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Abstract: This paper aims to provide an in-depth analysis of the knowledge of and access to funding
sources in the context of sustainability. Additionally, it seeks to analyse the perspectives and intentions
of entrepreneurs regarding the use of such sources in the future. For this purpose, quantitative
research was conducted, and data were collected from a sample of 267 respondents, companies
operating in the Central Region of Romania. The evidence indicates that reinvestment of profits is the
most commonly used funding source, followed by bank loans and leasing. The least-used and least-
known funding source are Business Angels. Among the conclusions of the study, the demonstration
of the link between the level of use of the funding sources, which moderates the close relationship
between sustainability and the financial performance of a company, is noteworthy. Ultimately, this
research opens new ways for collaboration between the academic environment, government, and
local authorities. The results can be beneficial for stakeholders at both the micro- and macroeconomic
levels interested in the sustainable development of the SME sector.

Keywords: sustainable entrepreneurship; sustainable performance; funding sources; sustainability;
strategies; quantitative research

1. Introduction

In the current economic context, characterised by multiple recent crises (e.g., the crisis
triggered by the war, the energy crisis, the food crisis, and the international economic crisis,
etc.) and an unprecedented development of sustainability [1], entrepreneurs are seeking
to identify effective cost reduction initiatives based on resource reallocation [2] and the
most creative ways to finance their businesses, precisely due to the challenges posed by the
economic environment. Funding concerns the allocation of internal resources, from the state
budget or from international bodies and institutions, for the purpose of establishing and
operating a company. The most well-known methods of financial support for a business are
reinvestment of profits, various forms of loans (bank loans, etc.), leasing [3], and accessing
various forms of funding (European, governmental, etc.).

In Romania, according to the context of sustainable development, entrepreneurship
aims at designing business models that contribute to the promotion of sustainable develop-
ment objectives. The activity of entrepreneurs is manifested within the framework of an
ecosystem where access to financing can be favoured.
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The micro-, small-, and medium-sized companies (SMEs) represent the engine of
global economy (and of regional economies), employing 50% of the global workforce, by
2030, it is estimated that they will provide approximately 600 million jobs [4,5].

In this context, for long-term sustainable economic growth, national authorities are
called to develop economic policies that facilitate the access of the SMEs to appropriate
funding sources.

In the business development process, the SMEs face multiple difficulties in obtaining
capital, especially in the start-up phase. In this context, the increase of the capacity to access
financing and face the present challenges and opportunities could bring added value to the
competitiveness of international markets [6].

Financial institutions, governments, and public institutions must understand how
SMEs access funding and the future intentions of entrepreneurs. This understanding can
lead to a better promotion of financial access or even the modification of policies in this
area [7]. Furthermore, the current economic context, along with the recent sustainability
trend, also influences and changes the way companies choose the best options for accessing
funding sources.

The necessity and actuality of the study are revealed in the section focusing on the
analysis of the specialised literature, where it may be observed that most of the bibliographic
references deal with the funding sources for each component or group and not for the
entire range known to entrepreneurs. In their minute analysis of the specialised literature,
the authors identified studies on the funding sources, sustainability, and performance of
companies, but each of them analysed the terms separately [8–10]. The authors of the
paper searched the Web of Science Core Collection database for the three terms (sources
of funding, sustainability, and company performance). Filtering the results by Keyword
Plus, no result was displayed; filtering by Topic, only 26 results were displayed, but these
analyse specific topics (such as supply chain, food industry, etc.). The identified gap
starts by combining the study of the previously mentioned three concepts at the level of
SMEs, which are extremely important in the current context. The main purpose of the
study is to develop a comprehensive and detailed analysis of the opinions formulated by
entrepreneurs from the Central Region of Romania regarding the knowledge, application,
and future intentions of accessing funding sources in the context of sustainability. The
paper investigates the funding sources that Romanian entrepreneurs can call upon in the
current context of sustainability. In order to understand the implications of the use of
funding sources for the sustainable development of businesses, the following research
questions were formulated: (i) What are the ways in which entrepreneurs can implement
sustainability strategies?; (ii) What are the types of funding sources that entrepreneurs
know?; (iii) What are the types of funding sources that entrepreneurs want to use in
the future in the current context of sustainability? Elaborating on the answers to these
research questions, the study transmits information about the potential for identification
by entrepreneurs of the most suitable economic sustainability strategies while preserving
environmental and social objectives [11], their knowledge of the funding sources available
to SMEs, and the link between sustainability and company performance moderated by the
used funding sources.

The notable contribution of this research consists of explaining the connection between
sustainability and company performance, moderated by the level of use of the funding
sources, based on which the authors developed the CSFS model that systematically presents
the Connection between Sustainability, Funding Sources and Performance.

Taking into account the above-mentioned premises, the authors have structured the
work into five sections. After the literature review and hypotheses development, the
research method and objectives section are described, followed by the presentation of the
research results and discussions. The final section includes the conclusions and implications
of the study.
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2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development

A specialised literature review based on solid information, which led to the formula-
tion of three hypotheses.

2.1. Ways of Implementing the Sustainability Strategies Used by Entrepreneurs

Considering that SMEs represent 99% of all businesses in the EU and provide two-
thirds of private sector employment, special attention is given to programmes of action
aimed at enhancing competitiveness through research, innovation, and access to financ-
ing [12]. In turn, SMEs pay close attention to accessing funding programmes through
European funds while also carefully analysing the structure of their own funding sources.
A study concerning the impact of funding sources on sustainable development across
24 countries in the European Union reveals that the combination of their own resources and
European funds has a positive impact on sustainable development in only five countries
(the Czech Republic, Denmark, Spain, Slovenia, and Austria). In the rest of the countries,
the use of European funds has a positive impact on sustainable development [13].

According to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor GEM [14], entrepreneurial activity
in Romania is below the average calculated for middle-income economies as well as below
the average of the GEM participating countries, and the rate of those who in the next three
years intend to start a business is 14.93% of the adult population. This rate is higher than
that registered in Hungary (10.66%) or Poland (3.69%). In the case of the countries analysed
within GEM, in Croatia this rate is slightly higher (3:1), in case of Hungary it is lower (1:1),
and in Poland the rate is 0.18 (there are five times fewer entrepreneurs at an early stage
than established entrepreneurs).

The rate of business angel investments in the analysed countries is lower than the
considered averages. Only 2.61% of the adult population of Romania stated that in the last
three years they provided funds for the start of a new business by another person [14].

Furthermore, according to the GEM, established entrepreneurs in Romania consider
sustainable entrepreneurship to be important, taking into account the social (71.25%) and
environmental (82.33%) implications of decisions in a higher proportion than the average
of middle-income countries and the GEM average. A significant proportion of experienced
entrepreneurs (67.98%) consider that the social and/or environmental impact must be
placed before the criterion of profitability or business development. It should be noted that
Poland has extremely low weights regarding these aspects [14].

In the current context, companies are increasingly interested in identifying the most
suitable strategies that offer long-term economic, social and environmental advantages,
which can be achieved by using so-called sustainability strategies. Although at the moment
in Romania the obligation to develop a sustainability code and, implicitly, a strategy in
this regard is restricted only to companies with over 500 employees [15], in the future the
measure will also be extended to small organisations and small businesses [16]. For any
responsible entrepreneur, awareness of the real effect of their company’s activity, positive
or negative, on all categories of stakeholders is a priority. The research carried out by
Allal-Chérif et al. [17] suggests the use of strategies that contribute to the differentiation of
sustainable entrepreneurs from other categories of entrepreneurs, namely: to collaborate
with integrated suppliers as business extensions, to embrace open innovation of sustainable
products, and to acquire leadership technology in order to transform the present markets
and create new ones promoting sustainable values and practices in business and society.
According to Manninen and Huiskonen [18], applying an integrated strategy that correlates
business strategy with sustainability principles can contribute to solving the global sustain-
ability challenges important to the company. This is influenced by conditions related to the
organisation, by the employees that allow the implementation, and by the market that can
favour or prevent the implementation of the strategy, but also by activities such as those
internal and external to the organisation.

In the specialised literature, different methods of implementing sustainability strate-
gies are presented, depending on the geographical area in which the entrepreneurs op-
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erate [19–24], the areas of business approached [25–27], or the integration of the pillars
of sustainable, economic, social, and environmental development in the implemented
strategy [20].

The way in which the gender of entrepreneurs influences the leaning of organisations
to implement certain strategies to promote sustainability is a topic analysed in several
studies that discuss the gender component as well as other elements, such as the culture
of the country from which the entrepreneurs come or the region’s level of economic
development [28,29]. The analysis of different funding sources provides a picture of their
influence on sustainability practices. For example, in the case of the capital market (a
funding source with a high degree of vulnerability), the attitude of this type of investor
towards certain actions of the leadership can be felt in the investment decisions and the
appreciation of the company strategy [30]. Based on the information under study, the
authors aim to investigate this process, starting with the first hypothesis,

Hypothesis 1 (H1). There is a connection between the gender of the respondents and the sustain-
ability strategy that they choose.

