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Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has become an integral part of firms' strategies
in their effort to increase their positive impact on society. This study investigates the
impact of a CSR initiative, known as “The LAB Project", implemented by the TITAN
-- Sharrcem Company, on the rural community of Hani | Elezit in Kosovo. The LAB
project aims to support the establishment and operation of agricultural and food
related start-ups and, most importantly, to ensure their sustainability. The sample
of the study consists of 174 area residents. This research examines local residents'
perceptions about a) the TITAN-Sharrcem operations in the area, b) the LAB project's
main contribution to the local community, c) the project's overall performance, d)
the profitability of the start-ups created by the project, and €) the project's effect
on the community's quality of life. Overall, the results reveal that the project has
set the foundation for the community's sustainable development. To the best of the
authors' knowledge, this is the first research on the effect of such initiatives in the region.
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Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has become a fundamental part of major business
organizations globally. CSR initiatives have recently received increasing attention due to
a number of incentives related to regulations, consumers' awareness, and brand imaging
that significantly affect their sustainability [1]. To that end, there is an ongoing debate
over the meaning of CSR in the business world. More specifically, CSR practices have
become a priority for high profile companies worldwide as past research has shown its
overall positive impact on organizations [2]. For example, over 3,500 companies have

been part of the Reporting Initiative and produced approximately 8,000 CSR reports [3].
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According to the same researchers, “In a 2008 Economist online survey of 1192 global
executives an estimated 55 percent reported that their companies gave high priority
to corporate responsibility" [3].

The above demonstrates that CSR has become a top priority for organizations as
they have recognized the short and long-term advantages it can offer through a strong
impact on issues faced by local and global communities. Community development is
the most important among the three categories of CSR initiatives, the other two being

socially responsible production processes and relations with the employees [4].

CSR initiatives should be reported by firms and shared with their various stakeholders
[5]. Such reports are both necessary and beneficial to the organizations in the sense
that they display progress made and areas for improvement. At the same time, these

reports can serve as an effective tool for enhancing their reputation.

The aim of this paper is to present the success story of the LAB Project, a non-
governmental organization created by Sharrcem Company (subsidiary of TITAN Group),
under the auspices of a non-for-profit Foundation created and governed by Sharrcem,
and in the framework of the CSR activities of Sharrcem and TITAN. The project's main
focus is the sustainable development of the community of Hani | Elezit in Kosovo and
shows the extent to which the project has improved the lives of the HIE residents.
Further, the research illustrates how firms can implement similar CSR initiatives to build
a stronger and more sustainable relationship with the community while simultaneously
improve their overall public image. Additionally, the study demonstrates how CSR
practices can lead to sustainable community development, thought the production of
quality local products.

The aims and objectives of this research will be achieved by empirically investigating
the following five research questions: What are the HIE residents' perceptions about
a) the TITAN-Sharrcem operations in the area?, b) the LAB project's main contribution
to the local community?, c) the LAB project's overall performance?, d) the profitability
of the start-ups created by the LAB project?, and e) the LAB project's effect on the

community's quality of life?

21. CSR and company reputation

The European Commission [5] defines CSR as “a concept whereby companies integrate

social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction
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with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis". Thus, according to CSR principles, in
addition to profit generating activities, organizations should treat local communities
and societies in a respectful manner. The organizations' environmental responsibility
has an impact on consumers as well as communities and, thus, should be evaluated on
their level of environmental and social responsibility [6]. Isa [6] characterizes CSR as a
firm's approach that contributes to its long-term sustainable development and growth
[7]. The increased understanding of the positive impact of CSR initiatives on consumer
attitudes leads companies to embrace such strategies despite substantial financial costs
[8].

Abdolvand and Charsetad [9] suggest that consumers seek companies which have
adopted effective CSR strategies and have embed them into the core values and
routines of the organization. Similarly, according to Fatma et al. [10], CSR programs
often result in the improvement of company brand name awareness and reputation.
Researchers have argued that the improved financial results of socially responsible
enterprises can often be attributed to better reputation and customer loyalty [11]. Like-
wise, companies with a negative or deteriorating image can improve consumer percep-
tions of them with an effective CSR plan [12]. Such examples have been documented
in existing relevant literature [13, 14].

