and getting participants’ interpretations of results. The groups 
were formed by ‘Elica people’ with different positions and roles (i.e. CEO, Executive Director, em-
ployees and other stakeholders such as students and clients). Different group discussions were 
carried out during moments of pause in the company cafeteria and meeting areas and were aimed 
to produce informality in the discussion, create a liberal climate - in the same way in which opin-
ions are produces, expressed and exchanged in everyday life - in order to avoid studying attitudes, 
opinions and practices of human beings in artificial isolation from the contexts in which they oc-
cur (Patton, 2002) and to stimulate the respondents  beyond the answers to the single interviews 
(see Flick, 2009: 196).

These forms of primary source information were then combined with secondary data elic-
ited from an analysis of the company’s website (online material  taken from the firm’s website, 
which provided extremely rich documentation on its Group profile, brands, investor relations and 
press reports) and several types of documents: annual reports, ethical code, statute, internal deal-
ing code, documents on social organs, shareholding and equity and shareholders meeting rules, 
corporate governance reports, corporate governance and ownership structure report, financial 
data (budget and reports, key-rations, analysts coverage), presentations (results conferences, Star 
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Conference Milan, London Star Conference presentations, quarterly statements), press kits, vid-
eography. Finally, other internal documentation, such as reports and publications, were acquired 
during company visits. 

ii. Data

Brief Overview and Company Profile

The Elica Group is a multi-national group that originated as a family business. It was founded in 
1970 by Ermanno Casoli at Fabriano (its headquarters), a city in the North-East of Italy. Listed on 
the Star segment of the MTA Italian Stock Exchange since 2006, Elica is today the global leader 
in terms of units sold (17%) and European leader in the design, manufacture and sale of motors 
for home appliances and central heating boilers (41%). By 1978, Elica had 130 employees and 
revenues of   3.5 billion euros. From the end of the 1990’s, the Elica Group began a developmen-
tal phase consolidating its position as a global player. Its Latest (2011) Financial Highlights show: 
Consolidated Revenues of 378.4 million euros; Group Net Profit of 4,1 million euros; EBITDA of 
26.5% and EBIT 12%.

After the premature passing of Ermanno Casoli, his son (Francesco Casoli) joined the 
Group, actually chaired by the same and led by a Chief Executive Officer. The Group’s ownership 
structure is characterized as majority family-owned.

With  2,966 employees - 1.720 men and 1.246 women (year 2011) - , of which 1.512 are 
abroad and 1.454 in Italy, the group is organized around two principal Business Units: the Range 
Hood Business Unit and the Motors Business Unit and different brands. The Elica Group has 9 
plants - of these, 4 are in Italy. The structure of the Group, of which Elica S.p.a. (Italy) is the leader, 
comprises different controlled companies and associated in India, Japan, China, Poland, Germany, 
Mexico, Russia Federation.

The following values (Tab. 1) represent the strong reference points for all the activities, 
together with the commandments (Tab. 2) of the founder and of the current Chairman. 

TABLE 1 - ELICA GROUP’S VALUES

Love your customers – put passion into working for them

Use innovative thinking

Make it easy for everyone to be involved in their own work

Employ and communicate total energy

Identify new objectives and achieve them

Stay curious and never stop learning

See change as an opportunity

Fight to reduce costs and simplify your work

Source: Company’s web site 
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TABLE 2 - THE INSPIRING PRINCIPLES FOR ELICA GROUP’S WORK

01 Manage people so that they can manage their work  
02 Delegate, delegate, delegate

03 Work towards objectives 
04 Persevere, persevere and persevere 
05 Reward the acceptance of risk and responsibility 
06 Establish self-managing teams to solve problems 
07 Try to achieve the impossible, communicating a zest for challenge to the people you work with 
08 Don’t get tangled up in a bureaucratic mentality

09 Communicate, communicate, communicate 
10 Don’t make the company too complicated – keep it simple, smart

Source: Company’s web site

CSR practices and Projects: the Focus on Human Resources

The Elica Group has always placed a strong focus on its employees. The HRM policies en-
sure employee performance through combining the qualities of the individual with the Group 
culture and values.  Elica’s CSR orientation and its particular attention to human resources is so-
lidified by a plurality of instrument; those that place the work-family balance at the center are 
presented below in the following sections. 

The Group’s CRS activities aims to improve skills, the well-being of employees and their 
families,  of the local community, and to safeguard the outside environment. They are divided 
between internally and externally addressed initiatives. The first category includes: Elica Life (a 
collection of tools and actions aimed at  reaching the well-being of employees and their families 
within and outside the working environment) and internal communication activities (aimed to 
promote internal knowledge of the company reputation; to contribute to the knowledge of em-
ployees concerning corporate strategies; and to strengthen through direct relationships the sense 
of belonging and responsibility in relation to the work carried out and the results achieved). The 
second category includes: certifications, environment and safety, World Class Manufacturing:  in-
dustrial relations and the numerous social initiatives. 