The literature and practice of sustainability innovations are vast but fragmented, with
diverse conceptual works and many potential innovative approaches that can contribute to
the creation of a business model suitable for achieving sustainable development goals [31].
The idea of using business models to support business performance and sustainability
seems to be widely accepted in the industry, and the involvement of banking and consulting
companies indicates that the interest in Sustainable Business Model (SBM) is certainly not
just an academic niche, but it transcends sectoral boundaries [32]. There is a great diversity
of studies that analyse how entrepreneurs guide their sustainability strategies according to
the 17 objectives of sustainable development [33–35].

Based on the presented information, the following research question was formulated:
“What are the ways in which entrepreneurs can implement sustainability strategies (RQ1)?”

The implementation of sustainability strategies is also correlated with the CSR-type
actions, whether it is involvement in actions related to environmental protection or with an
impact on the social dimension of sustainability [36–38]. Considering all these aspects, the
researchers have identified and formulated the second hypothesis,

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Verification of the connection between the definition of the sustainability
strategy and the priority of CSR-type actions.

2.2. Funding Sources Applied for by Companies

In order to ensure good functioning of the business, each company must select the
financing policy of the most suitable funding sources in an appropriate way. Any entity
can resort to its own funding sources, attracted sources, and borrowed sources.

Internal financing resources represented by the reinvestment of profit or the sale
of assets from the company patrimony and loans from shareholders or capital increases
represent the main funding source for companies in Romania [39]. According to the study
carried out by the National Bank of Romania (NBR) [39], among the least pressing problems
faced by companies is access to financing, in which 78 percent of companies did not turn to
funding sources from the banking sector (loans or overdrafts) in the last 12 months.

However, in contradiction with the NBR study, in their concern for development in
the context of sustainability, the companies take decisions regarding the reinvestment of
profit for financing activities, taking into account that accessibility to other funding sources
is more difficult [40].

The most common source of SMEs financing is bank lending in the form of asset-based
loans and cash flow loans. Along with these, trade finance and leasing represent the
largest part of corporate credit [41,42]. In an extremely competitive environment, banks
are adapting to optimise their loan portfolio [43] and turning to internet financing, open
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banking, and Fintech lending [44–46]. Fintech has contributed to the creation of a wide
range of new services, including asset management and online banking services [47], and
can add value to the quality of financial services. Numerous companies have added to their
objectives the provision of advanced technological support to financial institutions, but also
to non-financial ones, contributing to their digital transformation [48]. Fintech promotes
internet credit and instant payment, reducing the financing constraints for SMEs [49].
According to Carson Mencken’s study [50], small business loans are important for socio-
economic development, and they are positively associated with the increase in average
income per family.

Another funding source used by SMEs is short-term financing—commercial credit [51–54].
Commercial credit is the most important source of short-term financing for any company,
and it can increase sales and profit [55]. A recent study [56] highlights the dominant
role of commercial credit in corporate growth, underscoring a non-linear relationship
between the use of commercial credit and corporate growth. This suggests that the use of
commercial credit requires a balance between benefit and cost for corporations to enhance
their growth. In addition, it reflects the idea that the use of commercial credit is sensitive
to financial constraints and financial crises [56,57]. It was also found that companies with
more redistributable assets adjust their commercial credit relatively quickly compared to
others [58]. Commercial credit also has a signalling role in relation to bank credit. Thus,
companies that grant commercial credit are more likely to access bank loans at lower
costs [59].

The European funds are non-refundable financing instruments allocated to the Mem-
ber States of the European Union (EU) in order to reduce the economic and social devel-
opment gaps between them. Funds for SMEs help companies develop their businesses in
different fields of activity; their absorption represents a barometer for intelligent and sus-
tainable growth [60]. According to a 2020 study [61], a series of difficulties were recorded
in accessing the European funds, which could be overcome by a simplification of the
bureaucracy in allocating them both at the European and national level as well as by the
consolidation of financial security through audit measures [62]. The effect of structural
funds have positive implications for public investments and aggregate well-being [63,64].

Leasing is an innovative form of financing equipment for all companies, and the
practiced forms are operational leasing and financial leasing [65,66], requiring a certain
flexibility for online leasing [67]. Extensive studies reveal that in retail companies, this
form of financing recorded an increase of about twenty percent of the company’s assets
and liabilities [68] as well as profitability [69].

Undoubtedly, in order to carry out an innovative activity at SME level, it is necessary
to have own financial surpluses [70]. Net profit represents the safest funding source,
and between net profit and equity, there is reciprocity and strong correlation, [71]. The
structure of equity depends on executive management [72], factors related to the external
environment (economic uncertainties) [73] and, last but not least, environmental, social,
and governance (ESG) performance [74].

Another form of financing is represented by Business Angels with contributions at
the beginning of a business, but also during its development [75,76]. Together with other
sources, crowdfunding [77–79] and Social Impact Bonds (SIB) represent innovative funding
sources for projects that are extremely dynamic. Sustainable financing and impact funding
use financial instruments, such as SIBs [80,81] and green bonds, and they are usually
owned by those who are interested not only in financial return of their investments, but
also in their social impact. In the variety of funding sources available on the business
market, the following question arises: “What are the types of funding sources that entrepreneurs
know (RQ2)?”
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2.3. Types of Funding Sources That Entrepreneurs Want to Use in the Future in the Context
of Sustainability

Economic development from the perspective of sustainability implies for SMEs find-
ing new funding sources that allow innovative business models. In this context, the
entrepreneurs link traditional debt and equity financing with microfinancing, crowdfund-
ing, peer-to-peer lending, and other financial innovations [82] together with bootstrapping,
which involves optimising the use of internal resources and the cost structure of the busi-
ness [83–86].

In the last 30 years, venture capital (VC) has been an important funding source
for innovative companies (Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Gilead Sciences, Google, Netflix,
Starbucks, and others). Startups are looking for financial and non-financial resources from
a corporate venture capitalist (CVC) even in the early stages of development; only that a
significant role in gaining access to financing is represented by the confidence transmitted
by the entrepreneurs [87–90].

The programmes offer various ways of financing a business, such as grants, loans from
government agencies and tax credits. Government policies and programmes can encourage
entrepreneurship [91–93].

Another funding source is Vendor financing, which is a form of loan from the seller
to the customer that can take the form of debt financing or equity funding (the transfer of
shares to the seller) [94]. In the supply chain, cooperation among suppliers is crucial for the
success of the business. [95–97].

Business incubators are meant to accelerate growth and ensure the success of en-
trepreneurship [98]. Certain studies show that they can contribute to increasing the confi-
dence of VCs to invest in startups [99], with virtual incubators becoming a phenomenon on
the rise [100], although there are situations where the excess of entrepreneurial confidence
can cause a decrease in the performance of the incubator [101].

Angel Investors, in general, are individuals (or a group) that provide financial support
and backing to start-ups and early-stage businesses but usually take an equity stake in
the company. Complex studies show that occasional angels and angel funds are stronger
substitutes for venture capitalists (VC) than serial angels, and the companies in which
angels invest are unlikely to ever switch to VC financing [102]. The business angel market
manifests itself through a process of searching for and matching entrepreneurs with fi-
nanciers [103]. It has been demonstrated that political decision-makers must be involved in
increasing the confidence of angels in tax benefits and the creation of networks and online
communities that offer consultancy to entrepreneurs in order to attract angels [104].

Analysing new ways of funding, the following question arises: “What are the types of
funding sources that entrepreneurs want to use in the future in the current context of sustainabil-
ity (RQ3)?”

In the end, it can be concluded that funding sources are influenced by sustainability,
since SMEs—in order to reach sources for business development—must meet not only
financial criteria but also criteria related to environmental, social, and corporate gover-
nance aspects. Thus, in order to be eligible, companies—either public or private—must
present projects to financing institutions to demonstrate that they have implemented and
embraced solid environmental and social practices and that they have performance in
sustainability [105]. Thus, awareness of the existence of financing instruments is crucial
for the transition to sustainability [106–111]. Based on the information provided by the
specialised literature on this topic, the authors emphasised the third hypothesis,

Hypothesis 3 (H3). There is a moderating effect of the relationship between the sustainability level
of the companies included in the research and turnover, moderated by the level of use regarding the
7 funding sources.
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3. Research Method and Objectives

In order to achieve the objectives of the research, a quantitative method was conducted.
The authors chose this type of research, taking into account the fact that it provides more
information for decision-makers [112].

For this reason, a survey was conducted using the questionnaire as a data collection
tool [113]. The data have been analysed with the aim of identifying the opinions, attitudes,
and perceptions of entrepreneurs in companies regarding their knowledge, application,
and future intentions concerning funding sources in the context of sustainability. The
ultimate goal of the research is to identify the characteristics that underline the choice of the
appropriate funding source for each company, with a focus on the influence of sustainability.