Despite all of the above, there is sometimes criticism regarding company motives
behind CSR implementation. Sontaité-Petkevitiené [15] suggests that some firms
engage in CSR initiatives only to enhance their reputation and are not driven by
the need to “give back to society" or any philanthropic intentions. In any case,
Banerjee [16] notes that major global issues cannot be efficiently addressed by large
multinational companies whose main scope is to meet their strategic financial goals.

Smaller companies primarily address local issues through their CSR activities [17].

2.2. TITAN-Sharrcem engagement in the community of Hani | Elezit

Titan Cement Company S.A. was founded in 1902 in Athens, Greece. According to
TITAN Integrated Annual Report 2018 [18], TITAN is an international cement and building
materials producer with a history of more than 115 years. The Group business activities
include the production, transportation, and distribution of cement, concrete, aggregates,
fly ash, mortars, and other building materials. TITAN Group has operations in 14 countries
under four geographic regions: USA, Greece and Western Europe, Southeastern Europe,
and Eastern Mediterranean. In 2018 TITAN generated a consolidated turnover of €1490.1
million and employed a total of 5,365 people [18]. In 2010 Titan purchased Sharrcem,
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a cement plant in Hani | Elezit, and a distinctive aspect of TITAN presence in Kosovo
has been related to their strong involvement with the local community. According to the
firm's Integrated Annual Report [18], “TITAN Group aims to grow as a multi-regional,
vertically-integrated cement producer, combining entrepreneurial spirit and operational
excellence with respect for people, society and the environment." One year after the
acquisition in Kosovo, the company started implementing CSR activities and became
a founding member of the Kosovo CSR Network. From the beginning company efforts
focused on increasing local population awareness on issues regarding welfare, health,
safety, and the environment. In addition to several CSR related activities, the company

initiated a waste water treatment project in Hani | Elezit in 2013 [19].

2.3. The LAB Project

As early as 2011, TITAN initiated a thorough mapping of previous published studies,
and an investigation of local conditions for assessing the "base line' of basic economic
indicators and potential growth drivers for the local population. According to Vergos and
Shabanaj [20], the Sharrcem cement plant, which is located in the town of Hani | Elezit
next to Kosovo-North Macedonia border (founded in 1937 as a state-owned company),
is one of the largest employers in Kosovo and the only large employee for the local
community. No other significant economic activity exists for the approximate 10,000
residents in the area, who are plagued by 50% poverty, high unemployment reaching
70% especially among young population, high migration rates (mostly “brain drain', and
without always tracking on legalities) and the low educational opportunities [21]. The
income of the rest of private sector is negligible, 34% of local population lives below
the poverty threshold, with primitive health, sanitary, road and safety infrastructure, and
practically zero vocational education offered. The annual budget of the municipality of
10,000 citizens is less than €2.0m. It is clearly a vulnerable society.

However, the local population has the ability to explore the numerous growth oppor-
tunities. Due to the atrocities and war conditions which escalated in 1998-1999, natural
resources in the area were not exploited to their full potential over the last 2-3 decades,
and had been to a large extend, underutilized. Under the light of the above, TITAN's
initiative to create LAB with the mission to offer agro-food entrepreneurial opportunities,
was a crucial step towards ensuring the sustainability of the local community. The Project
was designed to offer alternative income generation through the application of corpo-
rate social responsibility schemes [22]. Upon inception of the Project, the management

of the BU invited various stakeholders (on national and international level) to participate,
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and a Board of Directors was formed. The involvement of local stakeholders is rather
important as companies should consider the stakeholders' perceptions on the issues
CSR activities should address [23].

In addition, an IFC Advisory Arm was engaged between 2012-2013, to establish gov-
ernance mechanisms. Additionally, the Sharrcem team assumed the role of contributor
and sponsor (with human resources and expertise), offering administrative support to
LAB, along with the municipality, where its input aimed at strengthening the relationship
between the involved parties.