Within the externally addressed initiatives, the  system of industrial relations - based on a 
participatory system - represents a model of Elica’s corporate excellence. Trade union organiza-
tions are the principle interlocutor with whom Elica can follow a process of raising the well-being 
of all of its employees. One result from this way of operating is the agreement Elica’s 2010 “plan for 
occupational sustainability”. This type of accord, which is extremely innovative, has called for in-
vestments and educational opportunities in a territory experiencing the effects the international 
crisis, where the majority of businesses are talking about closing factories and restructuring; it now 
has been adopted by other local businesses.

Elica’s best practices in industrial relations have even been exported to Poland; it is the only 
Italian company to have signed an agreement with the largest Polish trade union, Solidarność. 
The model of industrial relations (adopted since 2009) is synthesized into 8 points:  participatory 
method; system of communications; industrial relations; organization of work and employment 
(i.e. Commission for training and Commission for equal opportunity, and integration of foreign 
workers; quality; environment and security - green products, recycling systems, ergonomics, solu-
tions); Elica Company Welfare and Corporate Family Responsibility; Rewards System Award (for 
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results linked to the profits of the Group - EBIT indicator- and reaching the objectives of individual 
attendance; monthly production bonus  and bonus for old aged employees).

Among the internally addressed initiatives,  Elica Life - created in 2006 - represents the syn-
theses of  Elica’s human resource and corporate family-oriented policies. Elica’s work-life balance 
policies are renewed yearly, adding on or improving the initiatives aimed to promote the quality of 
life of its workers. The principle initiatives of CFR are summarized below (Tab. 3).

TABLE 3 - THE ELICA LIFE INITIATIVES

The “Member Card” and the  
Member Card Postepay 2011 

The Card is utilizable by all of the employee’s family and grants access to a series 
of subsidized services and discounts within the commerce, services and healthcare 
area.  In 2011 it became also a “Postepay” (credit) card. 

Elica for Kids
Elica provides funding towards purchasing scholastic books for all employees’ chil-
dren. It therefore favors the dissemination of culture, but particularly supports em-
ployees in the educational management of their children.

“I AM” and “I AM POLAND”

Elica began the internationalization program “Elica I AM” in 2007 (and in 2011 in 
the subsidiary Elica Group Polska),  a study abroad program and English language 
courses for its employees’ children to improve their language skills, to develop their 
capacity to engage with different places and cultures and to communicate to family 
members a open and multicultural ideas.

Work Life Balance agreement 
and Sustainability Plan

The company has transformed its contracts from full-time to part-time upon the 
request of employees, granting the possibility for its many female workers to better 
balance their working activities and their personal life. 

Different are the grants: unpaid family leaves for foreign employees who must return 
to their country of origin; paternal leaves to all new fathers after the child’s birth; 
maternity leaves and child care are given to all new mothers at the end of the op-
tional post-partum leave; further unpaid leave within the first year of the baby and 
the possibility to choose a daily start time; monetary bonus for all employees on 
the birth of their first child; wedding bonuses; 6-month unpaid leave of absence for 
treatment for dependents affected by alcoholism or drug addition; advance pay-
ment of the retirement allowance.

Elica Fitness and Wellness

Aerò, the Elica gym, was established in 2010 to promote the philosophy of wellbe-
ing and quality of life. “The fitness project was created as a response to the needs 
and requests expressed by our dependents (managers, professionals, administrators, 
workers, men and women” (Elica CEO).

Gift Certificates and Oil
“During Christmas we help our employees in their shopping by providing gift cer-
tificates that are honored in local supermarkets, as well as 5 liters of Olive Oil”. (Chief 
of Human Resources).

E-Straordinario 

The project - in collaboration with the Ermanno Casoli Foundation - seeks to bring 
together two worlds of  the arts and business. The educational activities represent 
an important occasion for the construction of a group identity, founded on sharing 
socio-cultural experiences and values.

Source: Author’s elaboration 

Finally, we mention the attention paid to the Group to human resource education and 
training.  Different are the programs and the tools implemented, such as language and informa-
tion systems educations, training courses, “tool courses” for new employees, project and team 
working, etc.
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In Mexico, Elica has been awarded by the Instituto Nacional para la Educaciòn de los adultos for 
its work in improving the scholastic education of those who work with ElicaMex. In addition, a 
formative system for the top management has been put in place. For a number of years the Group 
has collaborated with top business schools (i.e Bocconi University) for recruiting, employer brand-
ing and education. 