The objectives of the research have been established, starting from the research ques-
tions detailed in the analysis of the specialised literature, which are considered appropriate
to achieve the proposed goal. The objectives are the following:

• O1. Discovering ways to implement the sustainability strategies by the entrepreneurs;
• O2. Identifying the types of funding sources that are most frequently used by the

entrepreneurs;
• O3. Determining the future intentions of the entrepreneurs regarding the strategy of

the companies to use various funding sources.

In order to achieve the purpose of the present study, the research design (Figure 1) is
presented, based on the key concepts analysed in the specialised literature.
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Figure 1. Research Design from the Researchers’ Questions to the Model Conceptualization. Source:
Carried out by the Authors of the present paper.

In order to understand and deepen the entrepreneurs’ decisions regarding the choice
of funding sources, the research design is quantitative. The research started by formulating
the three questions of the researcher, thus managing to outline the aim of the research. The
three objectives of the research are established, supplemented by the development of the
hypotheses (which are strongly supported by the specialised literature). The CSFS model
is developed in order to achieve the proposed objectives and to obtain the most effective
solution for the research problem.
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3.1. Questionnaire Development

To achieve the objectives, data were collected using a questionnaire, which was drawn
up after thorough research of the specialised literature, existing studies, and the profes-
sional experience gained by the authors of the present paper (persons working in various
interdisciplinary fields). The questionnaire was developed by the authors, and in order
to better measure the researched characteristics, several types of scales were used. The
nominal scale was used with the possibility of simple choice, multiple choice, and also the
binary scale. There are also questions with a numerical measurement scale as well as a
Likert scale (to find out the opinions of the subjects regarding certain statements).

Before distributing the questionnaire to the target population, a pre-testing phase was
conducted on a sample of five people. The role of pre-testing was to identify and eliminate
any ambiguities. As a result of this pre-testing phase, two questions were reformulated to
be better understood by respondents. The final version of the questionnaire (obtained after
the pre-testing phase) includes items that comprehensively cover the research topic and
achieve the proposed goal, but there are also items that aim to identify the respondents.

3.2. Data Collection and Location of the Survey

To decide on the target population, it was first necessary to delineate the geographical
area of the respondents. Following a rigorous analysis of the eight development regions
into which Romania is divided, the decision was made to select a single region to include
in the research. To make this choice, the authors examined the eight development regions
from an economic perspective, as well as other available data attesting to the authorities’
concern for ensuring balanced and sustainable economic and social growth [114–116].
The Central Region was chosen because it presents a balanced structure with both an
active industrial sector and a significantly developed tertiary sector. Considering the Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) per capita (51,365 RON in the year 2020), the Central Region
ranks third in Romania, following the Western Region and the Bucharest-Ilfov Region. It
should be mentioned that in 2020, the GDP per capita registered 67% of the European
average (this average at the level of the European Union was the equivalent of 20,100 euros).
Additionally, the Central Region has a diverse potential for tourism, ranking first in terms
of the number of accommodated tourists in the year 2021 (2.25 million arrivals, accounting
for 24.1% of the total number of tourists accommodated in Romania) [117].

The next step consisted of selecting and defining the research population, which
comprised micro-, small-, and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) from the Central Region
of Romania. The Central Region includes six counties: Brasov, Sibiu, Covasna, Harghita,
Mures, and Alba, and had the highest number of registered companies as of the year
2020—73,744 companies [118], after the Western Region and Bucharest—Ilfov Region [119].
Indeed, the population is relevant since SMEs represent approximately 99% of the reg-
istered companies in Romania [120]. Considering that most of these companies have
outsourced the organisation of their accounting, a database containing all firms with CAEN
(NACE—Classification of Economic Activities) code 6920—Accounting, financial auditing,
and tax consulting activities was used [121], based on the premise of forming a sample
within the customers of small-, medium-, and micro-companies that benefit from account-
ing services. Companies providing accounting services in the Central Region of Romania
were selected and arranged in descending order according to their turnover for each county.

To obtain more accurate results, the method of stratified proportional random sam-
pling was chosen for sampling accounting companies to distribute the questionnaire [122]
A total of 40 accounting companies were established for the sample, distributed as follows:
14 companies from Brasov county, 8 companies from Sibiu county, 3 companies from Co-
vasna county, 3 companies from Harghita county, 7 companies from Mures county, and
5 companies from Alba county. The second step of stratification involved categorising the
entities (micro-entities, small- and medium-sized entities) to which the accounting com-
panies in the Central Region belong, based on criteria, such as: turnover, total assets, and
number of employees (Table 1). It is noted that micro-enterprises dominate in all counties.
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Table 1. Structure of Accounting Companies in the Central Region of Romania.

Central
Region

Turnover 2021
(Thousands of Lei) I (%)

Number of
Accounting
Companies

I (%)
Categories of
Accounting
Companies

Number of
Companies by

Categories

Number of
Selected

Companies

Bras, ov 93,893.02 34.27 554 33.82
Micro 552 14
Small 2 0

Sibiu 62,756.12 22.90 328 20.01
Micro 327 8
Small 1 0

Covasna 19,893.89 7.26 101 6.16
Micro 100 3
Small 1 0

Harghita 22,644.03 8.26 157 9.57
Micro 156 3
Small 1 0

Mures, 50,054.56 18.29 318 19.40
Micro 317 7
Small 1 0

Alba 24,756.85 9.02 181 11.04
Micro 181 5
Small 0 0

Total 273,998.47 100 1639 100 1639 40

Source: https://www.listafirme.ro/, accessed on 23 March 2023.

Therefore, the 40 accounting companies (micro-enterprises) were contacted in order
to participate in the opinion survey by instructing a person within their company. Each
accounting company has a strict procedure for receiving documents for processing. This
procedure requires that, in the first 10 (ten) days of the following month for which ac-
counting is organised, a representative expert from the client company should deliver the
documents in person based on minutes. To ensure reasonable representativeness for our
research, a planned sample size of 280 companies was chosen, and 267 companies accepted
the questionnaire, the refusal rate being 4.64%.

In the final stage of sampling, using systematic sampling [122], the researchers arrived
at a mechanical step of 7 (seven). The interviewers (represented by the trained individuals
within the accounting companies) applied this mechanical step and monitored the filling in
of the questionnaire by the designated person responsible for submitting the documents and
discussing with the accounting company (every 7th customer, in the order of their arrival
at the accounting company). For each company, the authors instructed the interviewers to
stop after filling in 7 (seven) questionnaires.

3.3. Study Sample

The final sample for the conducted quantitative research consisted of 267 respondents,
representing companies operating in the Central Region of Romania (Table 2). This region,
with its privileged location, offers significant entrepreneurial development potential and,
besides its tourist sights, provides many business opportunities. Entrepreneurial develop-
ment directly impacts local economic growth and social development. In addition to the
service sector, the construction sector also presents a wide interest in this area. Alongside
the strengths of this region, there is also a noticeable presence of insufficient funding for
business technological upgrades and sustainable development [123]. The data collection
period was from April 2023 to June 2023.

The distribution of respondents based on their roles was as follows: managers (36%),
administrators (21.3%), owners (9%), founding members (2.2%), CEOs (1.1%), directors
(9.4%), associates (4.9%). Additionally, 16.1% of the subjects did not declare their spe-
cific roles.

https://www.listafirme.ro/
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Table 2. The Sample Structure.

Sample Structure

Sample (267) Men
62.9%

Women
37.1%

VAT Payers Yes
59.2%

No
40.8%

Legal Status SRL (ltd.)
95.5%

SNC
(General

Partnership)
0.7%

SA (Joint Stock Company) 0.4% PFA (Registered Sole Trader)
3%

Individual
Entrepreneur

0.4%

No of Employees Between 1–9
85%

Between 10–49
12.7% Between 50–249 1.5% Between 250–999 0.4% Over 1000 0.4%

Time on the
Market

Under 1 Year
6.7%

1–3 Years
24.0%

4–6 Years
25.8%

7–10 Years
25.5%

11–14 Years
9.7%

Over 15 Years
8.2%

Field of Activity Industry
3.7%

R&D, High Tech
4.5%

Agriculture,
Fishing

2.6%

Constructions
13.5% Services 43.1%

Commerce,
Tourism

32.2%

Pharmaceutical
0.4%

Turnover in 2020 Under 51,000
EUR—55.4%

Between
51,001–102,000
EUR—25.1%

Between
102,001–153,000

EUR—9.7%

Between
153,001–204,000

EUR—2.2%
Between 204,001–255,000 EUR—4.9% Over 255,000

EUR—2.6%

Turnover in 2021 Under 51,000
EUR—40.1%

Between
51,001–102,000
EUR—33.7%

Between
102,001–153,000

EUR—10.5%

Between
153,001–204,000

EUR—8.2%
Between 204,001–255,000 EUR—4.9% Over 255,000

EUR—2.6%

Source: Carried out by the Authors based on the results registered within quantitative research.