In February 2014 Sharrcem established the non-for-profit organization called “Labo-
ratory for Business Activities" and the LAB Project was initiated [24]. Its objective was “to
continue being a promoter in creating new values in different sub sectors in agroforestry
and providing support in formal education and technical assistance" for citizens of
Hani | Elezit [25]. Additionally, the Project provides today training and consultancy
services, as education opportunities to members of the local community. The aim is to
provide conditions for self-employment, and income generation opportunities for the
local population.

Initially (2014) 19 farmers in total were selected for participating in the project as
beneficiaries. Their selection was based on criteria such as financial situation, house-
hold composition, land and land slope farming experience, etc., in order to ensure the
maximum impact on the community [24]. The overall outcome has been very positive
and a feeling of trust towards the project has developed on the participants' part.
A number of activities such as small fruit, greenhouse, beekeeping and mushroom

production, in addition to livestock and medical herbs production, were introduced.

In 2015, the operation of 37 newly established start-ups resulted in the creation of
the equivalent of 86.7 working days per farm [26]. As a result of particularly positive
and promising outcomes in the first year, project funds available were increased by
over 52%. In 2016, the LAB continued to support economic activities (start-ups) from
the previous years and added several new ones. In the same year, the farmers' total
workload created was equivalent to 2200 working days (9.7 full-time jobs), out of which
68% were performed by males and 32% by females [27].

The project has had a significant impact on community development. A culture of
entrepreneurship has developed and the creation of new small enterprises has reduced
unemployment in the area. As a result of the 78 newly established farms/enterprises
in the town, the quantity of production, as well as the farmers' income, has increased
substantially. Local farmers began supplying fruits and vegetables to the Hani | Elezit

market as well as to markets in the surrounding communities. Another major impact
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is the creation of employment opportunities for local women. In 2017, there were
nine women among the project's beneficiaries [28]. This is considerably significant
considering that reports of the Kosovo Institute of Statistics [21] indicate a notable
gender inequality in terms of employment.

During the 2014-2018 period a total of 748,450€ have been invested in the sec-
tor. The fifth year of investment closed with the establishment of 82 start--ups in
12 sub-agroforestry sectors: Greenhouse, Small Fruits (raspberries and strawberries),
Beekeeping, Mushrooms, Nuts orchard, Livestock (milk production and milk processing),
Vineyards, Forestry -- Wood biomass for energy production, Poultry -- egg production,
and Medicinal and Aromatic Herbs [25]. In 2018, the LAB project “was increasingly
involved in assisting all beneficiaries in implementation of food safety standards in
order to create new opportunities to gain access to better market in region and EU,

through traders or export-oriented collection centers" [25].

The project's overall objective is the long-term impact on community agricultural and
overall economic development. In this context, the industry's CSR initiatives do not
aim simply on improving its public image but on building a long-lasting relationship
creating synergies between local community and business. In addition to economic
returns, project benefits include community empowerment, engagement, and employ-
ment opportunities for women and young adults. Finally, it should be noted that project
success facilitated the efforts to attract funding from other sources, such as a grant from
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) supporting 15 farmers

in the community.

The present study examines local resident perceptions of a) TITAN-Sharrcem operations
in the area, b) the project's contribution to local community, c) the project's overall
performance, d) the profitability of the start-ups created by the project, and ¢) the
project's effect on the community's quality of life. In this research, we adopt the approach
of Ismail et al. [29] that, «<Community Development refers to the delivery of goods and
services and financial provisions to the community by an external organization, i.e.
aimed at improving the living standards of the community".

Quantitative research was used to investigate the effectiveness of the CSR strategies
of TITAN-Sharrcem in the region of Hani | Elezit as perceived by local residents. Accord-
ing to Wisdom et al. [30], with this approach the information collected can be analyzed

and presented in numerical values. Following meetings with the firm's executives, a
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questionnaire was designed. In order to test its clarity and to ensure that the questions
are appropriate and easily comprehended [31] the input of three researchers with
experience in this field was taken under consideration. Following their feedback and
suggestions the final version of the questionnaire was developed in English and then
translated into the native language of respondents (Albanian). Questionnaires were
used to facilitate efficient collection of primary data [32]. Questionnaires are regarded
as an important tool for the collection of hecessary primary data when the researcher
fully understands how to measure the variables under investigation [33].