For the fourth consecutive year, Elica was included in the Top Employers Italy and awarded 
in 2012, the best Italian companies to work for. The CRF Institute (an independent international 
organization which from 1991 evaluates and certifies over 2,500 companies in 12 countries and on 
3 continents) recognized Elica as “a company excelling in the management of human resources” 
(CRF, 2012). The survey, carried out according to strict standards established by the Top Employers 
HR Best Practices, extensively evaluated the HRM system of  Elica S.p.A. A subsidiary of the Elica 
Group (Polland), was also awarded the prestigious Top Employers PolPolska 2011 certificate. The 
“excellent” rating was given for its payroll policies, work conditions and benefits, corporate cul-
ture, education and development, and career opportunities. The certification reveals Elica’s points 
of excellence: corporate value coupled with social commitments; corporate welfare and work-life 
balance; transparency, opportunities to grow, career advancement, the valorization of diversity, 
innovation and creativity, and organizational well-being.

Elica is therefore fully a part of the prestigious club of 32 top Italian firms, serving as a sig-
nificant and meritorious example in the entrepreneurial panorama for having demonstrated great 
skill in valorizing its human and intellectual capital, thanks to effective strategies and management 
policies by its human resources department. 

“We are very proud of these awards, which recognize the bounty and continuity of the 
work that we’re doing. The first objective of human resources management is to give support to 
the company in order to create for its people the best conditions for personal and professional 
development and provide the necessary tools for them to become the main actors in their own 
growth with the same willingness dedicated to the group’s growth” (E. Zampetti, HR Manager, 12 
June, 2011).

Elica has also been recognized as among the best large companies to work for in Italy and 
was awarded by the Great Place to Work Institute, which evaluates the quality of work environ-
ments of over 1,000 businesses throughout Europe. In 2001 the company was awarded first place 
in the “Inspiring special category”, which concerns all activities undertaken to create employees’ 
involvement and awareness around the significance of their work in reaching the organization’s 
results and for the wellbeing of the company.

“To have reached the absolute first place in Italy and the first in Europe in such a few years 
shows the work we’re doing in the area of human resources. This award is a testament to our con-
cern with education, skill development, and our attention to the well-being of our people.” (M. 
Scippa, Chief of Human Resources, 27 May, 2012).

iii. Discussion

From an analysis of this rich set of data, one finds Elica’s approach to CSR integrated, shared, effec-
tive, since it addresses all aspects of corporate activity, both the strategic as well as the operational 
levels. 

In particular, the company’s tension towards the holistic development involves all dimen-



CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY, HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT AND CORPORATE FAMILY 
RESPONSIBILITY. WHEN A COMPANY IS “THE BEST PLACE TO WORK”: ELICA GROUP, THE HI-LIFE COMPANY

214

Mara Del Baldo 

sions: ethical, economic, social and environmental. The root of this “force” must be identified in 
the value recognized primarily in the individual, in his/her totality and in his/her diverse dimen-
sions of professional and family life. Among the HRM policies and CSR actions, the policies of 
CFR touch on all of the different ways of reconciling work and life and they are effective because 
they are the result of a great capacity to listen, and of a “passion” for people that characterizes the 
Group. It is this strong anthropological framework that constitutes the primary strength of the 
company, starting with the values that the founder and the upper-level management have been 
(and are) capable of transmitting and of reinforcing, through relations with, and management of, 
diversity (ethnic, cultural, professional), which is considered an asset. All of this finds official rec-
ognition in the awards given to the Group for being “a best place to work”.

Consequently, a first area of reflection relates to the values system of the family business 
model which includes an attachment to the territory, to local institutions, and to dependents. 
Elica Group demonstrates the strength and validity of a familial matrix. The family is therefore not 
a constraint or a source of conflict, but the primary source of intangible resources. In the same 
way, the territory of origin is not a limit or boundary, but the source of legitimization, of cohesion, 
of social capital, from which it derives energy and resources.

A second area of reflection regards the importance of the presence of charismatic lead-
ers, capable of nurturing and presiding over changes in value. In the Group, the managerial and 
entrepreneurial team possesses not only leadership capabilities, but also charisma, and is able to 
develop talents and virtues among its collaborators. The interpretive key of a family business is 
found in its ‘cultural models’ (Dyer Jr., 1986). The leader presides over changes in values (Schein, 
1983) and plans the “organizational culture” . The leader’s values that the founder of  Elica has 
injected into the business are a strong work ethic, and the importance given to individuals, to 
human resources and to their families. These values have been part of the Marchegian cultural 
heritage and traditional of the religious and rural culture. The current Chairman has known how 
to reinterpret these in a dynamic way through managing the diversity of the Group’s stakeholders 
and employees. 