3.4. Measurement for Designing the Regression Function

In order to express the statistical link between sustainability and performance, the
regression analysis was used. Thus, the values of the dependent variable (sustainability
level) are estimated by the independent variable (turnover), and the market model should
be written as:

Y = f(X) + E, (1)

where:

Y—the random (outcome) dependent variable;
X—the (non-random) independent variable;
E—error or residual random variable.

The random variable E represents the summation of the influences of the variables
not included in the model on the variable Y. The simple linear regression model is the
following one:

Y = α + βX +E (2)

Then, in order to see if the funding sources influence the intensity of the link between
the two variables, the indicator of the utility of funding sources is used as a moderator.

The literature on SME funding is extensive and there are many empirical studies.
The authors have selected some relevant studies from the scientific field, in which simi-
lar variables are used. The nexus between environmental, social and governance (ESG)
performance and corporate capital financing decisions is analysed by Zahid [73]. Another
research in the field shows the moderation of financial objectives [124]. Other studies
that used variables similar to those included in the present study are relational capital [8],
sustainable business models [9], SME growth [10] and CSR Audit Quality [125].

In order to design the regression function, it was necessary to create the following factors,
starting from the theoretical foundation supported in works by the specialised literature:

• The average regarding the use of the analysed funding sources (which represents W
(MO))—this indicator has been created by calculating the average for the values regis-
tered in the following question: “To what extent do you think that the funding sources
available to the company are used?.” The scale includes 7 variants (representing the
7 analysed funding sources, namely: Profit, Equity, Supplier Credit, European Funds,
Bank Credit, Leasing and Business-Angels), assessed on a 5-point Likert scale, from 1
(“the least used”) to 5 (“the most frequently used”).
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• The level reached by the company for sustainability (which represents Y (VD))—this
indicator has been calculated as the average for the responses registered to the ques-
tions: Defining the sustainability strategy, and the items that are measured with a
5-point Likert scale, from 1 (“total disagreement”) to 5 (“total agreement”) for the
statements: Involvement in the community is a priority for company; The company
has well-established responsible purchasing policies (e.g., reduced consumption of
resources, collaboration with certified supplies, etc.); The company’s sustainability
strategy is successfully applied; Corporate social responsibility actions are a priority
for the company.

• The average of the registered turnover (which represents X (VI))—indicator calculated
as an average for the turnover declared by the respondents within the framework of
the research for the year 2020.

3.5. Data Analysis

The obtained data were processed using the SPSS program, employing various data
analysis methods. The selected data analysis techniques were aligned with the study objec-
tives. To achieve this, IBM SPSS Statistics 26 was used for estimating descriptive analysis
and illustrating respondent characteristics. Statistical and descriptive indicators were em-
ployed, including the mean, median, frequency, and standard deviation methods [126–129].
To understand the pattern of the entrepreneurs’ reactions regarding the funding sources,
the Principal Component Analysis—PCA (a method that belongs to multivariate data
analysis) was used. In order to complete the analysis, we used the correlation matrix,
Varimax rotation method and the Graphical Representation of the Association between
Variables and Factors.

In order to test the correlations between the variables (Hypothesis 1), the descriptive
statistics were inspected and the Chi-square analysis (χ2) performed, which confirmed
with a probability of 95% that there is a connection between the existence of a sustainability
strategy and the gender of the respondents (χ2

calc= 6.241 > χ2
0.05;2 5.99).

In order to check the second hypothesis (H2), the non-parametric Kolmogorov–Smirnov
test was applied. After applying the test, the alternative hypothesis is accepted and
the null hypothesis is rejected, which means that there are significant differences be-
tween the definition of the sustainability strategy and the priority of the CSR companies
(Dobs = 37.1% > Dα = 16.66%).

In order to test the moderating role of the relationship between the level of sustain-
ability of companies and their turnover, moderated by the level of the use of the funding
sources (Hypothesis H3), model 1 of the Hayes PROCESS macro for SPSS [130,131] was
used. We chose the PROCESS macro over SEM because it is a more recent method for
data analysis, which provides a graphical description of moderate correlations. In ad-
dition, this approach generates a moderate mediation index that indicates whether the
study model should be accepted or rejected. All calculations of statistical indicators were
performed in SPSS, being calculated: R2, F test, Coefficients β, Standard Error, t test, p value,
Coefficient Effects. In order to sketch and develop the moderation link, a regression function
was created which shows that the global regression is statistically significant (R2= 0.100,
F (3, 263) = 9.703, p = 0.000).

4. Results and Discussions

The results are presented and grouped by research objectives, and the analyses are
logically sequenced, allowing for relevant and easily comprehensible outcomes.

Objective 1 (O1). Discovering Ways to Implement Sustainability Strategies by Entrepreneurs.

The measurement of the importance of sustainability among the surveyed entrepreneurs
highlights a very important level for 36% of them and an important level for 32.6%. A
percentage of 17.2% marked the level as neither important, nor unimportant, 13.1% as
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somewhat important and 1.1% as not important at all. Overall, it is noted that the surveyed
managers consider sustainability to be important or very important.

Almost half of the respondents (47.6%) defined a sustainability strategy, while similar
percentages did not have such a strategy (42.7%). There were also 9.7% of subjects who
stated that they did not know whether their company had defined such a strategy. It is
noticeable that more than half of the respondents (36% + 32.6%) give great importance to
the concept of sustainability and sustainable business. According to the elaborated strategy,
the SMEs aim for acquisitions that meet environmental requirements, with a reduced
consumption of conventional energy and the use of energy from renewable resources,
offering sustainable services, and engaging in social life [132].

The analysis undertaken in this study demonstrates that the majority of entrepreneurs
appreciate the importance of funding sources in the transition towards a more sustainable
future. Implementing sustainable projects that target environmental concerns, social re-
sponsibility, and governance requires financial strategies that bring more opportunities for
small entrepreneurs [133].

By creating and studying the contingency table regarding the existence of sustainabil-
ity strategies and the gender of the respondents, it can be observed that the percentage
of companies that do not have a defined sustainability strategy is higher among men.
For companies where a sustainability strategy exists, the percentages are almost equal
(47% among men and 48.5% among women). A non-parametric test was conducted to
determine whether the differences between the variables were significant or not. The non-
parametric test is used when the data do not meet the assumptions of normal distribution
required for parametric tests.

For applying χ2 test, the following hypotheses are considered:
H0—There is no correlation between the existence of a sustainability strategy and the gender

of the respondents;
H1—There is a correlation between the existence of a sustainability strategy and the gender of

the respondents.
Based on calculations performed in SPSS, it is noticed that the level for

χ2
calc = 6.241 > χ2

0.05;2 5.99, H1 hypothesis is accepted, which means that it can be stated
with 95% probability that there is a connection between the existence of a sustainability
strategy and the gender of the respondents. The same decision can also be made based on
the minimum significance level of 0.044, which is smaller than α = 0.05, confirming once
again the existence of the relationship between the two analysed variables. The validity
of the test is ensured since none of the cells contains expected values of less than 5 (0 cells
(0.0%) have expected count less than 5).

The results of the test were predictable, as females tend to be more cautious, forward-
thinking, and meticulous. They often face more challenges in funding their businesses
compared to males [134,135] and may face doubts about their credibility. However, female
entrepreneurs are highly concerned about the future of their businesses and meticulously
plan all activities regarding the sustainability of their business.

The degree of agreement or disagreement among the surveyed managers regarding
four statements related to the importance of sustainability and the implementation of
sustainability strategies is analysed and presented in Table 3.

The distribution of the results for all four statements shows a higher weight of re-
sponses towards the agreement side of the scale. Thus, it can be noted that involvement
in the community is a priority for 40.8% of the respondents who gave an agreement re-
sponse. Responsible purchasing policies receive 34.8% agreement responses and 30.3%
complete agreement responses, together exceeding half of the respondents. The sustainabil-
ity strategy of the company has been successfully implemented, obtaining 34.1% agreement
responses and 24.3% total agreement responses. The statement that corporate social respon-
sibility actions are considered a priority for the company records 36.3% of the answers at
level 3, representing neither agreement nor disagreement, followed by 34.1% for agreement
responses. Entrepreneurs consider the implementation of sustainability strategies an im-
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portant issue for achieving smart and sustainable economic growth based on digitalisation,
sustainable development, and innovation. Analysing the field of activity in relation to
sustainability challenges serves as an argument for entrepreneurs to view the development
of a sustainable business model as a competitive advantage [136,137].

Table 3. The Distribution of Agreement and Disagreement among Respondents regarding Four
Statements Related to Sustainable Entrepreneurship in the Conducted Research.

Statements Complete Disagreement Disagreement Neither/Nor Agreement Complete Agreement

A 1 1.9% 4.9% 28.1% 34.8% 30.3%

B 2 8.2% 8.2% 32.6% 40.8% 10.1%

C 3 1.5% 7.5% 32.6% 34.1% 24.3%

D 4 7.1% 7.5% 36.3% 34.1% 15.0%
1 Statement A: The company has well-established policies for responsible purchasing (e.g., reduced resource consumption,
collaboration with certified suppliers, etc.). 2 Statement B: Involvement in the community is a priority for the company.
3 Statement C: The company’s sustainability strategy is successfully implemented. 4 Statement D: Corporate social
responsibility actions are a priority for the company. Source: Carried out by the Authors based on the results registered
within quantitative research.