The questionnaire was compiled first in 2017 and contained a total of 18 themes,
consisting mainly of multiple-choice questions and questions which employed a 5-point
Likert scale (from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree) related to TITAN-Sharrcem CSR
activities and the LAB Project. The survey was rolled-out in the spring of 2017. The Likert
scale was used because it provides respondents with flexibility in their evaluation of a
given subject[34]. In addition, a cover letter explained the aim of the project and assured
respondents that their responses would be kept anonymous and confidential. The target
population in this research was the local community of Hani | Elezit. Responses were
collected through online surveys as well as hard copies for respondents with no internet
access. A total of 174 usable questionnaires were gathered in a four-week period. This

represents over 3% of the city's adult (over 19-years-old) population of 5725 [35].

From the 174 respondents, 63% were male and 37% were female. The fact that the
perceptions of the female population are presented in this research is rather important
considering that gender inequality is a main challenge facing the country today [36].
The majority (32%) are in the age group of 21-30 years and 28% in the 31-40 age group,
followed by 20% in age group of over 50 years. Moreover, 17% of the respondents are
in the 41-50 years category and 3% are under 20 years old (Figure 1).

Over 50% of the respondents have a High School/Secondary Degree, followed by
28% who report to have a Graduate Degree. A total of 21% of respondents were
undergraduate students (Figure 2).

Respondents were given 5 options to describe their perceptions regarding TITAN-
Sharrcem operations. A total of 40% of them replied that the LAB Project is the first
thing that comes to their minds when they think about the company. The second
most popular answer (19%) was “all of the above", (LAB Project, Community Support,

Environmental Pollution, and Decrease of Unemployment) followed by Decrease of
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Age Distribution
Above 50 years g Under 20vyears

20% \ 3%
_._____,_,_,_2 1-30vyears
32%

41-50vyears
17%
31-40vears
28%
Figure 1: Age Distribution.
Educational level
Secondary/High
Graduate rv/tig
58% School
51%
Undergraduate
21%

Figure 2: Educational Level.

Unemployment (16%) and Community Support (15%). Lastly, 10% of the respondents

associate Environmental Pollution with the industry's operations (Figure 3).

Next, respondent perceptions of the project's main contribution to the local com-
munity was examined. A total of 34% of respondents believe that the project's main
contribution was the decrease of unemployment. Additionally, 29% of them responded
“all of the above" (more specifically, they believe that the project decreased community
unemployment, built gender equity, and increased the supply of fresh fruits and veg-
etables to the local community). Furthermore, 28% consider the main contribution to be
the supply of fresh and vegetables to the local community and 9% the enhancement of
gender equity. It is worth mentioning that the LAB Project, according to respondents,
appears to have played a significant impact on community development (Figure 4).

In addition, participants were asked to evaluate the overall project. It should be

noted that from the five possible answers, (Poor, Fair, Good, Very Good & Excellent),
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Perception or respondents about TITAN-Sharrcem
operations

Community Environmental

support \ pollution
10%
Decrease of ——__ All of the above
unemployment

16%

LAB project
40%

Figure 3: Perception of respondents about TITAN-Sharrcem operations.

The project's main contribution to the

community
Reducing Euilding_gender
unemployment equity
34% 9%
Providing fresh
fruits and
vegetables
28%

All of the above
29%

Figure 4: The project's main contribution to local community.

respondents selected only the three “positive" ones (there were no “poor" or “fair"
responses). A total of 42% evaluated the project as very good, followed by 41% who
evaluate it as excellent. Lastly, 17% of the respondents praised the LAB activities as
being “good" (Figure 5).