A third area for reflection regards Elica’s capacity to stimulate and contribute to the prog-
ress of individuals and the socio-economic contexts in which the Group is present. The  rooted-
ness in its territory of origin is a jumping off point for confronting the world armed with a collec-
tion of authentic values, which guide the business in its acts of decision-making. Precisely because 
these values have an anthropological foundation, they are “universal” and find points of contact 
in diverse cultures and in the relationship with diverse geographic areas. The  will to “infect others” 
and “to be infected”, help marry local and global, and to reinforce cohesion and a sense of belong-
ing to diverse territories.

Lastly, a distinctive attribute of Elica Group is its capacity to listen, to communicate, and to 
create relationships. Elica enjoys an authentic rapport with its stakeholders centered on reciproc-
ity: that is, a capacity to converge, or to go in the same direction and to enter into harmony. Goals, 
expectations, visions, values are constantly reinforced through diverse channels of communica-
tion (direct relations, organizational practices, processes of governance (transparency, sharing, 
democracy), inside and outside the firm, and through a plurality of forms of stakeholders dialogue 
and engagement. Its cohesive organizational climate and its flexible organizational structure make 
possible a decision-making process, which is based on trust, collaboration, participation and shar-
ing.
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To point out these reflections, some quotes derived from the interviews to the managers are cited: 

 “Considering our employees in their totality safeguards their life inside and outside of 
the firm. It’s for this reason that we work towards a perspective that is both organizational and 
individual. The business is involved in favoring the development of instruments and actions linked 
to reaching employees’ well-being, both in work and outside of work.” Chief of Human Resources, 
11th March, 2012 ). 

 “Excellence cannot be created if we do not live in a workplace which practices excellence 
in the care of the individual, both within and outside the workplace environment.” (Elica CEO, 10 
September 2011).

“For us, human capital is a competitive edge of the highest quality. Elica is for us an engine 
through which passion, experience, innovation, well-being and listening to internal and external 
needs can create an impression on our surrounding environment” (F. Casoli, President of Elica 
Group, 27 May 2011).

“The policies of work-family balance are considered expressions of our values and business 
culture” (HR Specialist, 11th March, 2012).

“In Elica there is the conviction that the bases for healthy economic growth are in the diffu-
sion of cultural values, which are first of all ethical and present in a good quality of life at all levels. 
“Culture spreads through contamination” is a recurring concept used by our President” (Indepen-
dent Director, 11th March, 2012 ).

Furthermore answers to some of the key questions asked to employees are reported and 
these highlight their perception on the company’s policies of work-family balance.

“What do you think about the  programs that your company offer its dependents to help 
reconcile their working life with that of their private or family life?”  “Among the most significant 
initiatives which meet my expectations and which I appreciate the most as a concrete sign of the 
esteem the company has for its personnel,  are the changes in production working hours at the 
beginning of the school year; the chance to telework from home; the sharing of the same job by 
two workers and the planning of working hours with colleagues, particularly requested by women 
like me who have just had a baby. In general I appreciate the possibility of working part-time and 
the maximum amount of flexibility on the rules regarding leave for the care of children and family 
members. The company provides for periods longer than required and unpaid leaves when a par-
ticular familial problem emerges. Elica is one of the few companies to apply these opportunities” 
(Female employee, 11th May, 2011).

In Elica, the strategic approach to holistic development is reflected both in its mission as 
well as in its government. The activities of stakeholder dialogue and engagement are numerous 
and systematic and present elements of excellence with specific reference to its employees, in 
terms of which the Group has developed an extremely rich network of initiatives and programs, 
aimed at raising the value of human and professional growth.

Elica is a collaborative enterprises (Tencati & Zsolnai, 2008) whose model of industrial rela-
tions is a clear example of how workers represent the primary value of a corporate organization 
and is a concrete example of democratic stakeholding. Elica is also an example of a pathway to 
sustainable development centered on soft and intangible elements (social, intellectual, and rela-
tional capital).

In Elica the authentic adhesion to the philosophy of CSR signals the passage to a manage-
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ment model that considers all stakeholders and opens the field to a more ethical form of gover-
nance founded on trust, relationships, transparency and communication, which elicit the hypoth-
esis that a robust ethical and value-based perspective of the entrepreneur and his management 
team (that is diffuse within the organization) guides the company towards the adoption of CSR 
practices which favor  holistic growth, reducing conflicts, reinforcing social cohesion and corpo-
rate culture, and which translate into reciprocal benefits for the firm and the community inside 
and outside.