A contingency table has been created between the level of agreement on the CSR-type
actions that represent a priority for the company and the definition of a sustainability
strategy at the company level. From the distribution of relative frequencies on the two
groups, it can be seen that at the level of the companies that have defined a sustainability
strategy, most of the respondents agree and fully agree that CSR is a priority for the
company (68.5%), compared to the same percentage at the level of the companies that have
not defined a sustainability strategy (31.6%).

In order to check if there are differences between the samples, the non-parametric
Kolmogorov–Smirnov test is used (Table 4). The testing hypotheses are the following ones:

Table 4. Calculated Values for the Kolmogorov–Smirnov Test.

The RSC Actions Represent a Priority for the Company

Absolute 0.371
Most Extreme Differences Positive 0.371

Negative 0.000

Kolmogorov–Smirnov Z 3.025

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000
Source: Carried out by the Authors based on the results registered within quantitative research.

H0—Between the companies which have defined a sustainability strategy and those that have
not, there are no significant differences regarding the opinion on the priority of the CSR actions;

H1—Between the companies which have defined a sustainability strategy and those that have
not, there are significant differences regarding the opinion on the priority of the CSR actions.

The maximum difference between the accumulated relative frequencies is
Dobs =0.371 ∼= 37.1% (Table 5), being greater than the calculated value Dα = 16.66%,
which means that the alternative hypothesis H1 is accepted, and the null hypothesis H0
is rejected. In conclusion, there are significant differences between the definition of the
sustainability strategy and the priority of the CSR companies. The same decision can be
taken based on the minimum significance level for which the alternative hypothesis H1 can
be accepted (this significance level being lower than the threshold of 0.05, which means
that it can be guaranteed with a probability of 95% that there are significant differences
between the two groups).
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Table 5. The Distribution of Registered Responses regarding the Future Intentions of the Surveyed
Companies concerning the Use of Analysed Funding Sources.

Funding Source

Answer Variants (%)

1—Very Unlikely 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9—Very Probable
to Resort to

I
Do not Want to

Resort to

Profit 2.6 4.1 1.1 4.5 4.9 5.6 11.6 1.1 59.6 4.9
Personal Funds 8.6 5.6 7.9 6.4 10.5 14.2 16.5 1.9 27.7 0.7

Trade Credit 16.5 9.7 7.5 11.2 10.1 11.6 9.4 2.6 10.5 10.9
European Funds 20.6 6.0 9.4 11.2 9.0 14.6 4.9 1.5 10.5 12.4

Bank Loan 8.2 3.4 4.1 3.4 6.4 9.4 18.0 3.7 36.0 7.5
Leasing 8.2 2.2 4.9 3.7 8.6 11.6 18.0 2.2 33.7 6.7

Business-Angels 47.9 13.5 3.7 3.7 0.7 1.9 2.2 3.7 1.1 21.3

Source: Carried out by the Authors based on the results registered within the quantitative research.

Objective 2 (H2). Identifying the Types of Funding Sources that are Most Frequently Used by the
Entrepreneurs.

The research included a filter question: Have you used any funding sources for your
company in the past? to which all the registered responses (267—representing 100%) were
affirmative, suggesting that every company requires financing. This finding is also sup-
ported and confirmed by the specialised literature [134,138]. In the context of a sustainable
economy, emphasis is placed on the presence of both governmental and non-governmental
funding sources [139,140], the SMEs are increasingly interested in finding alternative fund-
ing sources [141].

The choice of funding sources requires economic and financial knowledge from the
representatives of the companies. Thus, the respondent managers were asked to assess the
soundness of their financial knowledge. Half of them considered their financial knowledge
to be sound (50.2%), but an interesting finding is that only 15% selected the option very
sound. This suggests that there may be a need for additional training or education in
the financial knowledge field. A percentage of 21.3% chose options indicating moderate
knowledge, neither/nor, while 13.5% rated their knowledge as satisfactory. It is worth
to consider that none of the respondents chose the option ‘not at all’ sound, which is as
expected, considering the respondents are represented by decision-makers.

It is necessary to examine the extent to which the respondents are familiar with
the funding sources for their own businesses. The responses indicate that nearly half of
the subjects (49.8%) have a good understanding of the funding sources. The transition
from general to specific, that is, from the general knowledge of funding sources to the
knowledge of the most suitable sources for their own business aligns well with the score
registered at the first level. The middle option answer, neither/nor, was chosen by 21.7% of
respondents, followed by 17.6% for the option very good. 10.9% indicated a satisfactory
level of knowledge, and no respondent chose the option ‘not satisfactory at all.’

In response to the open-ending question What funding sources do you know?, respondents
had the possibility to mention all the funding sources with which they were familiar. These
sources were classified and divided into categories, and the results show that the most
well-known funding sources among the respondents are bank loans, with 78.7%, followed
by leasing (63.7%), profit (52.8%), and European funds (19.9%). Personal funds received
19.9% of the responses, while trade credit was mentioned by 18% of the respondents. The
least known source is Business Angels, with only 0.4%. Other sources mentioned and
classified under a different type of funding sources include: subsidies (45.5%), credit lines
(11.4%), investments (9.1%), microgrants (4.5%), trade credit, factoring, and share capital
(each with 4.5%), stocks, capital contributions, associate loans, public funds, bond and
share issuances, investors, government funds—all with 2.3% each.
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In conclusion, the majority of respondents (76.03%) base their business operations on
collaborative relationships with business partners, emphasizing respect and diligence in
adhering to contractual agreements. This finding is also supported by other studies [142].

Regarding the statement “Requesting guarantees for the borrowed amount represents
a barrier to accessing funding sources,” respondents were asked to indicate their level
of agreement or disagreement. The results show that 41.6% of the respondents agree,
followed by total agreement at 28.8%. The option of neither agreement nor disagreement
is chosen by almost a quarter of the respondents (21.7%). Significantly lower percentages
were registered for the disagreement option at 6% and total disagreement at 1.9%, respec-
tively. Despite appearances, bank loans are not among the most accessible sources for all
entrepreneurs [6], since bank loans require the establishment of guarantees by SMEs, and
these represent burdensome costs for most companies (41.6%). Under these circumstances,
many entrepreneurs opt for factoring as a funding source. Factoring does not involve any
type of material guarantee, and the expenses consist of the commission charged by the
bank and the interest calculated for the loan [143]. Many entrepreneurs choose factoring as
a funding source due to the benefits it offers [144,145].

Most respondents (73%) consider that the choice of the financing method also takes
into account the tax aspects (considering that opting for leasing as a financing method
involves VAT, whereas a traditional bank loan does not impact on VAT), while 18% hold
the opposite view. Additionally, 9% of respondents mentioned that they were not aware of
this aspect.

As a rigorous and comprehensive organisation and management of company activities
are not sufficient to ensure development in the context of new daily challenges, every
company manager considers resorting to various funding sources.

Objective 3 (O3). Determining the Future Intentions of the Entrepreneurs regarding the Strategy
of the Companies to Use Various Funding Sources.

The results regarding the identification of funding sources used by the companies
surveyed for sustaining and developing their business activities it can be noted that rein-
vesting profit is the most commonly used source of funding (79.4%), followed by bank loan
(62.2%), and leasing, respectively (52.1%). The least used source is Business Angels [146],
with only 1.1%, a result also confirmed by the study [147–149]. Under the option “Other
sources of financing,” it is noted that subsidies are considered the most used sources of
funding by the responding managers. Microgrants, loans between subsidiaries and parent
companies, and loans from associates are equally noted, with only 2.38% each. During the
business recovery period, the majority of the SMEs resorted to non-repayable sums, such as
microgrants, for the purpose of acquiring services, inventory items, and other equipment to
resume current activities [150]. The choice of funding sources is undoubtedly an important
decision, even for small enterprises, where obstacles encountered can pose development
issues. Some studies even show a correlation between the choice of funding sources and
the performance achieved [151]. The intention to use bank loans should be mentioned, as
they are among the most well-known sources of financing, even though they can generate
burdensome costs. However, business development and achieving performance objectives
always require taking certain risks in relation to funding sources. It has been proven that in
certain situations, such as the financial crisis of 2008, bank financing served as a means of
recovery for SMEs, rather than relying solely on the internal resources of the company [152].

To better observe future intentions, the results reflecting the respondents’ choices
regarding funding sources are presented in Table 5.

From the seven funding sources analysed, it can be noted that the highest level of
intention for future use is obtained for profit reinvestment (59.6%). With a high possibility
of future use, we can see bank loans (36%), leasing (33.7%), and personal funds (27.7%). Cor-
relating these results with the ones obtained in the previous question (where profit showed
79.4%, followed by the bank loan with 62.2%, and the leasing with 52.1%, respectively),
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it becomes obvious that the managers of the respondent companies have the intention of
using the same funding sources they have already used.