Next, respondents were asked to evaluate the profitability of the start-up enterprises
created through the LAB Project. Forty-nine percent (49%) of the respondents believe
that the profitability level is good, followed by 38% who believe that profitability is very
good. On the other hand, 6% view it as excellent, 6% as fair, whereas only 1% perceives

the profitability level of the start-ups as being poor (See Figure 6).
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Evaluation of the overall project
Good
17%
Wery good
42%
Excellent
41%
Figure 5: Evaluation of the overall project.
Profitability level of start-ups
Fair Poor
1%
Good
49%

Wery good
38%

Figure 6: Profitability level of start-ups.

A key indicator of measuring the project's effectiveness was the farmers' ability to
produce products that meet market quality standards. The quality of the products they
produce is crucial long-term sustainability. In that regard, 90% of the respondents believe
that the quality of the products meets market needs, thus, they appear satisfied with
their quality. This is an indication of overall project effectiveness and success of activities
implemented to support and train the farmers. However, 10% of the respondents believe
that quality could be further improved with the assistance and collaboration of project
experts (Figure 7).

As mentioned above, the LAB Project has had a significant impact on farmers and
on community quality of life through income generation, a decrease in unemployment,
the improvement in quality of products produced and consumed by the residents, etc.

Figure 8 below depicts a precise evaluation of overall community perception of project
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Does the quality of the products meet the
market's needs?

NO
10%

—-\_N_N_NH

YES
90%

Figure 7: Does the quality of the products meet the market's needs?

impact. The responses to the question 7if the project has affected the community's
quality of life" indicate that 53% of the respondents believe that it has had a moderate
effect, followed by 36% who answered that it had a major impact. On the other hand,
8% are neutral, while only a small percentage (3%) responded that the project had no
effect on the community. The results underline overall project effectiveness as 89%
of the respondents consider the project to have positively affected the lives of local

residents (Figure 8).

The project's effect on the community's quality of life

Meutral No effect
a9 3%

Moderate effect
53%
Major effect
36%

Figure 8: The project's effect on the community's quality of life.

The objective of the LAB initiative is to address the socio-economic challenges faced by

the community of Hani | Elezit. More specifically, it aims to contribute through financial
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and expertise support for the sustainable development of the community's agribusiness
sector and to improve the local quality of life. This is different from the traditional CSR
approach that focused on philanthropy [37, 38]. This is the company's most significant
CSR initiative in the region. Respondent perception regarding the firm's operations in
the region is largely (40%) associated with the LAB project rather than other initiatives.
Additionally, only 10% mentioned environmental issues as the core association with
the TITAN--Sharrcem firm. This is worth noting, as the company produces cement and
environmental matters were expected to be of major concern to local residents.

The LAB Project appears to have had an important positive impact on community
development. More specifically, the perception of the local residents is that it has
addressed specific key economic and social challenges faced by the community such
as unemployment, gender equity, and the supply of fresh fruits and vegetables to the
local community. These perceptions are in accordance with the view that companies
should shift from the provision of infrastructure to local communities to CSR projects
that build capacity and reduce poverty, which are of major concern to local communities
in many instances [39].

Overall, respondents express a strongly positive attitude towards the project. Their
responses reveal that there is no “controversy" about this ambitious plan and show pos-
itive feelings about project development priorities. The community's positive response
can be partially attributed to the fact that investments in the agro-food sector were
made after a sectoral analysis revealing its potential. The analysis was conducted by
the firm with the assistance of external stakeholders. The responses imply that local
population perception is that the firm is committed to community development through
the development of an entrepreneurial culture. It should be noted, that the community's

acceptance and consent is essential for overall project success.

The particularly positive responses indicate that the project has set the foundations
of a sustainable economic development. The economic profitability of the enterprises
established through the project enhances their continuation and viability. Importantly,
these enterprises serve as a “best case example" for other community members to
follow an “entrepreneurial path" and initiate business activities in the community. Finally,
the positive results enhance community empowerment and engagement.