With specific reference to work-family balance policies which are represented by the pres-
ence of a tendency towards the CFR, the Elica model falls into the “systematically enriching” com-
panies category (IESE, 2008; AIDP, 2010).

In Elica, CSR is not perceived as an added cost but as an investment and a resource. CSR is 
part of this company’s DNA. This orientation is not decoupled’ from or opposite to, but is how-
ever integrated into, every day practices and procedures (Weaver et al., 1999). This is an approach 
to CSR that expresses a socio-competitive synthesis. The correlation between corporate perfor-
mance and social commitment is driven by Group’s values and capacity to “card” relationships. 
The philosophy and practices of CSR help improve its performance in that they firstly raise the 
value of intangible resources - that is, the organizational capital, human capital and relational 
capital - which are the true core of the company’s success.

II. CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

This work has attempted to contributes to the practical point of view of promoting an under-
standing of best tools for implementing CFR practices, as well as provides reasons for their ef-
fectiveness. 

From the scientific point of view, the work has developed reflections aimed to advance the 
comprehension of the relation between the themes of CSR and the  reconciliation of professional 
and familial responsibilities, opening lines of inquiry that are currently underdeveloped on the is-
sue of work-life balance and of CFR. On the one hand, the paper identifies the factors that are at 
the base of a successful CSR model that contributes to the valorization of employees. On the oth-
er hand, the empirical analysis underscores the importance of policies reconciling work and life, 
which are centered on respect for, and the valorization of, the individual. These policies are posi-
tively linked to the firm’s intangible assets (reputation, productivity, loyalty and legitimacy) and 
suggest concrete pathways which other companies can adopt to introduce instruments through 
which synergies in relationships between employees and the firm can be created. 

Through the use of various research strategies and techniques of data collection (and, in 
particular, by means of interviews, focus groups and participant observation), it was possible to 
verify how the information contained in the Elica Annual Report, in the newsletters and other 
documents, in different reports carried out by the organizations that have awarded the Group (i.e 
CRF Institute), as well as information inserted in the Group website, and communicated through 
other media - relating to human resources and CFR policies  - were effective and authentic. 

The empirical analysis helps formulate the following proposition: “effective tools and ac-
tions of CSR sustainability particularly address to employees  can be developed on solid ground 
if they find their own roots in cohesion around shared values and objectives, nurturing processes 
of multidimensional development which place at their core the “person” and its needs and at-
titudes”. This proposition can be tested in a further phase of the study, using broad-based quali-
tative and quantitative research designs aimed at analyzing other companies, both of larger and 



CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY, HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT AND CORPORATE FAMILY 
RESPONSIBILITY. WHEN A COMPANY IS “THE BEST PLACE TO WORK”: ELICA GROUP, THE HI-LIFE COMPANY

217

THE 6TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE  
“THE CHANGING ECONOMIC LANDSCAPE: ISSUES, IMPLICATIONS AND POLICY OPTIONS”

smaller size, belonging to the same country (Italy) or to different ones.

The purpose of the exemplary case-study was to provide empirical evidences to be inte-
grated with the proposed theoretical framework. Nevertheless, the work intended to be a prelimi-
nary step and we are aware of its limitations, some of which could be overcome at later research 
stages. Firstly, we mention that the limitations are mainly related to the fact that the empirical 
study is qualitative in nature and based on the analysis of a single case. Thus, the results cannot 
be generalized and the investigation carried out cannot be considered exhaustive. Since this is an 
ongoing research, it has not been possible in this first stage to assess the return in economic terms 
of  CFR practices as Elica does not produce a social or sustainability report, neither does it opera-
tionalize benefits through specific indicators (key performance indicators of a qualitative as well 
as a quantitative nature are not stated). 

We therefore conclude by proposing a research agenda in which the proposition shall be 
converted into testable hypothesis. 

One line of inquiry could be that of the correlation between policies concerning work-
family balance and economic outcomes, with ethical and social goals. Another area of research 
could be the efficacy of such corporate policies in relation to the organizational culture that dis-
tinguishes the analyzed company. These possible lines of research can be developed with reference 
either to a single territorial context, or by adopting a comparative perspective in examining differ-
ent regions or states characterized by different institutional contextual factors.

A further step would be to deepen the study of the process of CFR in the different subsid-
iaries of the Elica Group, by paying attention to the cultural differences and to the relation within 
organizational change and culture. Secondly, more attention should  be placed to a comparative 
analysis taking into consideration other case-studies, both relative to large multinational compa-
nies and to small and medium-sized firm in different countries.
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