To understand the pattern of entrepreneurs’ reactions regarding the funding sources
and to draw logical conclusions, the principal component analysis was used, which reduces
the variables to a smaller number. Seven variables measured with an interval scale were
included in the analysis, so that the means for each variable were calculated [126,153].

It can be noted that among the 267 respondents included in the analysis, relatively
different means were obtained for the seven variables analysed—funding sources. From
the correlation matrix, it is obvious that there are two groups of variables that are closely
related: profit and personal funds form the first component, while trade credit, European
funds, bank loans, leasing, and Business Angels form the second component.

These two components are rotated in an orthogonal plane, and the weight of the
seven variables in the two factors is presented in the “Rotated Component Matrix” table
(Table 6). The variables are ordered based on their weight in the first factor, representing
the group that describes “external funding sources,” while the second factor represents
“internal funding sources.” In this way, two new variables were formed based on the
individual average values of the variables included in each component. Therefore, the
variable “Situation regarding self-financing capacity,” which includes profit and personal
funds, and the variable “Situation regarding external funding sources,” obtained from the
other five variables. This grouping explains how entrepreneurs think of using them, namely,
supplementing internal funding sources with external ones, exactly in the order indicated
by entrepreneurs (trade credit, European funds, bank loan, leasing, and Business Angels).

Table 6. Component Matrix for Principal Component Analysis.

Component

1 2

Profit 0.271 0.730
Personal Funds 0.641 0.501

Trade Credit 0.745 0.067
European Funds 0.742 −0.298

Bank Loan 0.624 −0.131
Leasing 0.633 −0.045

Business_Angels 0.379 −0.625

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
Matrix component: 2 components extracted.

Source: Carried out using SPSS software by the Authors of the present paper, based on research data.

The results obtained demonstrate that after the rotation of axes (Table 7), there are
no substantial changes in the correlation coefficients compared to the situation presented
earlier. The graph is represented in Figure 2, for demonstration, where the two variables,
named by the authors of the article as “Situation regarding self-financing capacity” and
“Situation regarding external funding source,” can be found.

The analysis conducted by the authors confirms that funding for the SMEs has an
impact on their continuous and sustainable growth. The SME sector facilitates the creation
of new businesses, promotes innovation, and also contributes to national economic growth.

To further investigate and understand the extent to which funding sources available
to the companies are used, respondents were asked to indicate a level between 1 and 5,
considering distances between the scale levels equal, where 1—the least used and 5—the
most frequently used. The results once again confirm that profit is the most frequently
used financing source, with the maximum percentage for level 5 on the scale (at 60.7%).
Relatively close percentages are registered for level 4 of the scale for sources, such as
personal funds (31.1%), bank loans (30.3%), and leasing (32.2%). It is noteworthy that the
least used sources are trade credits, European funds, and Business Angels (82%).
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Table 7. Rotated Component Matrix for Principal Component Analysis.

Component

1 2

Profit 0.028 0.778
Personal Funds 0.451 0.677

Trade Credit 0.686 0.298
European Funds 0.798 −0.049

Bank Loan 0.634 0.071
Leasing 0.615 0.156

Business Angels 0.556 −0.475

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalisation.
Rotated Component Matrix: Rotation converged in three iterations.

Source: Carried out using SPSS software by the Authors of the present paper, based on research data.
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Considering that profit is the most significant funding source, the analysis focuses on
its distribution, specifically whether it is spread over a longer period (the study has set a
time horizon of three years) or fully allocated in the year following its generation. Thus, in
the first year, most respondent managers state that they are willing to reinvest a percentage
between 0 and 10% of the profit, followed by 35.2% with a reinvestment percentage between
10 and 25%. It can be noted that in the second year, the situation changes, and reinvested
profit falls between 25 and 50% for 41.6% of the respondents, followed by 30.7% with values
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between 10 and 25%. In the second year, the reinvested profit with values between 0 and
10% was chosen by 15.4% of the respondents. The third year follows a similar trend to the
second year, with very close values: 43.1% of the respondents for 25–50%, and 24% for
10–25% of the profit.

The obtained results confirm the prudence in company management and the quality
of entrepreneurs’ ability to make decisions that target a longer period of time. In their
view, the results achieved through the use of profit (the source with the least significant
or non-existent costs) for business development must be convincing and sustainable. It
should be mentioned, in this context, that assuming a moderate level of risk is the path to
the success and durability of a business, and the results obtained are also supported by
other studies [154]. Furthermore, this distribution of profit reflects decisions regarding the
funding of activities or investments based on a strategy that focuses resources on specific
factors to ensure the efficiency of the business and its subsequent development, considering
that the accessibility to other funding sources is more difficult [40]. In conclusion, the
behaviour of reinvesting profits is influenced by factors such as taking certain risks, business
experience, competitive advantage, the possibility of accessing external funding sources,
and, finally, the basic economic background and preparedness of entrepreneurs.

The distribution of responses regarding the willingness of respondents to use the
company’s own capital shows that the option much accounts for 49.1% of the answers,
followed by neither/nor with 21.7%. The responses for very much constitute 12.4%, not at
all with 9.7%, and considerably with 7.1%.

The analysis of the respondents’ willingness to resort to bank loans shows that 30.3%
marked the response option 5—very much, followed by level 4 with 24%. The middle level,
3, is indicated by 15.4% of the subjects, followed by 12.4% for level 2. The minimum level
1—which indicates the response not much, registers 18%. It can be concluded that most of
the respondents have the intention to use bank loans in the future.

The next two questions show the respondents’ future intention to use Leasing and
Business Angels as funding sources. For the first one, the measure to which respondents
intend to use leasing as a possible alternative form of financing (considering its greater
flexibility compared to traditional bank financing), the results indicate that almost half of
the respondents have the future intention to resort to Leasing (with 37.1% for level 5 “very
much”, followed by 26.6% for level 4). The mid-level, 3, is indicated by 18% of respondents,
followed by 5.2% for level 2, and 13.1% for level 1—“not much”.

The structure of funding sources contributes to a company’s competitiveness and
influences its ability to expand the business. In the complex conditions of running a
business, there is a significant number of funding sources available on the financial market,
but each entrepreneur, based on a development plan, analyses the competition, types,
deadlines, interest rates, and other contractual terms of suitable sources. They orient
themselves towards achieving a financial mix between their own and borrowed funding
sources. Besides funding sources such as bank and commercial loans, companies are
increasingly turning to financing through leasing. Leasing represents a form of financing
commercial activities when they do not have sufficient resources for acquiring necessary
assets, and resorting to bank loans is very costly [155].

While nearly half of the respondents showed their intention to use Leasing as a funding
source, the results for Business Angels indicate exactly the opposite. Specifically, 68.2%
of the respondents indicated level 1—“not much”, followed by 14.6% for level 2. The
mid-level, 3, is marked by 5.6% of the surveyed managers, followed by 9% for level 4, and
2.6% for level 5, respectively.

It can be concluded that most respondents have the intention to resort to Leasing as
a funding source. At the same time, most of the subjects do not have the intention to use
Business Angels. As it is a less well-known funding source, entrepreneurs are less inclined
to resort to this option. Moreover, there is a manifestation of mistrust in collaborating with
financially stronger individuals. Businesses that would be of interest to a Business Angel
are those with high returns that can also cover a higher level of risk [148].
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The Influence of the Funding Sources in the Sustainability-Performance Relationship

In order to identify the relationship between performing-sustainable development and
the choice of funding sources, a moderation analysis was performed, and the PROCESS
SPSS macro was used [109].

The suggested model consists of the components shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. The Relationship between the Sustainability Level of the Companies Included in the
Research and the Turnover, Moderated by the Level of Use of the Analysed Funding Sources (Included
in the Study). Source: Carried out by the Authors of the present paper.

For this model, we observed a R2 = 0.100, this means that 10% of the variance in
the level achieved by the company for sustainability is explained by the level of using
the funding sources, the turnover of the company and the interaction between them.
This amount of explained variance is significant and the interaction term is significant,
considering that F(3, 263) = 9.703 and p = 0.000.

Table 8 displays the Unstandardised Regression Coefficients. The interaction effect
was statistically significant (p = 0.000 and is no zero in the confidence interval), indicating
that the relationship between the turnover and the level achieved by the company for
sustainability is moderated by the level of using funding sources. This moderating effect is
shown in Figure 4.

Table 8. Summary of Moderated Regression Analysis.

β Se t p 95%CI—Low 95%CI—Up

Constant 3.301 0.036 92.574 0.000 3.231 3.371

Turnover (A) 0.080 0.029 2.787 0.006 0.023 0.136

Level Achieved by the
Company regarding the Use of

Funding Sources (B)
0.120 0.046 2.610 0.010 0.029 0.210

Interaction Term (A * B) 0.082 0.039 2.081 0.038 0.004 0.159

Source: Carried out using SPSS software by the authors of the present paper, based on research data.