The quality of products is perceived to meet local market standards by the vast
majority of the respondents. This result has two dimensions. Firstly, the improved quality
of the products increases their competitiveness. As a result, higher economic returns
for producers are anticipated. Secondly, there is an improvement in community quality

of life, as healthier and safer fruits and vegetables are available to them. In regard to the
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improvement of local community quality of life, the largest percentage of respondents
believe that the project had an overall positive impact. However, more than half of
the respondents consider the impact to be moderate. Thus, efforts should be made to

increase the impact on the general population.

According to Gilberthope and Banks [40], often CSR projects are designed and imple-
mented based on values that are different from the local communities' perceptions on
development. However, the empirical results of this study show that in the LAB Project
case, both the firm's and the HIE residents' perceptions on sustainable development

are aligned.

The findings of this research have a few important managerial implications for firms
who aim to implement CSR strategies and to increase their positive impact on local
societies. CSR initiatives are developed by companies in order to provide financial and
non-financial support for the sustainable development of local communities and require
their engagement and empowerment in order to be successful. Therefore, managers
should concentrate on developing a trustful relationship between their companies
and the local communities in order to gain from the benefits of cooperation. For
this purpose, managers should facilitate communications with the local communities
allowing the various stakeholders to learn about the company's intentions and to
develop a deeper understanding among them and the company. Open exchange
of information with the local communities through formal and informal channels of
communication should be adopted by managers in order to efficiently resolve possible
misunderstandings. Moreover, it should be noted that CSR initiatives, if designed and
implemented appropriately, have the potential to lead to long-term mutual benefits for

firms and local communities.

Today, CSR has become an important tool for companies to increase their competitive-
ness. The LAB Project by TITAN--Sharrcem is a unique case in the environment of South
East Europe. It demonstrates how firms, through CSR, can have an impact and build
long-term relationships with the communities in which they operate. This study sought
to explore the outcome of a CSR activity on rural development from the perspective of

the local residents in Hani | Elezit, Kosovo, while also examining some of the benefits
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enjoyed by the residents as result of the project. The findings are rather important, as the
focus is the community's perspective of CSR activities, which according to Mclennan and
Banks [41], has received less attention from researchers compared to the businesses'
perspectives. Additionally, this best practice can serve as a useful guideline for firms that
want to engage in similar initiatives and successfully contribute to local communities'

sustainable development.

The results reveal overall respondents' satisfaction and positive attitude towards
the project and its impact on the local community. The project has benefited the local
community and has set the foundations for sustainable development in the region's agri-
cultural sector. This CSR initiative demonstrates the way firms can effectively develop
strong ties with the local communities and simultaneously improve their overall pub-
lic image. Efforts should be made to ensure maximum community engagement and
empowerment. According to Idemudia [39], CSR initiatives implemented by MNCs would
be successful only if they mutually benefit all parties involved and if they result to the
development of a trustful relationship between the companies and the local communi-
ties.

This research is subject to certain limitations. First, it is a single case study in a
specific country and, although this was not the intention, the generalization of results
is not possible, considering the local cultural, political and economic particularities.
Second, the perceptions of women and men were not presented separately. This is
rather important considering the gender inequality issues in the country [36] and the
considerable perceptual differences that might exist between the two genders.

The study sets the groundwork for a more detailed analysis of CSR initiatives in
South East Europe. More specifically, an analysis of initiatives should be conducted in
this region with similar characteristics of local communities, where the industry can
play the role of “enabler' for the sustainability of such communities. In addition, a
longitudinal study containing a larger sample will more accurately depict local com-
munity perception. Researchers have underlined the need to further investigate the
relationship between firms and local communities [29, 42]. It would be interesting to
investigate ways to increase the effectiveness of CSR initiatives and their impact on
local population. Furthermore, future studies on CSR initiatives in the same industry
would allow for comparisons and for identification of best practices and could explore
if this approach has similar implications in other industries. The LAB Project represents
a truly interesting example of how companies can impact and build long-term rela-

tionships with the communities in which they operate. This specific project is one of
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the most comprehensive CSR initiatives implemented in Kosovo, regarding community

involvement and its impact on the challenges faced by the local community.
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