Standard Error values between 0.029 and 0.046 can be observed. At the same time, the
estimators are significantly different from 0 because each of them registers p-value lower
than 0.05, the significance threshold allowed for the confidence intervals of the estimators,
implicitly at a probability of 95%. This finding is also confirmed by the confidence intervals
of the coefficients, which do not change the sign from the lower limit to the upper one, so
they do not contain the value 0. The confidence intervals can be observed as follows:

ICa0 : [3.231; 3.371], ICa1 : [0.023; 0.136], ICa2 : [0.029; 0.210], ICa3 : [0.004; 0.159] (3)
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The empirical results in Table 8 are also supported by studies that present the relation-
ship between the analysed terms. The study on sustainable competitiveness in business
also includes the interrelationships between the profitability and sustainability of the
company [156]. Another article presents the link between performance and sustainable
growth [157], while another piece of research addresses the topic of income flows that
ensure financial sustainability in eight EU countries, including Romania [158].

To further establish that the effect differs depending on the level reached by the
company regarding the use of funding sources, we employed a bootstrapping procedure
by quantifying the low-level effect (−1SD), the effect at the mean, and the high level effect
(+1SD) [159]. Table 9 presents the coefficient effects of the predictor (level achieved by
the company for sustainability) at these values of the moderator (level achieved by the
company regarding the use of funding sources).

Table 9. Coefficient Effects of the Level Reached by the Company Regarding the Use of the Fund-
ing Sources.

Level Reached by the
Company Regarding the Use

of Funding Sources
Effect SE t p 95%CI—Low 95%CI—Up

−0.780 (−1SD) 0.016 0.049 0.326 0.745 −0.081 0.113

0.000 (Mean) 0.080 0.029 2.787 0.006 0.023 0.136

0.780 (+1SD) 0.143 0.033 4.382 0.000 0.079 0.208

Source: Carried out using the SPSS software by the Authors of the present paper, based on research data.

The effect of the three levels of using funding sources (low, medium, high) is presented
in Table 9. As it can be determined, at a low level of using financial sources, the association
between turnover and the level of sustainability of the company is weaker, and then, at a
medium level of using funding sources, it is stronger, and at a high level of using funding
sources, the relationship is the strongest. The statement is supported by the increase in
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the coefficient from 0.016 (low use level of funding sources) to 0.143 (high use level of
funding sources).

The graphical representation demonstrates that at a lower level of using funding
sources, the association between turnover and sustainability level is weaker, and at a high
level of using funding sources, the association between the two is stronger. This result is
consistent and supports the conclusion from the coefficient effects presented before.

Considering sustainability dimensions, the entrepreneurs must ensure the necessary
flexibility in both the pursued architecture and the diversification of funding sources, and
if necessary, integrate financial consulting and entrepreneurial education services into their
system. Integrating circular economy thinking into financing source planning aims at the
sustainable development of the business.

Finally, for the companies to maintain their position on the market in the current
context of sustainability, they must identify:

• The areas of interest for thorough basic entrepreneurial and financial knowledge,
which will contribute together with other factors to the success of a business;

• The most appropriate development strategies, integrated with the sustainability strate-
gies, for responsible and sustainable growth on the business market;

• The harmonious combination of specific financial tools to achieve the pursued objectives;
• The architecture of a framework and a climate for a sustainable and efficient busi-

ness, considering harmonious concern for the environment, profitability, and social
commitment towards people and the community.

In conclusion, the architecture of the results, presented in the model below suggested
by the authors of the present paper, Figure 5, not only provides us with information about
how the components of the business process system are connected with sustainability and
about the interaction between them, but also offers a general picture of the moderately
sustainable business environment with the funding sources that have been used.
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5. Conclusions and Implications

The purpose of this research was to provide pertinent and relevant findings, offering
a clearer picture of the entrepreneurs’ attitudes, behaviours, and opinions regarding the
use of funding sources in their current activities, investments, technological advancements,
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and innovations. These aspects were analysed in the context of business competitiveness
and sustainability in a dynamically changing market. The contribution of this study lies
in correlating and providing an overview of the integration of a wide range of funding
sources, because by analysing the literature, it is noted that most studies research and
analyse funding sources grouped based on specific criteria or analyse only a single funding
source [160], whereas the present research integrates seven types of funding sources.

The conducted study highlighted that the majority of surveyed entrepreneurs intend
to primarily use their own funding sources (profits and personal funds) and, ultimately,
resort to external sources (bank loans, leasing, and European funds). From the registered
results, it is noted that profit reinvestment is the most frequently used funding source,
followed by bank credit and leasing, while the least used source are Business Angels.

From the funding sources analysed in the research, the highest level of future use
intention is registered for profit reinvestment (with more than half of the respondents),
followed by bank loans, leasing, and personal funds.

Related to the concept of sustainable business and sustainability, the study highlighted
that, in general, the management of the SMEs considers them important and very important,
a fact demonstrated by the result that shows that half of the surveyed companies have
defined a sustainability strategy. Moreover, the connection between the existence of a
sustainability strategy and the respondents’ gender was tested and demonstrated.

This research demonstrates that most entrepreneurs appreciate the importance of
funding sources in the transition to a more sustainable future. In this sense, the paper
demonstrated the existence of a relationship between the level of sustainability of com-
panies and their turnover, moderated by the use level of funding sources. An important
conclusion of the present study consists of developing the CSFS Model that succeeded in
presenting the connection between sustainability, funding sources, and performance (con-
firming, once again, the moderation relationship demonstrated by the regression function).

The study provided a consistent summary of the specialised literature, with one of
the implications of the work being to enrich the specialised literature through the model
suggested in the study but also to demonstrate the moderation relationship realised in the
regression function. The theoretical implications consist of the collaboration of the SMEs
with governmental and financial organisations, researchers in the field, or other bodies in
order to develop and promote new frameworks and programmes for the implementation
of funding solutions suited to the needs of the SMEs. It is concluded that government
programmes to support SME lending must be oriented towards fields with high added
value, with a high level of technology facilitating the green transition [45].

The comprehensive analysis of the literature also led to a series of practical implica-
tions for SME managers regarding funding sources. It was found that integrated strategic
thinking, such as the choice of the most suitable funding sources to support practices regard-
ing operational and economic organisational sustainability, risk management regarding the
costs associated with financing, combining several internal and external funding sources,
and resorting to innovative funding sources, can cause changes in business development.

In order to achieve organisational, operational, and economic sustainability, companies
must assess and improve their corporate competencies, evaluate their level of knowledge
of different funding sources, innovative financial technologies, and their impact on sus-
tainability. Also, organisations must improve adaptability and flexibility by restructuring
existing business models and processes [2]. This involves the use of new strategies and the
use of advanced technology to add value and stability to the business, flexibility, and agility
in calling on the various funding sources existing at the level of the economy with an impact
on environmental and social actions in order to ensure and maintain their performance.

The study put forth practical implications for the national economy as well, since
sustainability strategies at the micro level have an effect on economic well-being and the
adoption of decisions regarding the recovery and resilience mechanisms so that economies
become more sustainable, more resilient, and better prepared for the green transition and
the digital one.
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Finally, this investigation, correlated with other specialised research, can be useful
to both micro- and macroeconomic factors interested in the sustainable development of
the SME sector, which is unanimously considered the engine of any country’s economy.
Consequently, this study contributes to the current state of knowledge regarding the appeal
to funding sources that are so necessary for companies.

However, beyond the results obtained, this research also has certain limitations, pri-
marily caused by the fact that the investigated population focused on analysing the Central
Region of Romania and only companies using external accounting services. Another limi-
tation of the study refers to the analysis of the seven most well-known and used funding
sources, perhaps excluding innovative funding sources from the analysis. At the same
time, in future research, large and very large companies can be included; a limitation of the
present study is it surveyed only SMEs.

The authors intend to expand the research in the future at the national level, covering
all eight regions of development. Future studies could further examine the management
of funding sources in the case of companies from other European countries. Moreover,
research could also target an in-depth study of the real needs of start-up companies,
especially the barriers and negative influences that may affect their opinions. A future
study may analyse the opinions of future entrepreneurs, of people who intend to open a
business in the immediate future, to be able to observe and compare the possible differences
between the opinions of people who have experience in running a business and people
who are going to open and manage a business.
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101. Tang, M.; Huang, H.; Walsh, G.; Guerrero, M. The impact of entrepreneurial overconfidence on incubator effectiveness. J. Technol.

Transf. 2023, 48, 416–440. [CrossRef]
102. Hellmann, T.; Schure, P.; Vo, D.H. Angels and venture capitalists: Substitutes or complements? J. Financ. Econ. 2021, 141, 454–478.

[CrossRef]
103. Cipollone, A.; Giordani, P.E. Entrepreneurs meet financiers: Evidence from the business angel market. J. Bus. Ventur. 2019,

34, 105913. [CrossRef]
104. Solodoha, E.; Rosenzweig, S.; Harel, S. Incentivizing angels to invest in start-ups: Evidence from a natural experiment. Res. Policy

2023, 52, 104634. [CrossRef]
105. BBVA. Available online: https://www.bbva.com/en/sustainability/what-is-sustainable-financing/ (accessed on 16 Novem-

ber 2023).
106. Chatzistamoulou, N.; Tyllianakis, E. Green growth & sustainability transition through information. Are the greener better

informed? Evidence from European SMEs. J. Environ. Manag. 2022, 306, 114457. [CrossRef]
107. Streimikiene, D.; Mikalauskiene, A.; Burbaite, G. The role of sustainable finance in achieving sustainable devel-opment goals.

Econ. Sociol. 2023, 16, 271–298. [CrossRef]
108. Edmans, A.; Kacperczyk, M. Sustainable Finance. Rev. Financ. 2022, 26, 1309–1313. [CrossRef]
109. Ozili, K.P. Making sustainable finance sustainable. Financ. Internet Q. 2021, 17, 64–70. [CrossRef]
110. Zetzsche, D.A.; Anker-Sørensen, L. Regulating Sustainable Finance in the Dark. Eur. Bus. Organ. Law Rev. 2022, 23, 47–85.

[CrossRef]
111. Lee, J.W. Green Finance and Sustainable Development Goals: The Case of China. J. Asian Financ. Econ. Bus. 2020, 7, 577–586.

[CrossRef]
112. Greg, L. Qualitative and Quantitative Research: How to Choose the Best Design. In Proceedings of the Academic Business World

International Conference, Nashville, TN, USA, 28 May 2007.
113. Chelcea, S. Chestionarul în cercetarea sociologică. In Tehnici de Cercetare Sociologica SNSPA; Bucures, ti, Facultatea de Comunicare si

Relatii Publice: Bucharest, Romania, 2001; pp. 69–120.
114. Parlamentul României. Legea Nr. 315/2004 Privind Dezvoltarea Regională în România. 2004. Available online: https://lege5.ro/

Gratuit/gu3domrv/legea-nr-315-2004-privind-dezvoltarea-regionala-in-romania?pid=25135758#p-25135758 (accessed on 10
January 2023).

115. Guvernul României. Ordonant,a De Urgent,ă Nr. 122 Din 29 Iulie 2020 Privind Unele Măsuri Pentru Asigurarea Eficientizării
Procesului Decizional Al Fondurilor Externe Nerambursabile Destinate Dezvoltării Regionale În România 2020a. Available online:
https://legislatie.just.ro/Public/DetaliiDocumentAfis/228570 (accessed on 10 January 2023).

116. Guvernul României. Notă De fundamentare La Ordonant,a De Urgent,ă a Guvernului Nr. 88/2022 Pentru Modificarea S, i
Completarea Unor Acte Normative În Vederea Gestionării Fondurilor Europene Nerambursabile Destinate Dezvoltării Regionale.
2022. Available online: https://gov.ro/fisiere/subpagini_fisiere/NF_OUG_88-2022.pdf (accessed on 10 January 2023).

117. ADR Centru Prezentare Regiunea Centru 2021. Available online: http://www.adrcentru.ro/prezentare-regiunea-centru/
(accessed on 12 February 2023).

118. INSSE. Site-Urile Direct, iilor Regionale S, i Judet,ene De Statistică. 2020. Available online: https://insse.ro/cms/ro/content/site-
urile-direc%C8%9Biilor-regionale-%C8%99i-jude%C8%9Bene-de-statistic%C4%83 (accessed on 10 January 2023).

119. Chirescu, A.D.; Pătărlăgeanu, S.R. The Analysis of the SMEs Situation in Romania. Romanian Statistical Review 2022. Supple-
ment 6. Available online: https://www.revistadestatistica.ro/supliment/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/rrss06_2022_06_en.pdf
(accessed on 15 February 2023).

120. Ziarul Financiar. Available online: https://www.zf.ro/companii/unde-s-multi-puterea-creste-imm-urile-reprezinta-99-7-din-
companiile-din-economie-si-angajeaza-66-din-salariati-18662141 (accessed on 20 February 2023).

121. Romanian Companies. Available online: https://www.listafirme.ro/ (accessed on 23 March 2023).
122. Datculescu, P. Incursiuni în fundamentele s, i metodele de es, antionare. In Cercetarea De Marketing, Cum Pătrunzi în Mintea

Consumatorului, Cum Măsori S, i Cum Analizezi Informat, ia; Editura Brandbilders Grup: Bucharest, Romania, 2006; pp. 580–598.
123. Start-Up-Centru. Available online: http://start-up-centru.ro/dezvoltarea-socio-economica-la-nivelul-regiunii-de-dezvoltare-

centru-in-contextual-sustinerii-si-dezvoltarii-antreprenoriatului-puncte-tari-si-puncte-slabe/ (accessed on 10 March 2023).
124. André, O.; Dias, A.; Patuleia, M.; Pereira, L. Financial Objectives and Satisfaction with Life: A Mixed-Method Study in Surf

Lifestyle Entrepreneurs. Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 555. [CrossRef]
125. Zahid, E.R.M.A.; Taran, A.; Khan, M.K.; Chersan, I.C. ESG, dividend payout policy and the moderating role of audit quality:

Empirical evidence from Western Europe. Borsa Istanb. Rev. 2023, 23, 350–367. [CrossRef]
126. Howitt, D.; Cramer, D. Introducere in SPSS Pentru Psihologie; Popescu, A.; Popa, C., Translators; Polirom: Ias, i, Romania, 2006.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cor.2021.105270
https://doi.org/10.1108/RAUSP-04-2019-0063
https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm15050213
https://doi.org/10.7172/1644-9584.95.8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-022-09938-w
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfineco.2021.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2018.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2022.104634
https://www.bbva.com/en/sustainability/what-is-sustainable-financing/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2022.114457
https://doi.org/10.14254/2071-789X.2023/16-1/17
https://doi.org/10.1093/rof/rfac069
https://doi.org/10.2478/fiqf-2021-0020
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40804-021-00237-9
https://doi.org/10.13106/jafeb.2020.vol7.no7.577
https://lege5.ro/Gratuit/gu3domrv/legea-nr-315-2004-privind-dezvoltarea-regionala-in-romania?pid=25135758#p-25135758
https://lege5.ro/Gratuit/gu3domrv/legea-nr-315-2004-privind-dezvoltarea-regionala-in-romania?pid=25135758#p-25135758
https://legislatie.just.ro/Public/DetaliiDocumentAfis/228570
https://gov.ro/fisiere/subpagini_fisiere/NF_OUG_88-2022.pdf
http://www.adrcentru.ro/prezentare-regiunea-centru/
https://insse.ro/cms/ro/content/site-urile-direc%C8%9Biilor-regionale-%C8%99i-jude%C8%9Bene-de-statistic%C4%83
https://insse.ro/cms/ro/content/site-urile-direc%C8%9Biilor-regionale-%C8%99i-jude%C8%9Bene-de-statistic%C4%83
https://www.revistadestatistica.ro/supliment/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/rrss06_2022_06_en.pdf
https://www.zf.ro/companii/unde-s-multi-puterea-creste-imm-urile-reprezinta-99-7-din-companiile-din-economie-si-angajeaza-66-din-salariati-18662141
https://www.zf.ro/companii/unde-s-multi-puterea-creste-imm-urile-reprezinta-99-7-din-companiile-din-economie-si-angajeaza-66-din-salariati-18662141
https://www.listafirme.ro/
http://start-up-centru.ro/dezvoltarea-socio-economica-la-nivelul-regiunii-de-dezvoltare-centru-in-contextual-sustinerii-si-dezvoltarii-antreprenoriatului-puncte-tari-si-puncte-slabe/
http://start-up-centru.ro/dezvoltarea-socio-economica-la-nivelul-regiunii-de-dezvoltare-centru-in-contextual-sustinerii-si-dezvoltarii-antreprenoriatului-puncte-tari-si-puncte-slabe/
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci11120555
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bir.2022.10.012


Sustainability 2024, 16, 654 28 of 29

127. Malhotra, N. Marketing Research, An Applied Orientation, 4th ed.; Pearson Education LTD: Harlow, UK, 2004; Chapter 19;
pp. 558–582.

128. Constantin, C. Sisteme informatice de marketing. In Analiza Si Prelucrarea Datelor De Marketing; Aplicatii in SPSS, Ed.; Informaket:
Brasov, Romania, 2006.

129. Jaba, E.; Grama, A. Analiza Statistică Cu SPSS Sub Windows; Polirom: Ias, i, Romania, 2004.
130. Hayes, A.F. Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach; Guilford Press:

New York, NY, USA, 2022.
131. Hayes, A.F. Partial, Conditional, and Moderated Moderated Mediation: Quantification, Inference, and Interpretation. Commun.

Monogr. 2017, 85, 4–40. [CrossRef]
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